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Prologue



Seven Years Earlier


“I can’t tell you how much we appreciate this,” Debbie Wilson said into the telephone. “It’s our second anniversary, and we haven’t had any real time to ourselves since Sarah was born. When Jim said he wanted to take me away for the weekend, I was just floored!” She giggled. “Joanne, are you sure it’s not a problem? I mean, there’s nobody else we really trust with her, but keeping her for the whole weekend is a lot to ask.”

“Oh, don’t worry about it,” said the woman on the other end of the line. “Sarah is no trouble at all, we’ll be fine. You kids go have fun for your anniversary, and don’t worry about Sarah. I’ll take good care of her until you pick her up on Sunday.”

“Oh, I really don’t know how to thank you. This is going to be wonderful.” The two of them talked for a couple of moments longer and then Debbie hung up the phone. Her husband, Jim, would be home from work in less than half an hour, and it was time for their plans to go into action.

As Debbie had said to Joanne, her favorite babysitter, the following day was their second anniversary. Other than a few short date nights where they went out to dinner, Jim and Debbie hadn’t been truly alone since the baby was born almost exactly a year earlier. Sarah had turned one just the previous week, and Jim had surprised Debbie with a weekend at a resort only a couple of hours away for an anniversary present.

As much as she loved her daughter, the thought of being away for a few days was almost like an invitation to heaven. She had spent the day making sure everything was packed and ready, and even though she had already arranged for Joanne to keep the baby, she had felt the need to call and make sure everything would be okay. After being assured that her daughter would be well taken care of, she was ready to put her worries behind her and enjoy a weekend of second honeymoon bliss.

The baby’s things were in a small suitcase beside the diaper bag, and she had packed one large suitcase with everything they would need for the weekend. When Jim pulled in a short time later, she was waiting with a smile on her face as he came to the door, kissed his wife and then carried the bags out to the car.

“Come on,” he said. “I don’t want to waste a minute of this weekend. You got any idea how long I’ve been wanting to get you completely alone? We have some lost time to make up for.” He was grinning from ear to ear.

Debbie felt her face turn pink as she grinned back. She understood exactly what he meant, and intended to take advantage of every opportunity to make up some of that lost time. This weekend should provide plenty such opportunities, and she was definitely ready.

Her only concern was the cost. Jim had a decent job, but he didn’t make the kind of money that allowed them to take vacations like this. When she asked about it, though, he only brushed her off and told her not to worry. He had gotten a bonus at work, he said, and it was going to be enough to make a few dreams come true. This was just one of them.

She gathered up little Sarah and carried her out to the car, buckled her into the car seat and then climbed in front beside her husband. He leaned over and kissed her again as she buckled her seat belt, then started the car up and backed out of the driveway once more.

It was a ten-minute drive across the southern part of the city to get to Joanne’s house, and Jim made almost record time. The two of them walked to the door with the baby, handed over her things and kissed her “bye-bye,” then forced themselves to turn around and go back to the car.

“Are you sure this is the right thing to do?” Debbie asked. “We’ve never been away from her overnight before.”

“Debbie, she’ll be fine,” Jim said. “Joanne has watched her how many times? They get along great, Sarah will get spoiled rotten all weekend, and we’ll see her again on Sunday. It’s not like she’s going off to college or something.” He reached over and touched her cheek. “We need this, baby,” he said. “We’ve needed a break like this for a long time.”

Debbie leaned her cheek against his hand and smiled. “I’m not going to argue with that.”

She leaned in for a kiss and Jim obliged, then started the car and put it in gear. As they pulled away from the babysitter’s house, Debbie fought down the natural mother’s instinct to rush back one more time and make sure her daughter was safe.

Myrtle Beach was two hours away, and Jim didn’t waste any time. Pushing the speed limit just a bit, he made it to their hotel by seven thirty. Like Debbie, he had been looking forward to this weekend and wanted to get it started.

The desk clerk on duty prided himself on being able to tell exactly why guests were visiting the hotel. One glance at Jim and Debbie was all it took for him to know this was a couple who had been working hard for a long time. They hadn’t been able to give each other as much time and attention as they wanted to, and this was a romantic getaway for them. He smiled as they approached the desk.

“Welcome to the Hotel Hamilton,” he said. “I’m guessing you have a reservation?”

Jim smiled. “We do,” he said. “James and Deborah Wilson.”

The clerk looked at the computer, then smiled even wider. “Yes, indeed,” he said. “The honeymoon suite.” He quickly printed out the paperwork they needed to sign, ran Jim’s credit card and then rang the bell for a bellman to carry their bags and show them to their room.

Debbie’s first glimpse of the honeymoon suite made her eyes go wide. The bed was the biggest she had ever seen in her life, and there was a hot tub, an actual hot tub, just four feet away. The room was done in red and white, and there were mirrors everywhere. There were mirrors on the walls, mirrors on the ceiling, even a mirror on the headboard of the bed. Debbie blushed as she thought about what those mirrors were for.

Jim tipped the bellman with a twenty-dollar bill, and then they were alone. He turned to his wife and held up his arms, and she rushed into them, kissing him passionately.

“The honeymoon suite?” she asked. “Jim, this is wonderful.”

“Only the best for my baby,” Jim said. “I know it’s not two weeks in Cancún, but it’s the best I can do for a second honeymoon at the moment.” He pulled her close and they kissed, then he pushed her back slightly. “I don’t know about you, but I’m starving. I haven’t had anything since lunch. They’ve got a five-star restaurant right here in the hotel, down off the lobby. We could eat there, or we can go out and grab something to bring back. Which would you prefer?”

“A five-star restaurant? Do you really have to ask? Give me a couple of minutes to freshen up, and we can go on down to eat. Oh, wait, do we need to get dressed up for it?”

“I don’t think so,” Jim said. “I glanced in as we came through the lobby, and the people I saw were dressed about like us. I’m gonna change shirts, though—this one’s a little sweaty.”

They both took the time to freshen themselves up, then left the room and rode the elevator down to the lobby. The clerk smiled again as he saw them entering the restaurant.

The hostess seated them and a waitress hurried over to take their drink orders. Jim surprised Debbie by ordering a Manhattan, because he rarely drank at all, but she quickly followed his lead to order her favorite margarita. After all, it wasn’t like they had to drive home.

A wonderful dinner was followed by a wonderful night. They finally drifted off to sleep around midnight, entangled around each other the way only true lovers can be.

They spent the next day, which was Saturday, checking out the attractions around the city. They visited the Myrtle Beach Safari, where they got to play with an elephant, monkeys and other animals, then spent time at the Hollywood Wax Museum and Ripley’s Believe It or Not Museum. Both of those places left them speechless, and they came away with a lot of photographs.

By the time they got back to the hotel, they were both nearly exhausted. Debbie filled up the hot tub and they climbed into it, letting the hot water soak away the tiredness from their bodies while the heat inside them led to another night of wonderful passion.

Sunday morning came, and they slept as late as they could. When it was finally time to check out, they carried their bags down to the lobby and then went into the restaurant for one more sumptuous meal before heading back to real life.

When they finished eating, they both felt they were leaving too soon, but little Sarah was waiting. It was time to go home and be responsible parents again, so they drove slowly through Myrtle Beach on the way to the highway, and then Jim stayed within the speed limit on the way home.

Debbie began feeling apprehensive as they turned onto the street where Joanne lived. She couldn’t have told anyone why, but something didn’t feel right. When they pulled up in front of the house, that feeling grew even stronger.

Joanne’s house had always been easily recognizable because of the many toys that littered her front yard. Today, none were visible, and Debbie noticed instantly that the living-room curtains were closed. She had never seen them closed before, so seeing it now suddenly gave her a feeling of dread.

“Jim, something’s not right,” she said.

Jim looked at her. “What? What do you mean?”

“Where are the toys? The yard always has toys scattered all over it, but there’s none of them out there now.” She opened her door and got out, and Jim hurried to follow as she made her way up the walk to the front door.

She rang the doorbell, but there was no response. Debbie hit the button again, and then again. Still, no one came to the door, and there were no sounds from inside the house.

“Hey,” came a voice, and they turned to see a neighbor woman looking at them. “If you’re looking for Joanne, she’s gone.”

“Gone?” Jim asked. “What do you mean, she’s gone?”

“Yeah, yesterday,” the woman said. “I was as surprised as anyone, but a big truck pulled up and four guys started loading everything into it. I never even saw Joanne—one of those men said she was already gone, and they were just packing up her things for her.”

“But that’s not possible,” Debbie said. “She has our baby, she can’t just pack up and move!”

Jim had his cell phone in his hand and was already dialing 911 as Debbie began pounding on the door and crying frantically.

The police arrived within ten minutes, and began speaking with the neighbors. A couple of others confirmed what the first woman had told them, that they had seen a moving truck being loaded with all of the furniture and possessions from the house, but no one had seen Joanne. A couple of neighbors mentioned that her car had left on Friday night, and hadn’t been seen since.

The police continued questioning neighbors for almost two hours, but no one seemed to know anything. Jim and Debbie were encouraged several times to go home, but Debbie refused to leave until she had answers.

A black SUV pulled in, and two men stepped out of it. They identified themselves as Special Agents Courtney and Wingo of the FBI, and conferred with the police officers for several minutes before speaking to Jim and Debbie.

“Mrs. Wilson,” Courtney said, “can you give us a description of the woman who took your child?”

“Oh, God, yes,” Debbie said. “Joanne is about five feet tall, and she’s—well, she’s round. She told me she weighs almost a hundred and eighty pounds, so she’s pretty big for such a short woman. She’s got short brown hair and brown eyes, and she’s missing the little finger on her left hand. It was something about an accident when she was a kid, with the garbage disposal.”

Courtney and Wingo looked at one another, and then Wingo pulled up a photo on his phone and showed it to Debbie. “Would this be her?” he asked.

Debbie’s eyes went wide. “Yes, that’s her,” she said. “How do you have a photograph of her?”

Wingo let out a sigh. “I’m afraid this is a woman we’ve been looking for for several years,” he said. “Her real name is Bernadette Riley, and she’s been involved in several similar abductions.”

Debbie looked into his face. “She what? You’re saying she’s done this before?”

“I’m afraid so,” Wingo said. “And unfortunately, she’s very good at disappearing. She changes her identity the way most people change clothes. Maybe this will be the case that finally lets us catch her, and put her where she belongs.”

“Wait a minute,” Jim said. “If you knew that she did this kind of thing, why was she running loose anyway? Shouldn’t she already be in prison?”

“If she’s ever caught, she will be,” Courtney said. “I’m afraid the fact is that we’ve never actually been able to arrest her—we’ve never even gotten close enough to get a look at her. No one has, at least not from the FBI. She always seems to be one step ahead of us.”

Jim looked at his wife, then turned back to Agent Courtney. “Then what are we supposed to do?”

“The only thing you can do, Mr. Wilson,” Courtney said. “Take your wife home and do your best to stay strong for her. We’re going to do everything possible to find this woman and get your daughter back, but it’s not going to happen overnight. You’re going to have to be the one that your wife can lean on, so you both get through this.”

Jim nodded slowly, and then he led his protesting wife back to the car. They got in and went home, and walked slowly inside. Debbie went directly to the nursery, and stood in the doorway staring at the empty crib.

“What if they never find her?” she asked. “Jim, what if we never get Sarah back?”

“We will,” Jim said. “You have to have faith, honey. I don’t know how long it will be, but we’ll get her back.”

Their lives settled into a routine over the next few weeks, as the trail got colder and colder. They spoke with the Center for Missing and Exploited Children on several occasions, and were invited to make a plea for their daughter on a national television program.

As months passed, they kept doing everything they could think of to try to locate Joanne and Sarah, and became frequent guests on talk shows about child abduction. They were soon known as spokespeople for the many, many parents whose children were missing, and Jim started a nonprofit organization that was dedicated to teaching parents how to keep their children safe. His most stringent rule was to always investigate babysitters, no matter how well you thought you knew them.

Gradually, their grief began to subside to the point that they could start to live again. A year after Sarah’s disappearance, Debbie managed to smile as she told Jim that she was pregnant. Little Sarah, when they found her, would have a little brother or sister, and while Sarah was never far from their thoughts, they gradually began to feel whole once more.




One


The man on the back deck of the beach house picked up his coffee cup and took a sip. He’d been sitting there since just after sunrise, and was enjoying the warm ocean breeze. It had a little force to it, so he figured the tropical storm that was down south of the Bahamas might actually turn their direction after all, despite the weather forecasters insisting it was going to peter out in the Gulf.

His name was Sam Prichard, and there were people all over the world who had at least some idea who he was. A former police officer who had retired after being wounded in the line of duty, he had stumbled into a second career as a private investigator, and that had led to a friendship with an old government agent named Harry Winslow. Harry had found Sam to be one of the most capable investigators he’d ever known, and that led to Sam being recruited by the Department of Homeland Security for special jobs. His adventures had taken him all over the world, and he was more than once credited with saving millions of lives and protecting national security.

Later, he accepted a position with a large security company and became their chief investigator. He worked with a team of exceptional people to solve crimes that had everyone else stumped, but when one of those crimes resulted in the loss of two of his team members, Sam decided he had had enough. He announced his retirement, bought the beach house and moved his family from Denver to the tiny town of Flagler Beach, Florida.

That had been over a year ago, now. Retirement hadn’t exactly worked out for Sam, because there was something in him that needed the excitement of an investigation. When he was asked by an Orlando detective to help with yet another case, Sam had begun a third career as a consulting detective. That case had led to saving the president of the United States, and Sam had been rewarded handsomely once again. Since then, however, he had done most of his work from home, consulting by phone and Internet with police agencies all over the United States.

At the moment, he was between jobs, and that suited him fine. He had promised his daughter Mackenzie that he would take the day off so the family could go to the park. His wife, Indie, was in the kitchen preparing breakfast, but putting together a picnic basket at the same time.




Slap!


 
Sam heard the sound of a little hand smacking the window on the sliding-glass door, and turned to see his son standing there. Bo was nearly two and a half, now, and was almost impossible to contain. He had figured out how to climb out of his playpen, and he always seemed to know exactly where to find his daddy.



Sam got up and took his coffee cup toward the door, then stood there looking down at his little boy. Bo stared up at him expectantly, waiting for the door to open and Daddy to sweep him up into his arms. Sam held out until he saw a bit of exasperation on the child’s face, then laughed heartily and slid the door aside. He caught Bo under the arm with one hand and swung him up, and the little boy’s arms went around his daddy’s neck.

“Come in now,” Bo said. “We going to the park.”

“Yes we are,” Sam said, “but first we’re going to have breakfast. Are you ready for breakfast?”

“Beppus,” Bo said. He was talking up a storm, but some of the more complicated compound words still gave him trouble.

“Beppus it is.” Sam carried him over and sat him down in his high chair, then put his coffee cup down on the table as he fastened the safety belt that was supposed to keep Bo from falling out. He thought it would probably work if the child hadn’t figured out how to unhook it already.

“Beppus” turned out to be one of Sam’s favorites, pancakes. He had once insisted that pancakes were a species of fish that lived in syrup, rather than water, and were his absolute favorite meat. Indie had rolled her eyes at him then, and she still did whenever she thought of that silly comment.

Kenzie came in a moment later, followed by her grandmother Kim. The two of them sat down at the table, and Sam chuckled when both yawned at the same time.

“Didn’t get enough sleep?” he asked his mother-in-law.

“Beauregard was humming,” she said grumpily. “He does that a lot lately, ever since your mother took up residence with him. I wouldn’t mind if he’d wait till I got to sleep before he started. He says he can’t help it, it comes with being happy.”

Sam looked at her for a moment, then decided not to say anything. For years, he had flatly refused to believe in the old Civil War ghost that seemed to occupy his mother-in-law’s head, but things had happened since then that convinced him Beauregard was real. In fact, he had once actually gotten a glimpse of his mother’s ghost, whom Beauregard claimed was somehow with him all the time, now.

Kim could hear Beauregard, but not Grace. Beauregard had to relay messages from Sam’s mother, but he never seemed to mind. Somehow, in the nonphysical realm they occupied, the two of them had become lovers, and Sam absolutely refused to think about what that could mean for a couple of spooks.

“And that reminds me,” Kim said. “Beauregard said to tell you…”

Sam groaned. Beauregard had a nasty habit of predicting the future, and in all of Sam’s experience he had never been wrong. Unfortunately, he only got bits and pieces, so it was up to Sam to figure out the rest.

“What did he say?” Sam asked with a hint of resignation in his voice.

“Well,” Kim said, hesitating at the look on Sam’s face. “He said—he said you’re going to get a new case today, but it’s not the kind you’re used to.”

Sam nodded and sighed. “Okay,” he said. “Better keep my cell phone on, then.”

“Now, come on,” Indie said. “You promised to take the day off, Sam.”

“Blame the ghost,” Sam said. “He’s the one says I’m getting a new case. It’s not like I’m looking for one at the moment, is it?”

Indie scoffed. “Sam Prichard, you are always looking for the next case. It’s how you get through the day, I think.”

“It’s okay, Daddy,” Kenzie said. “We know you like to help people.”

Indie sat down and began cutting up Bo’s pancakes, then handed him his little plastic fork. Bo had gotten pretty good at feeding himself, even if he did end up wearing a fair part of whatever it was he was eating.

The rest of them tucked into breakfast and the conversation turned to the fun they were going to have. Kenzie talked about the swings and the seesaw, while Indie was looking forward to putting Bo on some of the toys for toddlers. There were circle swings and bouncing horses and lots of other things for little boys to enjoy, while his big sister was running and playing and getting to know some of the other children who would be there.

The nice thing about a small town that was popular with retirees was that summer was often filled with visiting grandchildren. There were children in town, of course, but not that many. Kenzie’s class in school only had fourteen students, but in Sam’s opinion, that only meant the teacher had more time to devote to each one. Kenzie had brought home report cards full of As all the last school year, but it was summertime now and school was the last thing on her mind.

When breakfast was over, they all got cleaned up and dressed for the day. For Bo, that meant a quick bath because otherwise Indie would be taking him to the park with sticky syrup all over his face and hands, and some of it had even dripped down inside his shirt.

By the time they got into the car and headed for the park, it was almost ten o’clock in the morning. Sam figured the kids would be completely tuckered out by lunchtime, so they would probably eat and then come on home.

At least, that was the way he hoped the day was going to go. He knew full well that life had a tendency to be quite different from what you were hoping for.

They found an empty pavilion with a single picnic table and made that their base of operations. Kim would hang out there and read her latest novel while Sam and Indie took the kids out to play.

“Kenzie, you listen to Daddy,” Indie said. “And be careful. I know it’s a lot of fun here, but you can get hurt on some of these things.”

“I’ll be okay, Mom,” Kenzie said. At almost nine years old, she had decided she was a bit too old to call her mother “Mommy,” so it had recently been shortened to just “Mom.” “I know how to be careful.”

Sam took his cane along even though his hip wasn’t giving him too much trouble on that particular day, picked up the small cooler that held bottled water and followed his daughter toward the playground for the bigger kids. There were a number of children already there, boys and girls of various sizes and ages. Sam found a bench near the monkey bars and sat down, while Kenzie dived into the fray.

It wasn’t long before Sam noticed that she seemed to be sticking with one particular girl. The two of them went to the swings together, played on the seesaw together and climbed everything that was climbable together, and Sam hoped the girl might be a local. Kenzie didn’t have many friends, and he felt she could use another one to round out her social circle.

After about an hour, Kenzie decided she was thirsty. She came trotting over to Sam, followed by her new shadow.

“Daddy, we’re thirsty,” she said. “This is Lisa, she lives here in town.”

“Well, hello, Lisa,” Sam said.

“Hello,” Lisa said shyly.

“Lisa goes to my school, but she’s a year behind me. We’re going to be friends.”

Sam smiled. “I’m glad to hear it,” he said. He looked at Lisa. “Kenzie needs some new friends.”

“Yeah, me too,” Lisa said, her voice soft. “I don’t have a lot of friends. Some of the kids in school, they’re really mean.”

Sam opened the cooler and gave each of the girls a bottle of water, and they quickly drank them down. As soon as they were finished, they were off again, leaving him alone once more.

The smile stayed on his face. Lisa seemed like a very nice girl, and if she had trouble making friends, Kenzie would be a good one for her. Kenzie couldn’t see any bad in people; that was amazing, considering some of the things she had been forced to witness over the last few years, but she always looked for the good. Sam was sure she’d be a good influence on the little girl.

Watching the two of them, he saw a pair of girls who were excited about life. They swung from the monkey bars, jumped off the mockup fire engine and played pirate with some other kids on the wooden pirate ship that had recently been added. In every moment, they were laughing and smiling, and Sam was delighted to see it.

“Lisa?” a man’s voice bellowed out, and Sam saw Lisa turn and stare in the direction it had come from. Instantly, the smile vanished from her face and she hurried down from the pirate ship. She stood at the bottom of the ramp and put her hands behind her back with her eyes on the ground as the man approached.

“Lisa, come on,” the man said. “It’s time to go, honey.”

Kenzie had come down from the ship as well and stood beside Lisa. Sam could hear her telling her new friend goodbye, and that she’d see her again soon, but Lisa didn’t respond. She simply walked away, following the man Sam assumed was her father.

For just a moment, Sam felt an itch. Something about the interaction hadn’t sat well with him, but he couldn’t put his finger on what it might have been. The child had simply become quiet and withdrawn when her father appeared, but there could be a lot of reasons for that. Perhaps she got in trouble earlier in the day and was afraid her daddy might still be upset, or maybe he was just one of those parents who didn’t like a lot of rambunctious noise.

She hadn’t actually seemed frightened of him, though, so Sam put it out of his mind.

Or at least he tried to.

“Did you see that?” He turned to see Indie standing behind him, holding Bo. “That little girl acted funny when her dad called her.”

Sam shrugged. “Not really funny,” he said. “I mean, she got quiet all of a sudden, but there could be a lot of reasons for that.”

“You’re not a mother, Sam,” Indie said. “You don’t see things the way I do. There was something strange about that. Who are they, do you know?”

Kenzie had joined them, and she looked up at her mother. “Her name is Lisa, Lisa Michelson. Her daddy works at the bank, and her mom is a hairdresser. She’s a year behind me in school, but we’re going to be friends.”

Indie smiled down at her daughter. “That’s good, honey,” she said. “Maybe she needs a friend.”

Kenzie nodded. “Yeah, she said she doesn’t have any friends. She doesn’t get to go out and play very much, either. You think maybe she could come over to our house sometime?”

“I think that would be fine,” Indie said. “We’ll have to make a point of getting to know her parents.” She looked meaningfully at Sam, who rolled his eyes. Indie seemed to think something might be wrong with the family situation, but Sam had seen enough in his life to know there could be many reasons why a child might seem subdued in the presence of a parent. He wasn’t ready to jump to any conclusions, even if things did strike him as just a bit odd at that moment.

A motion caught his eye, and he glanced off to the right. The Michelson family was just getting into their car, and would be passing close by as they drove out of the park.

“Everybody wait here,” Sam said. He got up from the bench and started toward the roadway that ran through the park, getting there just as Michelson’s Buick SUV got to the same point. He held out a hand to wave, and made it clear he was hoping they would stop.

The car came to a halt and Lisa’s father powered down his window. “Can I help you?” he asked.

“Hi, Mr. Michelson? I’m Sam Prichard. My family and I moved into Flagler Beach about a year ago, we live out off A1A on the beach. I just wanted to tell you how much fun my daughter had playing with yours today. They seem to have really hit it off.”

Michelson smiled and held out a hand. “Mr. Prichard, good to meet you. I’m Carl Michelson, and this is my wife, Wendy.” He glanced over his shoulder at Lisa, then turned back to Sam. “Lisa has been telling her mom all about your daughter, as well. Her name is Kenzie?”

“That’s right, short for Mackenzie. Listen, since neither of the girls seems to have a lot of friends, we were wondering if you folks might like to come to dinner tonight. I’m not sure what we’re having, but I can tell you that it will be delicious.”

Michelson seemed surprised at the suggestion, but he turned to look at his wife. She was looking past Sam at Indie and Bo and Kenzie, and she nodded pleasantly.

“That sounds like fun,” she said. “We’ve only lived here a few months ourselves, and we haven’t really gotten to know anybody. Seems like most of the people in town are older folks who aren’t really thrilled about having children running around.” She chuckled.

“I know what you mean,” Sam said. “Well, listen, to get to our place, you just go south on A1A two miles, until you see a sign on the right that says, ‘Thanks for Visiting Flagler Beach.’ About a hundred yards past that, you’ll see a couple of palm trees flanking a driveway—that’s us. How would seven o’clock sound?”

Mrs. Michelson nodded again, and her husband turned back to Sam. “Looks like it sounds fine,” he said. “We’ll be there. Can we bring anything?”

“Yeah,” Sam said with a wink. “Bring your appetites—my mother-in-law likes to cook for an army.”

Sam shook hands with Michelson again, and the window powered up as the car drove away. He turned and walked back to his wife and the children.

“Well, I hope you and Lisa really do get along well,” Sam said. “Because I just invited them to dinner tonight.”

Indie’s eyes went wide. “You did what? Sam, I haven’t had a chance to plan anything, and the house is a mess!”

“The house is fine, because you never let it get to be a mess. And as for planning, how hard is it to figure out what to have for dinner?”

She gave him a mock glare. “It’s not that easy,” she said. “Did you happen to ask them what they like?”

“Nope, but we have a big beautiful grill on the back deck. Let’s stop by the store and pick up some steaks and chicken, and that way everybody can have what they want.”

Indie shook her head, but she was smiling now. “Fine,” she said. “But that means you’re cooking dinner.”

“Don’t I always man the grill? You and your mom can handle the sides, I’ll take care of the main course. I got this, babe. Let’s go eat our lunch, then we should probably head for home.”

“Yeah, I’m for that,” Kenzie said. “I need to clean up my room before Lisa gets there.”

Sam glanced at his daughter, then looked up at his wife. “She really is your mini-me, isn’t she?”




Two


The Michelsons arrived right on time, and Sam and Indie met them at the door. Sam made the introductions while Kenzie and Lisa took off up the stairs, then he invited Carl out onto the back deck with him. Carl accepted a bottle of root beer and followed him out the sliding-glass door.

“I thought I’d grill some porterhouse steaks and chicken breasts,” Sam said. “We weren’t sure what you might like, so I’m hoping those will work.”

“Lisa loves chicken, so she’ll be in heaven. As for me and Wendy, I don’t think they’ve made the steak we won’t eat, but I hope you’ve got a small one. Wendy can’t eat much—she goes into a panic if she gains a half inch around her waist.”

Sam chuckled. “I know exactly what you’re talking about,” he said. “My wife does the same thing.”

The two of them sat down in the Adirondack chairs on the back deck, waiting for the grill to heat up. Sam took a big gulp from his root beer and then waved the bottle toward the view of the ocean. “I fell in love with this place when I saw pictures on the Internet,” he said. “We packed up and moved here from Denver before we even made an offer, but once I actually saw it in person, there was no way I was going anywhere else.”

“I can understand that,” Carl said. “That’s got to be one of the most beautiful views around here.” He turned to Sam. “What made you come here? You’re not old enough to be retired, are you?”

Sam made a face that was supposed to be some kind of shrug. “Not according to Uncle Sam,” he said, “but certainly according to my wife and family. I was a private investigator, and I had a few close calls. After the last one, I decided it was time to hang up the badge and gun and start being a family man. I’m not entirely retired, though; I work as a consulting detective for police departments all around the country.”

Carl’s eyebrows went up. “A consulting detective? You mean, like Sherlock Holmes?”

“Well, maybe I’m not of his caliber. Still, I’ve got a good track record, and I’m known for looking at things from a different angle that often helps crack the case. That’s enough to get me called in on cases that have the local police stymied, and once in a while I actually get lucky and help them solve one.”

“Wow,” Carl said. “That must pay pretty well.”

Sam grinned. “Actually, I don’t charge anything. Occasionally there is a reward involved, and I’ll collect that, but I never ask for any pay. The big reward for me is that I get to keep my mind busy. When I try to sit around here and be retired, I just get miserable.”

Carl nodded. “I can imagine,” he said. “I’m a loan officer down at First Republic, and I love what I do. When I think about retiring, the first thought that comes to mind is that I’m glad it’s still a long ways off. I can’t imagine sitting around the house all the time with nothing to do.”

“That was my problem,” Sam said with a chuckle. “Actually, I think it was more my wife’s problem. I sat around here moping, until she finally suggested I go find something to do. Just happened that I got a shot at helping with a case in Orlando right about that time, and I’ve been taking consulting jobs ever since.”

Inside the house, while the girls were playing upstairs in Kenzie’s room, Wendy, Indie and Kim were sitting around the kitchen table with soft drinks of their own.

“We moved here about six months ago,” Wendy said. “Carl had been working at the same place for almost eight years, and he wasn’t getting ahead. He put out some feelers about jobs and a recruiter contacted him about coming here to run the loan department. He says he loves it here, and I just love this little town.”

“It’s great,” Indie said. “It’s so quiet, after the noise and hustle of Denver. The first couple of weeks, I had trouble sleeping because I didn’t hear cars going by all the time, or sirens in the distance. That used to be an every night thing, but now when I hear a siren it’s a big surprise. Lisa told Kenzie that you’re a hairdresser?”

Wendy nodded. “Yep,” she said. “I had all my own equipment, so I set up in a spare room at our house. It was like a mother-in-law room or something, and it has its own door to the outside, so it was ideal to set up as a beauty salon. That’s one of the nice things about a town full of retirees; the ladies love to get their hair done, and I’m building up a pretty good clientele.”

“I’ll have to come see you,” Kim said. “This mop of mine needs help.”

Indie listened while Kim and Wendy talked about Kim’s hair for a few moments, discussing styles and potentially a new color, while she thought about how to find out what she really wanted to know.

“Lisa seems like an awfully outgoing child,” she said during a break in the conversation. “Is she always so boisterous?”

Wendy turned to look at her. “Not always, but a good part of the time. When Carl is home, she tends to be quieter because he always comes in tired and likes to relax. Sometimes he’ll fall asleep in his recliner while I’m making dinner,” she said with a chuckle. “Lisa usually hangs out in the kitchen with me during those times.”

Indie and her mother traded glances, but neither said anything.

“I guess that makes sense,” Indie said. “Sam used to doze off in his chair now and then, and we always let him sleep. So, I guess that makes you the disciplinarian?”

“Me? Oh, no,” Wendy said. “Carl has that job, and he’s very good at it. All he ever has to do is look at Lisa when she’s acting out, and she straightens herself up instantly. She idolizes her daddy, and can’t stand the thought of him thinking she’s misbehaving.”




Or she’s terrified of what he might do,


 
Indie thought privately. Something about the way Lisa had stood with her hands behind her back, staring down at the ground when her father had appeared, was bothering her. She knew there was nothing she could put her finger on, but something about this family seemed off.



The grill had heated up perfectly and Sam had performed his culinary magic on it. An hour after the Michelsons arrived, they were all sitting down at the table to eat. Two platters sat in the center, one of them with five porterhouse steaks and the other piled high with chicken breast fillets.

“We tend to say the blessing here before we eat,” Sam said. “I hope you won’t mind.”

“Not at all,” Carl said. “We do the same at our house.”

Sam offered the blessing and then it was time to eat. He passed out the steaks, giving himself and Carl the two big ones, and letting the ladies have the three smaller ones. Lisa and Kenzie went after chicken, and Indie had already cut up a chicken breast for Bo. He was happily shoving it into his face, one handful at a time.

“Oh, my goodness,” Carl said, after taking his first bite. “Sam, that is undoubtedly the best steak I have ever tasted. You got a secret you want to share about how to make them taste so good?”

Sam grinned. “My only secret is that I don’t know how they turn out like this,” he said. “No, the truth is that I rinse the meat off, then rub it down with a mixture of pepper, garlic salt, oregano and paprika. I learned a long time ago that you can’t season meat after it’s cooked, so you’ve got to get the seasoning into it beforehand.”

“Well, whatever it is, it works. This is delicious, and Indie, these are the best mashed potatoes I’ve ever had.”

Indie smiled. “Thank you, Carl,” she said. “I have a secret of my own, with those. When I get the potatoes all mashed up, I add a quarter cup of sour cream and two ounces of shredded mozzarella cheese. It makes them creamier, and everyone says they taste great.”

“They definitely do,” Wendy said. “I’m gonna have to try that.”

“So,” Carl said, to change the subject, “what do you think of our little town here, Sam?”

“Oh, we love it here,” Sam said. “Besides the fact that we get to live right off the beach, we get the nice, secure feeling of a small town but with shopping just down the road. It seems like we can find anything we want within a half hour of home, but without having to live in the middle of the city.”

“That’s one of the things we like about it too,” Carl said.” The small-town, homey atmosphere, but all the conveniences within easy driving distance. We moved here from Atlanta—that’s where I grew up. This is a major change from living in that madhouse, I can tell you that.”

“You’re from Atlanta?” Indie asked.

“Carl is,” Wendy said. “I’m from Chicago, originally. We met in college, I went to school in Atlanta.”

Indie looked at her and blinked. “College? And you’re a hairdresser?”

Wendy laughed, and Carl smiled. “Yes,” Wendy said. “In college, I majored in English and Liberal Arts, because I like to write. I never really wanted to be a teacher, though, and that was about the only kind of work available for someone with those degrees. I’ve always liked fixing my friends’ hair, though, so it just seemed like something I wanted to do. I canned my degrees and went to the local community college, and that was that.” She shrugged and smiled. “What about you? College?”

“Yeah, MIT. I was always a computer nerd, so it seemed like a good idea at the time. Never really found a job in the field, until I met Sam. He was a private investigator and needed help with some computer work, and I was a homeless single mom who was dodging the state so they wouldn’t take my little girl. Sam put me to work and gave us a room in his house, and things just sort of—well, they just worked out.” She smiled at her husband.



“Wait a minute,” Wendy said. “Sam Prichard, a private investigator—oh my goodness, you’re

 

that


 
Indie!  The Sam Prichard Adventures blog, that’s you! Oh, my gosh, I thought your names sounded familiar!”



Sam rolled his eyes and groaned, but Wendy wasn’t done.

“I read your blog a couple of times,” she said. “It was always exciting, especially that one about Lake Mead. Carl, Sam is an actual hero!”

“Now, I’m not…” Sam began, but Carl cut him off.

“I remember when that happened,” he said. “You really stopped the terrorists from blowing up Hoover Dam?”

“Well, it wouldn’t have blown up the dam,” Sam said, “but—well, it was a small nuclear bomb, and it would’ve contaminated the water supply. I don’t know if it really would’ve been as bad as they made out, but at least it never happened.”

The conversation turned to more of Sam’s adventures, and Indie was delighted to tell some of her favorites. Of course, Beauregard had often been mentioned in the blogs, and that brought Kim into the conversation. She had to tell them all about the old ghost, while Carl and Wendy tried not to let on just how spooky they found the stories.

When dinner was finished, they retired to the living room with coffee and soft drinks, and continued to visit for a while. Sam managed to turn the conversation away from himself by asking about Carl.

“Not a lot to tell,” Carl said. “Like I said, I grew up in Atlanta. My dad owns a small banking business there, so it was always sort of planned that I would end up as a banker. Went to college for accounting and business administration, and Dad wanted me to come work for him. I did for a while, but being the boss’s son is not a comfortable position in the banking business. After a couple of years being shuffled from one department to another, I finally told him I needed to strike out on my own. Went to work for one of the big banks in the city, but it turned out to be a dead-end job. No advancement, no chance to move ahead, so I started putting out feelers and found the job I have now. I’m the newest loan officer at the bank, but I’ve already been made supervisor of the department.”

“And, he’s already being considered for branch manager,” Wendy said. “The benefits are good, and he has a real chance to advance, and we both like it here in Flagler Beach.” She glanced at her daughter, who was on the floor playing Barbies with Kenzie. “It’s been a little rough on Lisa, though. She had to leave all her friends behind, and I guess most of the kids here are from wealthier families. She hasn’t had a lot of luck making new friends. I really hope she and Kenzie get to be close.”

“Looks like they’re well on the way to it,” Sam said. “We’re just as glad that Kenzie has found a new friend. She went through the same upheaval, leaving behind the friends she had known back in Denver, so this is good for her, too.”

“She’s a great kid,” Wendy said. “I hope you’ll let her come over sometimes.”

“Of course,” Indie said. “And Lisa will always be welcome here. Does she swim? Kenzie loves to play in the pool, or in the surf, and one of us is always watching over her when she does.”

Wendy suddenly looked anxious. “She’s had swimming lessons,” she said, “but it makes me nervous when she’s in the water. You hear stories about undertow, or kids drowning in a swimming pool.”

“Don’t worry,” Indie said. “We never let Kenzie be in the pool or go over to the beach unsupervised. She’d be closely watched if she was here, I promise you. We wouldn’t let anything happen to her.”

Wendy grinned sheepishly. “I know,” she said. “It’s just—well, we tried to have a baby for several years, but it turns out I can’t. I had an infection when I was a teenager, and it ruined my chances of getting pregnant. Lisa—well, somebody mentioned to Carl one day that he had a niece who had a ten-month-old baby she was planning to put up for adoption. He knew Carl and knew that we were trying, and things just worked out for us. Lisa is pretty precious to us, as you can imagine.”

“Of course I can,” Indie said. “And I give you my word, she’ll always be safe here.”

The evening went on a while longer, until Carl suggested it was time to leave. Wendy agreed, mentioning that she had an early appointment coming into her salon the next morning, and they thanked Sam and Indie and Kim for their hospitality. Lisa seemed disappointed at having to leave her new friend, but Indie pointed out that it was time for Kenzie to head for bed, as well. The two girls hugged each other, and then Lisa went with her parents as they walked out the door.

“Well, they seem like a great couple,” Sam said as the Michelsons drove away. “You feeling a little better about them now?”

“Yeah, a little bit,” Indie said. “I noticed it again, though. While Carl was out on the back deck with you, Lisa was happy and smiling and laughing, but as soon as you guys came in, she got quiet.”

“Wendy explained that,” Sam said. “She quiets down when her daddy comes home because he’s tired from work. It’s probably just a habit—I wouldn’t read anything into it.”

Indie shrugged. “Yeah, you’re probably right.” She turned to Sam and put her arms around him. “I’m just glad you’re not like that. I don’t think Kenzie could contain herself as well as Lisa does.”

They went to the kitchen and cleaned up, then headed on to their room. Kim had already put Bo to bed for them, and Kenzie was getting a bath before bedtime herself. Sam and Indie got into bed and talked for a little while, then turned out the lights and melted into one another.




Three


Sam didn’t normally sleep late, but the following morning just seemed like a good time to give it a try. He opened his eyes as the sun came through the window, then rolled over and closed them again. He didn’t open them again until almost nine o’clock, and that was when he noticed Indie was no longer in the bed beside him.

A quick shower and morning ablutions out of the way, he slipped into some jeans and a T-shirt and then made his way down to the kitchen. The coffee was on, of course, and he poured himself a cup as he went looking for his wife. He found her on the back deck, seated comfortably in one of the Adirondack chairs with her new computer in her lap. He’d bought it for her a few weeks ago, when the old one began making a noise that reminded Sam of a rod knocking in a Chevy engine. Like the old one, it had gotten a couple of upgrades that were courtesy of some of their friends in government, like a built-in satellite modem that could access the internet from anywhere on the planet, and some special 8TB memory chips that weren’t even available to the general public.

“Hey, babe,” Indie said as he sat down beside her. “You looked so peaceful I hated to wake you up.”

“No problem,” Sam said. “I guess I was tired. Getting up seemed like too much work, so I went back to sleep.”

Indie giggled at him. “You must’ve needed it,” she said. “I think maybe the kids wore you out at the park yesterday.”

“Maybe,” Sam said. “By the way, I had a thought. It finally happened.”

Indie looked up at him and blinked. “What finally happened?”

“Beauregard was wrong about something,” Sam said. “He said I was going to get a new case yesterday, but nothing came up.”

Indie looked at him for a second, then bit her bottom lip. “Actually, I think it did,” she said. “I’ve been up since about seven, and—well, don’t get mad, Sam, but I just can’t stop thinking about Lisa and the way she acts around her daddy. That just strikes me as odd, Sam.”

“Baby, you saw them last night. I didn’t see any sign that Carl might be abusive, did you? Maybe it’s the way Wendy said, and Lisa just gets quiet so her daddy can relax when he gets home from work. If she’s gotten used to mellowing out when he’s around, it’s probably just a habit, an instinct.”

“Yeah, maybe,” she said. “Anyway, I had Herman do some digging this morning. We knew Lisa was adopted, right? Well, Herman found some irregularities in the adoption. It didn’t go through any adoption agency, but was handled privately.”

“So? They said it was a friend of his that had a niece or something who wanted to find a home for a baby. Why wouldn’t that be private?”

“Because even a private adoption in Georgia has to be reported to the state, and a new birth certificate issued. Lisa’s adoption wasn’t reported in Georgia. It was reported here in Florida, and that’s irregular because Carl and Wendy were living in Georgia at the time.”

“Maybe the birth mother was from Florida. There’s bound to be an explanation, babe.”

“Well, I kinda thought so too,” Indie said. “Still, I let Herman keep digging for a while, and—and he came up with this.”

She turned the computer so Sam could see the monitor. There was a photograph on the screen, and it looked almost exactly like Lisa.

“You found a picture of Lisa on the Internet?”

“No,” Indie replied. “That’s actually an age-progressed photo of a little girl named Sarah who was kidnapped seven years ago. She’s never been found, Sam.”

Sam leaned closer and looked the photo over again. “I’ll admit it looks like Lisa,” he said. “How did you find that?”

“I—well, I snapped a picture of Lisa with my phone last night, when nobody was looking. I uploaded it to Herman and let him scan for other photos of her, and he found this one. It matches so closely he’s convinced it’s the same girl.”

Sam was quiet for several seconds. “Tell me more about the missing child,” he said.

“Sarah Wilson disappeared from Charleston, South Carolina, seven years ago when she was abducted by her babysitter. Parents are Jim and Debbie Wilson, and they’ve been looking for her ever since. Jim Wilson has become a well-known spokesman for several organizations that search for missing children, and both of them are popular talk-show guests. The FBI says the babysitter was using a fake name, and that she had been involved in several other abductions. She’s never been found, either.”

“Any pictures of the babysitter?” Sam asked.

Indie tapped the keyboard and another photo appeared. This one showed a heavyset woman who appeared to be in her late thirties or early forties. The caption identified her as Bernadette Riley, but listed several aliases she had been known to use.

“I think it’s an awfully big coincidence, Sam,” Indie said. “This little girl disappeared just around the time Carl and Wendy got the chance to adopt a baby of about the same age, and the age progression shows there is a pretty good chance Lisa is that baby.”

Sam let out a sigh. “Okay, I have to agree with you. The odds that Lisa would look so much like that photo would probably be pretty small. You said Sarah disappeared from Charleston?”

Indie nodded. “Yes, seven years ago.”

Sam got up and walked into the house, then came back a moment later with his cell phone in his hand. He googled the number for the Charleston Police Department and placed the call.

“Hello,” he said a moment later. “My name is Sam Prichard, and I’m calling about an old kidnapping case. Yes, Sarah Wilson. She was a baby who disappeared about seven years ago.” He listened for a moment, then nodded. “Yes, please,” he said, and then he held the phone away and looked at Indie. “I’m being connected with the detective who is currently on the case, Gary Bosch.”

He put the phone back to his ear and waited a moment, then cleared his throat. “Yes, Detective Bosch, my name is Sam Prichard. I’m calling about the Sarah Wilson kidnapping case from seven years ago.” He took the phone down from his ear and put it on speaker so Indie could hear as well.

“Sarah Wilson?” the detective asked. “That’s an old one. Give me just a moment, would you?”

“Certainly,” Sam said. They could hear muffled noises, and then Detective Bosch came back on the line.

“Okay, I’ve got it,” he said. “You have some information on this case?”

“Possibly,” Sam said. “My wife ran across an age-progressed photo of Sarah on the Internet, and it certainly looks like a little girl we just met recently here in Flagler Beach, Florida. We know that the little girl was adopted around the time Sarah disappeared, so we thought it was enough of a coincidence that it should be checked out.”

“Really? I appreciate that, Mr. Prichard. Most people just ignore things they think are coincidences. Do you have the names of the parents of the little girl?”

Sam gave him the information he had about Carl and Wendy Michelson, and the detective thanked him. Sam ended the call and looked at Indie again.

“You realize that if this does turn out to be Sarah Wilson, we just ruined Carl and Wendy’s lives, right?”

“Sam, if they were involved in the kidnapping, then I’m not going to lose any sleep over it. And even if they weren’t, there are parents out there who have the right to know what happened to that little girl. Wouldn’t you want to know, if it was your child that was missing?”

“Of course I would,” Sam said. “I just hope we’re wrong, and that the similarity in those photos is nothing but a coincidence.”

“Well, we’ll find out now,” Indie said. “According to the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children, Sarah’s DNA is on file. The detective will undoubtedly require a DNA test to be sure, don’t you think?”

“Oh, I’m sure of it,” Sam said. “I just hope it doesn’t traumatize Lisa. Can you imagine what it would be like to find out that the parents you had always known were not really your parents?”

“The truth is better, Sam, no matter what.”

Sam sighed again, but he nodded. “Yes, it is,” he said. “And I know you, so what else did you find?”

Indie bit her bottom lip again. “Well, I thought this was a pretty big coincidence, so I started looking into Carl’s finances. Around the time Lisa was adopted, he made a large cash withdrawal. Two hundred and fifty thousand dollars, Sam. I have trouble believing an adoption could cost that much.”

Sam shrugged. “I think it’s possible that it could. A private adoption, with lawyers involved, and maybe there was some compensation to the birth mother. It could go that high, I think.”

“If the birth mother got compensation,” Indie said coldly, “then what it boils down to is she sold her baby. That’s just wrong, Sam, no matter how you look at it.”

“I agree,” Sam said, “but it does happen. They dress it up in fancy language, things like compensation for medical costs and for counseling and things like that, but it still comes down to selling a child. It’s one of the things I think the States should make illegal, but not all of them do.”

Indie looked at the monitor again, and the photo that looked so much like Lisa. “I’ll confess that I hope I’m wrong,” she said. “I hate to think that Kenzie will lose her new friend already, but if this is Sarah then her real parents have a right to know.”

“I agree, babe,” Sam said. “I agree.”

* * *

Detective Gary Bosch hung up the phone and looked at the notes he had made. Carl and Wendy Michelson—those were the people who had the child that might be Sarah Wilson. He got up from his desk and walked into his supervisor’s office and quickly told her what he had just learned.

“It’s an FBI case,” she said. “Call Special Agent Reeves and turn it over to him. He can check it out and let us know, because I want it to be us who let the parents know if we find their daughter.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Bosch said. He went back to his desk and dialed the number for the local FBI office. “Reeves, please,” he said. When the agent came on the line, he read off the information. “I know it’s a long shot, but it’s the first lead we’ve had in years. I figured you guys would want to check it out.”

Special Agent Reeves agreed. “It’s better than nothing,” he said. “I’ll let you know what we find out.”

Reeves cut off the connection and then made another call. This one was to the FBI office in Jacksonville, Florida. There, Special Agent Kate Linden took down the information and started the necessary paperwork. An hour later, she and her partner, Special Agent David Schultz, were on the way to Flagler Beach.

Finding the Michelson house was easy with the aid of the GPS in the car, and they pulled up in front of it just before one in the afternoon. When they got out of the car and walked up to the front door, Kate took the lead. She rang the doorbell and waited only a moment before a pretty woman who looked to be in her early thirties opened it and looked out.

“Hi,” Wendy said. “Can I help you?”

Kate and her partner showed their IDs. “I’m Special Agent Kate Linden, FBI. This is my partner, Special Agent David Schultz. We need to speak with you about your daughter.”

Wendy’s eyes went wide. “My daughter? I’m sorry, what’s this about?”

“Ma’am, it would be best if we could come inside,” Kate said, and Wendy hesitated only a second before pushing the screen door open and inviting them in.

Kate waited until they were all seated in the living room. “Mrs. Michelson, someone stumbled across a picture of your daughter online and noticed a resemblance to an age-progressed photo of a missing child.” She opened the file folder she had been carrying and handed Wendy a picture of baby Sarah, followed by a printed age-progressed photo. “This little girl was abducted when she was only a year old. The second photo is one that’s been put through age progression to show what she would look like now. I’m sure you can see the resemblance.”

Wendy stared at the two photos in her hand. “Oh, my God,” she said. “That does look like Lisa.” She looked up at the agents. “You said someone saw my daughter’s picture online? Was it on Facebook? One of our friends there?”

Kate offered a sad smile. “I’m sorry, I’m not at liberty to say who reported it. Please understand, we know this is hard for you, but we have to follow every possible lead when a child is missing.”

Wendy swallowed hard. “Yeah, I get that, but...” She trailed off, then gathered herself and started again. “What does this mean? I mean, are you saying…”

“Mrs. Michelson, our research indicates that your daughter was adopted,” Kate said. “Is that correct?”

Wendy nodded slowly. “Yes,” she said. “It was a private adoption, seven years ago.”

“Mrs. Michelson, while we cannot be certain at this point, we believe it’s possible that your daughter could be this missing child. Now, before you get upset, let me explain that we do not necessarily think you have done anything wrong. You’re not being accused of any crime at this point. We simply need to ascertain for certain whether your daughter Lisa and this little girl are the same person.”

Wendy stared at her for a moment. “Excuse me, but I think I need to call my husband,” she said.

Schultz nodded. “I think that would be a good idea, Mrs. Michelson.”

Wendy leaned over and picked up a phone that was sitting on the end table, then dialed a number. “Carl? Carl, I need you to come home right now. Because I’m sitting here with two FBI agents, and they seem to think that Lisa is a little girl who was kidnapped seven years ago.”

Both agents could hear Carl’s shocked outburst.

“Yes, right now,” Wendy said, and then she hung up the phone. “He’ll be here in a few minutes,” she said. “Can we wait on this until he gets here?”

“Of course,” Kate said. “We understand that this is a shock, Mrs. Michelson. Our job here is simply to find out the truth, and I truly hope that we don’t end up disrupting your family.”

Wendy stared at her again. “Disrupting… Oh, my God, this is… I don’t know what to think. What do we do now?”

“When your husband gets here,” Schultz said, “we need to make arrangements for a DNA test. Sarah’s DNA is on file, so it will only take a short time to determine whether she and Lisa are the same person, or whether the resemblance is nothing but an unusual coincidence.”

Wendy nodded. “Okay. Okay. Can I—would you like coffee or something?”

“No, ma’am, we’re fine,” Kate said. “Let’s just wait for your husband.”

“Mommy?” Wendy turned to see Lisa standing in the doorway of the living room, and for a moment she almost panicked.

“Yes, sweetheart?” she asked. “Honey, Mommy has company right now.”

“I was just going to ask if I can have some cookies,” Lisa said, eyeing the visitors.

Wendy smiled and nodded. “Sure, honey, that’s fine. Eat them in the kitchen, okay?”

Lisa turned and walked away, and Wendy looked at the agents again. Both of them were staring at the photo that showed what Sarah would look like at eight years old.

“It’s not her,” Wendy said. “It can’t be. That’s my daughter.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Kate said. “We just need to be sure.”




Four


Carl’s Mercedes pulled in only a couple of minutes later and he came rushing through the front door. He stopped when he saw the agents and Wendy made the introductions.

“Okay, what is this all about?” he asked. “You think our daughter is someone else?”

“We don’t really have an opinion at the moment,” Kate said. “It’s just our job to find out for sure.” She handed him the age-progression photo. “You must admit, Mr. Michelson, there is an incredible resemblance between your daughter and this photo. This shows what Sarah Wilson would look like today.”

“But—oh my God, but that’s Lisa.”

“Which is why we need to be sure,” Kate said. “We need to take a DNA sample from your daughter, and then take it back to the lab to be analyzed. We have Sarah’s DNA on file, so it will only take a few hours to know for certain.”

“A DNA sample? What, you mean like blood or something?”

“Oh, no,” Kate said. “Basically we just need to swab the inside of her cheek. That would give us a DNA sample that can be compared against Sarah’s. If it doesn’t come back as a match, then everything is fine. If it does…”

“That’s what I want to know,” Carl said. “What happens if it does come back as a match?”

Kate looked at her partner for a second, then turned back to Carl. “In that case, I’m afraid she would have to be reunited with her real parents and we would need to investigate how she came into your custody.”

Carl licked his lips and sat down heavily on the couch beside his wife. “This can’t be,” he said. “This just cannot be. That’s my daughter, do you get that? That’s our baby girl.”

“Mr. Michelson, I know this has got to be a shock,” Kate said. “But for just a moment, I’d like you to put yourself in the Wilsons’ shoes. If your daughter was missing, wouldn’t you want to know if she was found?”

“Of course,” Carl said. “I’m just—this is just hard to take in, okay?”

“I’m certain it is,” Kate said. “And I truly am sorry about this, but I have a job to do.” She reached into an inner pocket of her jacket and took out a sterile swab that was encased in plastic. “If you would call Lisa in, we can do this quickly and be out of here.”

Carl simply sat and stared at them for a moment, but then he nodded. He turned to Wendy, and she got up and walked out of the room, returning a moment later with Lisa.

“Lisa,” Wendy said, “this lady needs to—well, she needs to put a swab in your mouth and rub the inside of your cheek for a moment. It won’t hurt you or anything, sweetheart, but it’s really important.”

Lisa looked at her mother in confusion, then turned to Kate. “Okay, I guess,” she said.

Kate opened the packaging on the swab and pulled it out, then smiled at Lisa. “Open wide,” she said, making a silly face as she did so.

Lisa grinned, then opened her mouth. Kate stuck the swab in and rubbed it on the inside of her cheek for only a couple of seconds, twirling it once, then pulled it out and put it back into its packaging and sealed it.

“That’s it,” she said. “All done.”

She and Schultz got up off the couch while Wendy sent Lisa back to the kitchen.

“How soon will we…” Carl trailed off.

“There’s a machine in our lab that can give us results within a couple of hours,” Kate said. “It’ll take an hour or so for us to get back there, but we should be able to call you with results by no later than five o’clock today.”

Carl nodded, while Wendy stood beside him cupping her elbows in her hands. Both of them were obviously worried, and there was nothing Kate could say that would make their fears go away. They were facing the possibility that their daughter might be taken from them, and there was simply no way to ease that fear.

They walked out the door and got back in their car. As Kate got behind the wheel, Schultz looked over at her.

“You saw the little girl,” he said. “Sure looks like it’s going to be a match to me.”

“I’ve seen a lot of those age-progression pictures,” Kate said. “They tend to be pretty accurate. I’d say the odds are that we’ve found Sarah Wilson.”

“And what does your gut tell you? Were these folks involved in the kidnapping?”

“No way,” Kate said. “I don’t think either one would have it in them. No, they probably got hooked up by somebody connected with an adoption lawyer. Lawyers are approached to find someone to adopt a child, and they charge ridiculous fees for it. If it was up to me, every one of them would have to jump through special hoops to make sure the child is who he or she is supposed to be, but all they care about is making money. About ten percent of all the children who get adopted that way are probably abductees that were never found.”

Schultz leaned back in his seat. “Well, we’ll know soon enough. To the lab, Batgirl!”

“I’ve got your Batgirl,” Kate said as she put the car in gear.

Inside the house, Wendy had rushed into her husband’s arms. “Oh, God, Carl,” she said. “What are we going to do if it turns out to be her?”

“It won’t,” Carl said. “It can’t be.”

* * *

The ANDE machine at the FBI lab in Jacksonville was relatively new. Heather Murray, the lab technician, took the swab from Kate and put it into a container that was about the size of a cell phone, then inserted the container into the machine. Numbers began to flash on the screen, signifying that various chemicals were breaking down the DNA sample and codifying it. Before long, it would be completely digitized.

Since the process would take about ninety minutes, Kate and Schultz decided to go back to their offices for a while. They both had paperwork to catch up on, and they needed to file a report on the trip they’d just made to Flagler Beach. Both kept an eye on the time, however, and shortly before the ninety minutes would be up, they headed back toward the lab.

“Any results?” Kate asked Heather, but she pointed at the machine.

“Still running,” she said. “Got about another five minutes or so.”

Kate nodded as Schultz walked into the room. “We’re still waiting,” she said. “Five more minutes.”

Five minutes can seem like an hour when you’re waiting for something important, and both agents considered this particular result pretty important. After all, two families and God knew how many other people were going to be affected by it. When the machine finally chimed to signal it was finished, they both leaned forward, anxious to see what the result would be.

Heather took the sheet from the machine and laid it on the table, then put the clear comparison sheet showing Sarah Wilson’s DNA over it. She looked at it for only a few seconds before turning to the agents.

“No match,” she said. “It’s not the same girl.”

Kate suddenly realized she had been holding her breath and let it out. A part of her was elated at the results, but another part was terribly disappointed. She had truly hoped to put this old case to bed, but that hope was dashed.

“Okay,” she said after a moment. “I need to call the Michelsons and let them know.”

She turned and strode out of the lab, headed back toward her own office once again. As she sat down at her desk, she allowed herself a brief smile. At least she was delivering good news to someone.

She looked at her notes and dialed the number for the Michelson house, and the phone rang six times before Carl Michelson finally picked up the receiver.

“Hello?”

“Mr. Michelson,” Kate began. “This is Special Agent Kate Linden. I’m delighted to tell you that the DNA test shows that your daughter is not Sarah Wilson. I’m truly sorry that it was necessary to put you through this, but please understand that we had to be sure.”

“I understand,” Carl said, and she could hear the relief in his voice. She had no doubt there were tears streaming down his face, and that he was signaling his wife that everything was okay. “You had your job to do, and you did it. I’m just so thankful that it turned out this way.”

“So am I, Mr. Michelson,” Kate said. “On the other hand, there is still a family out there that doesn’t know where their daughter is. That’s why we keep doing our jobs, even when we don’t necessarily like them.”

Carl thanked her again, and then she hung up the phone. She leaned back in her chair for a moment, then called Special Agent Reeves in Charleston to tell him the results had come back negative.

Detective Bosch was the last to get the word, of course, and he wasn’t able to feel the relief that Kate had experienced. To him, it was just another instance of a cold case getting colder, but there was at least one thing he could do. He looked at the blotter on his desk, where he had scribbled down the number from the caller ID that morning.

“Mr. Prichard? This is Detective Bosch, in Charleston. I thought I’d let you know that the FBI checked out the girl you called me about, and it’s not the missing Wilson child.”

“Well, to be honest,” Sam said, “I’m relieved. We just met that family, and I’d hate to see them torn apart over something like this. Thank you, Detective, for letting me know.”

“No problem,” Bosch said. “By the way, your name sounded familiar this morning so I checked you out. I gotta tell you, Mr. Prichard, it’s an honor to even speak to you. You’re quite a hero, sir.”

Sam blushed, even though Bosch couldn’t see him. “I think the honor is mine, Detective,” Sam said. “After all, you’re still out there putting your life on the line every day. That makes you the hero in my book.”

The two men said goodbye and Sam hung up the phone. He turned to Indie and smiled.

“The FBI did a DNA test,” he said. “Lisa is not Sarah Wilson.”

Indie stared at him. “Oh, Sam,” she said after a moment. “I probably put that family through hell for nothing.”

“No, you did the right thing,” Sam said. “Under the circumstances, with that picture looking so much like Lisa, I think just about anybody would’ve thought it was worth looking into. You were right to want to be sure, and at least now it’s over for them. If anybody else ever spots the resemblance, it will be on record that she’s already been checked out.”

Indie nodded. “Yeah, I guess,” she said. “I just hope they never find out it was me who caused this.”

Sam put an arm around her and pulled her close, then gave her a quick kiss. “I don’t think anybody was going to tell them,” he said. “On the other hand, I suspect they would understand. After all, there’s a little girl out there somewhere who’s still missing. And it looks like I was right about Beauregard. He finally got one wrong.”

* * *

“Did you hear that?” Grace asked. “He says you finally got something wrong. Any idea what happened?”

Beauregard, the old Civil War soldier, leaned back in the chair that was part of the mental construct of his world and put his hands behind his head.

“I do not know,” he said. “What I do know is that I am still certain I was correct. Somehow, Sam got a new case yesterday. He just isn’t aware of it yet.”

Grace sat in her own incorporeal chair and looked at him.

“I wonder if he’s supposed to try to find the missing little girl,” she said. “Could that be his new case?”

“Again, I do not know. That will be what Sam has to figure out for himself.”

“Well, how is he going to figure it out if you don’t give him anything else? Don’t you have any other ideas about it?”

“No,” Beauregard said. “You have been with me long enough, Grace, to know how this thing works. I do not get the details, only a glimpse. That glimpse simply told me that Sam would get a new case, and so I’m quite certain that he has one. It’s up to him to determine what it is.”

“Oh, you’re exasperating,” Grace said. “No wonder Sam always gets irritated when Kim mentions you. You leave him hanging, you don’t give him any information to work on.”

Beauregard started to speak, but then suddenly his eyes went distant and he froze where he sat. He cocked his head slightly to one side and sat there without moving for several seconds, then turned to look at Grace once again.

“My goodness,” he said. “That has not happened in a long time.”

“What? What hasn’t happened in a long time?”

“Occasionally, and I mean only very rarely, I seem to receive some sort of an update, a bit more information on something I have already spoken of. This is one of those times, but the knowledge that came is going to be difficult for Samuel to accept.”

“Well, don’t just sit there, you big ninny,” Grace said. “What is it?”

“Something perturbing. I’m afraid I’m going to have to tell Sam that the information he was just given is not correct. The little girl, Lisa, most certainly is the one who was kidnapped, no matter what the authorities have to say about it.”

Grace stared at him. “How can she be?” she asked. “They did a DNA test. I realize that’s something new to you, but it’s a way they can tell for sure.”



“Miss Kimberly is a fan of television,” Beauregard said. “Before you joined me, I spent a great deal of time simply watching through her eyes. Considering the fact that one of her favorite programs is

 

CSI


 
, I’m fairly well versed on just what DNA is. Nonetheless, I am certain of the knowledge that has come to me. The little girl Lisa is the girl who was kidnapped as a baby.”



“But how can you explain that? The DNA test said it’s not her; how could it be wrong?”

“I’m afraid television only tells the theory of DNA,” Beauregard said. “I know nothing of its actual practice, so there is no way for me to know how it could be wrong.” He sat forward and began to get up from his chair. “I suppose I must give Miss Kimberly the message for Sam. I do hope he takes it well, this time.”

Sam, Indie and Kim were all sitting on the back deck, watching Kenzie and Bo splashing in the wading pool Sam had inflated that morning and filled with water. It was barely six inches deep, but that was plenty for both of them to splash in, and at least a third of the water was now on the deck itself.

“Oh, no,” Kim muttered, and Sam and Indie turned to look at her.

“Mom? Something wrong?”

Kim looked up at her, and her face seemed almost panic-stricken. She looked at her daughter for a moment, then turned to Sam.

Sam’s eyes widened as he held out a hand. “No,” he said. “I do not want to hear it. I don’t care what Beauregard has to say right now, I’m quite content to take the day off.”

“It’s not about you, Sam,” Kim said. “At least, not this time. Sam—Beauregard said he’s just come to know that—that the DNA results were in error, because Lisa really is Sarah Wilson.”

Sam stared at her. “A, I said I didn’t want to hear it. And B, I’ll trust the FBI over a grumpy old ghost any day! Who does he think he is?”

Kim made a face. “He says you don’t have to believe him, but if you don’t, you’re going to end up regretting it. He says this is the case he told you about yesterday, and it’s up to you to prove that Lisa and Sarah are the same girl.”




Five


Sam stared at his mother-in-law for a couple of seconds, then slowly shook his head. “I don’t see how that would be possible,” he said. “The FBI checked her DNA against Sarah Wilson’s. They did not get a match. If they were the same girl, Kim, it would have matched.”

“Well, I don’t understand any of this,” Kim said, “I just know that Beauregard says Lisa and Sarah are the same, and that you have to prove it. Isn’t there some way the DNA test could have been wrong?”

“I don’t see how. They have devices now that can check DNA within a couple of hours, and those things are accurate. They put a sample inside and it breaks it down into numbers, then they compare those numbers to the one they’re checking against. If it matches, it’s the same person; if it doesn’t, then it’s not.”

“But they do make mistakes, Sam,” Indie said. “You know that. Remember, when your brother’s DNA came back as yours?”

“That’s an entirely different kind of situation,” Sam said. “We were twins—our DNA was so close to being a perfect match that it was a natural mistake before they found out Cameron existed. That’s nowhere near the same as this situation. In this case, they were checking to see if it was the exact same person, and the results had to have been different enough for them to say that it could not be.”

“But the DNA from Sarah would have been stored in a database somewhere, right? I know this may sound far-fetched to you, Sam, but if I wanted to get into one of those databases and change a few numbers, I could do it. I’m sure there are plenty of other people who could do it as easily as I could.”

Sam turned to look at her, his eyes wide. “Wait a minute,” he said. “You’re suggesting that somebody who kidnapped a baby girl has the hacking skills necessary to get into the missing persons DNA database and change a single file? If they could do that, and they were criminally inclined, why would they bother stealing babies? They could make millions just draining bank accounts.”

Indie shrugged. “I don’t know anything about motives, Sam,” she said. “I’m just saying it’s a possibility. That would explain why the DNA didn’t match up, right?”

“Do you have any idea—no, wait, of course you do. I was going to say it would be nearly impossible to get into that database, but I’ve seen you do the impossible too many times.” He shook his head. “Anyway, there’s not even anybody I could go to to suggest this is a possibility. I’d get laughed right out of the FBI office.”

“Then you’ll have to find another way to prove it,” Kim said. “Sam, Beauregard is never wrong and you know that, when you’re not trying to convince yourself that he is. If he says it’s the same girl, then you have to know that it is.”

“But, I…” He trailed off.

As much as Sam hated to admit it, Kim was correct. Beauregard had never been wrong in his experience. As crazy as it sounded, if Beauregard said those two little girls were the same person, Sam had to believe it.

“Okay,” he said. “Our working hypothesis is that, somehow, the DNA record on Sarah Wilson had been altered. Indie, can you start working on determining whether that could be true?”

Indie smiled. “You bet,” she said. She got up immediately and went into the house to get her computer, returning only a moment later. She sat down in the chair and opened it up, her fingers flying over the keyboard as she gave Herman his instructions. “I’m sending Herman into the CODIS database with enough information to let him track down Sarah’s DNA profile. CODIS doesn’t use names, so I’m giving him the city she disappeared from, dates of birth and disappearance and her age at the time she was abducted, and all of those factors combined should give us the right profile. Once he finds it, he can start scanning it for signs of alteration. There would be telltale signs, like time stamps that don’t add up and bits of data that don’t fit properly.”

Sam narrowed his eyes. “What wouldn’t fit?” he asked.

“Well, for example,” Indie said, “I did a lot of research on DNA back when you were accused of being a serial killer, remember? It turns out there are specific sets of markers that are connected to things like eye color, hair color, even skin tone. When Herman finds Sarah’s profile, he’s going to go through it looking for those markers. If any of them don’t add up to the blue-eyed, fair-skinned blonde we know she is, then it’s been altered.”

“Okay, that makes sense. And the time stamps, that would be altered automatically if the data was changed, right?”

“Yes, anytime data is changed, there’s a time stamp. Now, it’s always possible her DNA profile is occasionally updated, but I would be surprised to see anything more recent than four or five years ago. That was around the time of the latest major update in DNA technology. If I find anything after that, then there’s a good chance it’s not a proper update, but an alteration.”

“Uh-huh. And how long is it going to take Herman to figure all this out?”

“Well, we’re talking about a lot of data for him to go through. I’d be surprised if we see any results before morning.”

Sam nodded thoughtfully. “All right,” he said. “Then it’s on Herman to give us something to go on. It’s not like I can just pick up the phone and call somebody and say, ‘Hey, guys, you screwed up!’ That would go over really well.”

“It still might not be that simple,” Indie said. “Knowing her DNA profile has been altered and being able to prove it could be entirely different matters. There’s always the possibility it could have been altered by a simple database corruption, so that might be dismissed as not important enough to justify a new sample.”

“A new sample? The girl’s been missing for seven years, how could they get a new sample now?”

“The same way they got the first one,” Indie said. “They probably got that from some of her hair, or maybe from mucus or even skin cells they found inside her clothing. Those samples are preserved, somewhere, you can bet on it.”

Sam’s face screwed up. “Mucus?”

Indie giggled. “Remember that little suction thing I used to clean out Bo’s nose? If her parents still had one, it would have residual bits of mucus in it. Sam, it’s even possible they got DNA samples out of a dirty diaper. It wouldn’t be the best possible samples, but it could work.”

Sam looked at her, and his face made it clear that he didn’t really want to talk about this anymore. “You have the most delightful experiences when you’re a mother, don’t you?”

“It comes with the territory,” Kim said. “Luckily for you men, it’s us girls who end up dealing with most of that stuff.”

“Which explains the natural division of labor,” Sam said. “Ogg the caveman took one look at his wife’s job and decided he was going hunting! Ever since, men have been the providers while the women take care of the kids and the home.”

“Yeah,” Indie said with a grin. “Ogg was a coward who would rather fight a saber-tooth tiger than change a diaper.”

“Okay, okay, so I get the point. They would’ve found something to get a DNA sample from, so if you can find any evidence that the original profile was tainted, then maybe we can get lucky and they still have those samples stashed away somewhere for a new analysis.” He leaned back in his chair for a moment and closed his eyes and thought. When he opened them, he looked at Indie again. “What about the adoption? If Lisa and Sarah really are the same child, how did she get into the adoption system?”

“Wendy said it was a private adoption,” Indie replied. “Somebody Carl knew mentioned that he knew of a baby being given up for adoption. I guess it was common knowledge that they were trying to adopt at the time, so they made contact and got it done through a private attorney. Give me a little time and I can dig out the records and find out who that attorney was.”

Sam nodded. “That’s what I want,” he said. “I think I need to have a talk with that attorney.”

Indie tapped her keyboard for a moment, then turned back to her husband. “You know, there’s one thing you need to think about,” she said. “You don’t have a PI license anymore, Sam. How are you going to get these people to talk to you?”

Sam grinned. “I’ve got an idea about that,” he said. “After all, if these theories have any basis in fact, then we probably aren’t just looking at a case of one child being kidnapped and having her DNA profile altered. To do something like that takes the resources of a major operation. We could be talking about human trafficking, taking babies from their parents and selling them through private adoption services. If you think about it, it’s probably a very profitable business.”

Indie’s face grew dark. “And one that needs to be shut down.”

“I wholeheartedly agree,” Sam said, taking his phone out of his pocket. “And I’m pretty sure I can get Harry Winslow to call in a favor to help me get the authority I need to ask the right questions.”

He called up his contacts and hit the icon for Harry, then put the phone on speaker so the ladies could hear the conversation.

“Sam,” Harry said as he answered the call. “Haven’t heard from you in a while. What have you been up to?”

“Taking it easy, mostly,” Sam said. “How about you, Harry?”

“Katherine has been volunteering with a youth group down here, and lately she’s convinced me to join in. I was frankly quite surprised to find out how many young people would be willing to sit around and listen to an old warhorse talk about his adventures, but it’s actually quite enjoyable. Come on down sometime soon, Sam, boy, and I’ll take you along. I’ve mentioned you enough times that they’d all love to meet you.”

Sam chuckled. “I might just take you up on that,” he said. “At the moment, though, I need a favor.”

“Anything I can do, Sam,” Harry said. “What kind of favor?”

“I’ve stumbled across a situation that may indicate a major baby-selling operation here in the US,” Sam said. “There’s a little girl who disappeared seven years ago when she was barely a year old, and I’m pretty sure she’s the same little girl that Kenzie made friends with yesterday. The thing is, she looks exactly like the photo they did of the missing baby, you know the kind, where they make it look the way the child would look now? This girl looks exactly like that photo, and she was adopted around the time that baby went missing. Now, I contacted the police where the abduction took place and they arranged for a DNA test through the FBI, but it came back negative. The trouble is, a certain old spooky friend of mine insists this really is the same girl, so we are working on the theory that the baby’s DNA profile in the missing persons database has been altered.”

“That’s a pretty tall theory, Sam, boy,” Harry said. “However, knowing Beauregard’s history of accuracy, I can understand why you might make such a leap of logic. What do you need from me, Sam?”

“I don’t have credentials anymore, Harry. I gave up my PI license when we moved to Florida, and the consulting work I’ve been doing doesn’t require a license. I’m not ready to bring any other law enforcement in on this just yet, so I need some sort of authority to allow me to ask questions. Any ideas come to mind?”

“One or two,” Harry said dryly. “As it happens, Sam, your DHS credentials were never retired. When you surrendered them, I convinced Mike to leave them active and let me hang on to them. If I hurry, I can get to the UPS Store in time to overnight them out to you.”

Sam rolled his eyes and chuckled. “Why am I not surprised?” he asked. “After all, you never completely retired, so why would you think I might? Anyway, thanks, Harry. If you can get them to me overnight, that would be great.”

“Consider it done, Sam. Best to Indie, Kim and the kids.”

The line went dead, the way it always did when Harry was done talking. Sam put the phone back in his pocket and looked at the two ladies.

“Well, that problem is solved,” he said.

“Yes, but wait till I get hold of Harry,” Indie said. “I know you, Sam Prichard. Once you get your hands on that ID again, you’ll never give it up.”

“Well, you never know,” he said. “Just like this case, it could come in handy.”

Indie gave him a mock glare. “Handy, yeah,” she said. “It’s not like you might get dragged back into some kind of government work, now is it?”

“I made you a promise, babe,” Sam said. “I won’t be going out on any major investigations, I swear.”

“Sam,” Kim said, “Harry didn’t believe that, or he wouldn’t have kept your ID.”

“Yes, but Harry doesn’t make my decisions for me. I said no more, and I mean no more. The credentials will just help me get the answers I need, and lend a bit of credibility when I have to bring in the authorities.”

“And we still have the moral problem,” Indie said. “No matter how this plays out, Carl, Wendy and Lisa are undoubtedly going to get hurt. I feel sorry for that poor little girl, because Carl and Wendy are the only parents she’s ever known, and I feel sorry for them because they’re going to lose their daughter, but mostly I feel sorry for the parents who have been searching for their child for the last seven years. They have a right to know that she’s alive, and they have a right to be with her.”

“That’s the problem with cases like this,” Sam said. “There’s no such thing as a happy ending for everyone.”

Indie was looking at her monitor. “I can tell you someone else who probably isn’t going to have a happy ending,” she said. She turned the monitor so Sam could see it, and he saw a photograph of a smiling man. “That’s the attorney who handled the adoption. His name is Benjamin Herrick, and he’s in Jacksonville.”

Sam looked at the photo, then checked the contact information right beside it. He took out his phone again and quickly dialed the number.

“Yes, hello,” he said when the call was answered. “My name is Sam Prichard. I’d like to make an appointment with Mr. Herrick. As soon as possible, it’s very important. Well, it concerns an adoption.” He listened for a moment, then smiled. “That will be perfect,” he said. “I’ll be there.”

He ended the call and looked at Indie. “Mr. Herrick will be delighted to see me tomorrow morning at nine a.m. I think this might be the first step in getting the answers we need.”




Six


Sam and Indie were up early the following morning, and she made him breakfast while he was getting ready for the day. By the time he got to the kitchen, she had eggs, bacon, toast and coffee waiting for him. He kissed her cheek as he sat down, and quickly ate.

“I have to stop by UPS to pick up my ID,” he said. “I got an email from Harry last night that he told them to hold it for me, so it should be there already. That’ll save time, instead of waiting for it to be delivered to the house.”

“Just be careful, Sam,” Indie said. “If this lawyer is involved in selling babies, he’s probably not going to be too happy that you’re asking questions.”

“I’ll be fine,” Sam said. “With my DHS credentials, I can carry a weapon again.” He leaned forward to show her his Glock, tucked into the holster on the side of his belt. “It actually feels good to have it there again.”

“Well, I’m glad you’ve got it,” Indie said, “but don’t let it give you a false sense of security. I couldn’t handle you getting shot again, Sam, and neither could Kenzie.”

“I’m not planning on it. This is just an information-gathering mission, not a raid. I’m going to ask some questions, but I’ll be more interested in watching Herrick’s reactions than in the actual answers he gives me.”

With breakfast finished, Sam got up and kissed her again, then headed out the door. His Mustang was waiting in the driveway, and he tossed his cane into the backseat as he got behind the wheel. The big engine fired up and he eased out the clutch to back it out of its space, so he could follow the long driveway up to the main road. There was no traffic, so he turned right and headed into the town of Flagler Beach.

The stop at the UPS Store took only a couple of moments, and the package he was expecting was waiting for him. He waited until he got into the car before he opened it up, glancing at the DHS ID card and federal badge in the black leather case, and then tucking it into the inner pocket of his jacket. He started the Mustang again and headed north.

The trip into downtown Jacksonville took just over an hour, and Sam had no trouble finding the attorney’s office. It was in a fairly new building and occupied the entire top floor. He parked his car in the high-rise garage next door and walked across the footbridge onto the third floor of the building, then took the elevator up to the seventh.

Herrick’s receptionist was positioned just in front of the elevator doors. She looked up with a smile as Sam stepped out.

“Good morning, and welcome to Herrick and Associates,” she said. “How can we help you this morning?”

“My name is Sam Prichard,” Sam said. “I have an appointment with Benjamin Herrick.”

“Oh, yes, Mr. Prichard. You’re actually a little early, so if you would take a seat, Mr. Herrick will be ready for you shortly.”

“Thank you,” Sam said, and then he settled himself in one of the big leather-covered chairs in the waiting area. A magazine on the table beside the chair caught his eye, and he picked it up to begin reading about the influx of small electric cars—basically golf carts that were street legal—in retirement communities around the state. He had to admit that some of them looked like they’d be a lot of fun to drive, even if they wouldn’t go over forty miles per hour.

He finished that article and was just starting another one about deep-sea fishing when a large man approached him. Sam looked up to see Benjamin Herrick coming his direction and put the magazine down as he got to his feet.

“Mr. Prichard? I’m Benjamin Herrick.” Herrick extended a hand and Sam shook it.

“Sam Prichard,” he said. “I appreciate you getting me in so quickly.”

“Not a problem, not a problem,” Herrick said. “Come on back to my office, so we can talk freely.”

Sam followed him through a door that led into a hallway, and then into one of the most luxurious offices he had ever seen. It was easily twice the size of Sam’s living room, which was fairly large, and was dominated by a desk so ornately carved that Sam would’ve expected to see it in a politician’s office. At Herrick’s invitation, Sam took the chair directly in front of the large desk.

Herrick took his own seat and then opened the notepad on his desk.

“You told my receptionist that this is concerning an adoption?” Herrick began.

“Yes,” Sam said, “but first…” He reached into his jacket and withdrew his ID, flipping it open to show the badge and the ID card with his name and photograph on it. It identified him as an agent of the Department of Homeland Security. “I’m afraid this is an official visit. I’m looking into an adoption that you handled about seven years ago, and while I know the records are sealed, I’m only looking for information that won’t violate client confidentiality.”

Herrick leaned back in his chair and his face turned stern. “I’m afraid, Mr. Prichard, that I cannot give you any information regarding a matter I handled for a client. Not without a warrant, at any rate.”

“And I can get one,” Sam said, “but if I do, it will be to go through every file you have. I’ll bring a team of lawyers from the Justice Department and we’ll spend at least two weeks looking at everything. Now, if that’s the way you want things…”

Herrick looked him in the eye for a moment. “All right, we’ll try it your way first. You said the information you need won’t violate privilege. I’ll be the judge of that. What is it you want to know?”

“The adoptive parents were Carl and Wendy Michelson, and they adopted a little girl who was supposedly ten months old. What I need to know is how you got involved in that particular adoption.”

Herrick shook his head. “I’m afraid that’s not something I can divulge,” he said. “Privilege.”

“Really? I’m not asking for names, I only want to know if you were approached by the surrendering parent, by an agency or by the adoptive parents. Since I already know their names, answering that question is not going to divulge any privileged information.”

The lawyer’s eyes darted around the office as he considered what to say.

“I was retained by a representative of the parent who surrendered the child,” he said at last. “And I’m afraid that’s the end of our conversation.”

“No, I’m afraid it’s not,” Sam said. “Mr. Herrick, we have reason to believe that the child involved in that adoption was actually an abductee. She had been taken from her parents a short time before you were retained to handle the adoption, which could make you an accessory to kidnapping and human trafficking.”

“Not unless I was aware of the abduction,” Herrick said, “which I can assure you I was not. I handle many adoptions of this nature, and nothing about that particular one seemed unusual. I had no reason whatsoever to suspect anything untoward might be going on.”

“Then I take it your usual fee for handling an adoption like this is a quarter of a million dollars? That seems rather high.”

Herrick shrugged. “I didn’t collect that much,” he said. “There were fees involved, and it’s become customary in private adoptions of this nature for a gift to be given to the surrendering parent.”

“How much of a gift did this one get? And, remember, Mr. Herrick, if I don’t like the answers I get, I will be back with those justice attorneys.”

Herrick let out a huff. “If I remember correctly, the birth mother received twenty-five thousand dollars. It was a gift to help her resettle in another community.”

“Then, even with the legal fees, I’d say it’s a safe bet you pocketed over two hundred thousand. Doesn’t that seem a little high for a couple of hours of paperwork?”

“How I set my fees is my business, Mr. Prichard. I happen to be one of the best adoption attorneys in the state. Many people seek my services when they want to be sure an adoption will be handled properly.”

“I’m sure they do,” Sam said. “I’m also quite certain that two hundred and fifty thousand dollars is well above the average cost of an adoption, even for an attorney of your caliber. If you made two hundred grand on the deal, I’d think that could buy an awful lot of silence.”

The lawyer’s eyes narrowed as he looked at Sam. “I don’t think I like what you’re implying, Mr. Prichard,” he said. “If you think you have some evidence that I’m involved in a criminal activity, you’re more than welcome to make an attempt at prosecution. I can assure you that it doesn’t frighten me in the least.”

“I’m sure it doesn’t. You undoubtedly have some of the best criminal attorneys available waiting for the day you have to use them—just about any high-profile attorney would. In the world we live in, it’s not a matter of if you’ll be accused of something, it’s just a matter of when. However, let me assure you that if I do find such evidence, the one thing you can be certain of is that I will never rest until I see justice done. Now, at this moment, I’m feeling pretty generous. Anything you say to me in this office that can help me solve the problem I’ve got will stay between us. I’ll never ask you to testify, I’ll never reveal what you say, but this is the only time I’m ever going to make that offer. You might want to think about it for a moment before you refuse.”

Herrick’s eyes darted about once again, but then they settled on Sam. “I don’t have to think about anything,” he said. “With no warrant in your hand, you do not have any right or authority to compel any information from me at all, and I am not going to give you any.”

Sam grinned. “Too late for that,” he said. “You already told me everything I want to know. You’re dirty, Herrick—you know it and so do I. When I finally get to the people behind this madness, I think you and I both know they’ll give you up in a heartbeat in return for a little leniency. This is your chance to make the first move.”

The big man leaned forward and put his arms on his desk. “I have nothing to say to you, Mr. Prichard,” he said, “except goodbye.” He lowered his eyes to his desk and began writing on the notepad.

Sam knew a dismissal when he heard one, but he wasn’t quite ready to go. He leaned forward and tapped on the desk with his cane. Herrick looked up to find Sam grinning at him.

“There’s a couple in North Carolina who have spent the last seven years looking for their child,” Sam said. “When I get to the bottom of this case, I’m going to make absolutely certain they know the names of every person involved, and it might interest you to know that they have become very, very popular on the talk-show circuit. Whether you were actually involved or not, I can’t say for certain at this point, but I can guarantee you that once they know your name, you’ll never get any further work as an attorney again.”

“You’re trying to blackmail me?” Herrick asked.

“Oh, not at all,” Sam said. “Your name, of course, will be in my report, and that will be a matter of record. Even if you manage to pull enough strings to keep it from being publicized, all that couple has to do is file a FOIA request and they’ll have it, anyway. How long do you think you can keep your office open once they start talking about how you got two hundred thousand dollars to help criminals sell their child?”

“Please leave, Mr. Prichard,” Herrick said coldly. “This interview is over.”

Sam got to his feet and took a card out of his wallet. It was the one he used for his consultation business, and had only his name and cell phone number on it.

“When you change your mind,” he said, “and I’m pretty certain you will, that’s the number you can reach me at. I’ll be waiting for your call.”

He turned and walked out of the office, made his way down the hall and nodded to the receptionist as he got back into the elevator.

He noticed that she was no longer smiling, which told him that she was probably listening to the entire conversation.

* * *

Herrick waited until Sam was in the elevator before he hit the button that cut off the receptionist’s ability to monitor his office. Once that was done, he picked up his cell phone from the desk and dialed a number.

“I just had an interesting visitor,” he said a couple of seconds later. “An agent from DHS was just here, accusing me of being involved in human trafficking. Well, of course I’m calling you—the particular case he was interested in was one of the ones you brought to me. Now, I don’t care how you do it, but you need to clear this up, and you need to do it now. If even a rumor like this were to get out, it could destroy everything I’ve built. I don’t think either of us wants that to happen, now, do we?”

He listened for almost a minute. “His name is Prichard,” he said, picking up the card Sam had left behind. “Sam Prichard. Apparently he works for DHS, and he already knew a lot more than I’m comfortable with him knowing. I don’t care how you do it; I just want you to get him off the case and out of my life. We’ve got four more of these adoptions going through in the next two weeks, and when those are done, I think I need to take a break. No, I’m not quitting on you, I just think we need to let a few of these wait a while. Just handle it, will you?”

He hung up the phone and set it down again, then turned on the monitor once more. It was a safety feature he had put in a couple of years earlier, when a client had gone berserk in his office and pulled a gun on him. Luckily, he had been able to talk the man down, but ever since then he had made sure someone was listening in on his private interviews. If a similar situation ever arose in the future, he wanted to know that someone could call building security in a hurry.

“Marcy, find me the Michelson file,” he said, apparently speaking to no one. “And while you’re at it, get me the Koch and Martin files. Those three happened right together, so I need to look at all of them.”

The receptionist entered the room a moment later and handed three files to him. He laid them on his desk and opened the first, which was labeled “Carl Michelson.”

* * *

Sam called Indie as soon as he got back to his car.

“Hey, babe,” he said. “I got the very strong feeling that Mr. Herrick knows exactly what’s going on in this case.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised,” Indie said. “I got to thinking about it and did a little more digging on him, Sam. He’s handled more than eight hundred adoptions in the last ten years, but only a fraction of them paid the kind of money he got on this one. On most of them, his fee was less than fifteen thousand dollars.”

“Then he has a line on the ones that will pay the big money,” Sam said. “And they prey on people like Carl and Wendy, people who can’t have kids of their own and know they’re going to be waiting years in the normal adoption system. They’ve got money, and they’re willing to spend it to cut through the red tape and get the child they want, when they want.”

Indie hesitated for a second. “Sam, that makes me wonder if maybe the adoptive parents might be aware there’s something not quite right about what they’re doing.”

“Yeah, that’s a possibility,” Sam said. “I don’t think most people would expect an adoption to cost as much money as Carl and Wendy paid, so it’s possible the thought crossed their minds. On the other hand, I’d think it’d be difficult to be certain whether they actually knew anything.”

“Yeah, I guess it would. Still, I’d hate to think they knew they were really buying a stolen baby.”

“Let’s just see how this plays out,” Sam said. “If there’s one thing I know, it’s that sooner or later, the truth always comes out.”

* * *

The computer operator looked at the monitor and frowned. Sam Prichard was more than just a DHS agent; as a private investigator, he had often been instrumental in cracking cases that seemed beyond the reach of law enforcement. There were a lot of good investigators in the world, but Prichard seemed to be among the cream of the crop. He was going to bear watching, and possibly even require some kind of intervention.

Moments later, a cell phone rang in a police squad car that was only a few blocks away from Herrick’s office. The patrolman sitting behind the wheel glanced at the display and smiled as he answered.

“What can I do for you?” he asked. Every time one of these calls came in, it meant a hefty bonus, which was the reason for the smile.

“There is a possible problem coming up,” said the distorted voice on the phone. “Mr. Herrick just got a visit from a DHS officer, asking questions about some things we would prefer not to have come to light. If he comes back, I may need you to see what you can do about it.”

“No problem,” the officer said. “Just give me the word. We can handle it.”

“I’m sure you can,” said the voice. “The man’s name is Prichard, Samuel Prichard. He has been instrumental in solving many problems for the government over the last few years, and he is a very capable investigator. He seems to be semiretired now, but for some reason he’s poking around our business. Keep an eye out for him, if you would; he drives a classic Mustang, and if he returns to Mr. Herrick’s office, we might need you to deal with him. In the meantime, please keep a close eye on all of our locations. If people like Prichard are poking around, there’s always the possibility they might stumble across something. If you see any sign that one of our bases has been compromised, call me immediately.”

“Don’t worry,” he said. “We watch everything; nobody’s going to cause you any problems. We’ll make sure of it.”




Seven


Sam pulled in at the house an hour later and walked inside to find Bo shrieking at the top of his lungs while sitting in the middle of the living-room floor. The child wasn’t crying, he was simply screaming. Sam looked at him for a moment, then turned to look at Kenzie, who was parked on the sofa with her arms crossed over her chest and the look of a very angry nine-year-old on her face.

“What’s all this?” Sam asked her.

“He’s mad,” Kenzie said, anger evident in her own voice. “I asked Mom if I could go up to my room for a while, just to be by myself, and he started throwing a fit. Mom’s doing something on her computer so she told me I had to come sit here with him until he gets over it.”

Sam’s eyebrows rose a half inch. “Really? And sitting on the couch looking mad, you think that’s what she had in mind?”

“She just said sit here,” Kenzie said. “That’s what I’m doing, I’m sitting here.”

Sam nodded. “Okay. And now you can sit there for another half hour. You know better than to take this kind of attitude, Kenzie. Half-hour time-out.”

Kenzie started to protest, but instantly thought better of it. She closed her mouth and looked away from him, and Bo chose that moment to stop screaming and look up at his daddy. “Dad-dad,” he said. “Kenzie being mean.”

Sam leaned down and picked his son up, then walked toward the kitchen. His guess proved correct when he found Indie sitting at the table, her computer open in front of her.

“I just put Kenzie in time-out,” he said.

“Good,” Indie said, without looking up. “Sam, Herman found what we were looking for. Sarah Wilson’s DNA profile has definitely been altered.”

Sam sat down beside her and looked at the monitor, but the graph full of numbers meant nothing to him.

“Are you certain?”

Indie nodded. “No doubt about it,” she said. “We know that Sarah had blue eyes, just like Lisa. Well, according to this profile, she had brown eyes. There are several different markers that combine to make eye color, and when I looked at those markers in this profile, it comes out to brown eyes. Also, there’s a new study out that says these markers that I’ve got highlighted indicate skin tone. If this was Sarah’s profile, she would be dark enough to pass for a Hindu. There’s no way this is the DNA profile of the child who was actually abducted.”

Sam set Bo on his knee and let out a sigh. “That settles it, then,” he said. “Beauregard is almost definitely correct, now. I don’t suppose you can tell when it got changed?”

“The most recent update on it was only three months after the profile was created,” Indie said. “That has to be when it was altered. And, Sam, that means this is a pretty sophisticated operation. Even worse than that, though, is this little string of numbers right here. Any idea what that is?”

“Babe,” Sam said, with sarcasm in his voice and on his face, “you know darn well I don’t have a clue what that is.”

“Well, I do. That is the identification code of the FBI computer operator who updated the profile. When I checked through the rest of the database, I found that same code over and over and over. The trouble is that it has a built-in checksum, so you can’t just enter that code; you have to enter an entirely different code, and the checksum converts it to this.”

Sam, his eyes round, waggled his head. “And that means?”

“It means that this profile was altered by an FBI computer operator. Sam, they don’t need a hacker; they’ve got somebody on the inside of the FBI missing persons database system.”

Sam stared at her. “Are you serious? Couldn’t it have been a hacker, somebody outside the system who got into it the way you do?”

“No way,” Indie said, shaking her head. “The system records the IP address of the computer and terminal that was used for the login. It’s the same IP address used on dozens of other profile updates, and it comes back to the FBI. And worse than that is the fact that some of those other updates show the same signs of tampering that this one does. It’s definitely somebody on the inside, Sam.”

Sam’s eyes narrowed suddenly. “You’re sure about this?”

“No other possible way, Sam. Even if it isn’t this particular operator, it’s somebody inside that department who could get their hands on that person’s terminal and checksum code. I mean, it could be this very person, because they probably didn’t expect anyone to ever think of checking to see if a DNA profile has been altered. They’re the FBI, for crying out loud—they wouldn’t expect anybody to check up on them.”

“This just got a lot more complicated, then. If someone from the FBI is actually involved…”

Indie nodded. “Yeah,” she said. “It means this thing is a lot bigger than we thought.”

Sam chewed the inside of his cheek for a moment. “Would you be able to convince someone from the FBI that they have somebody working with these kidnappers, based on what you’ve found so far?”

Indie looked at her monitor again for a moment. “I really don’t know, Sam,” she said. “First off, most people wouldn’t understand enough about computers or DNA charts to comprehend what I’m trying to tell them, but the biggest problem is that I found this by hacking their database. Their attitude will probably be that, if I could hack it, so can somebody else, and they will use that argument to close ranks and protect their own. On top of that, even if somebody did believe me, the person I would end up talking to could very possibly be the one who’s doing it. I’m pretty sure they’d have me talk to the staff in the CODIS department, and that’s where our suspect would be.”

Sighing, Sam nodded. “I get it,” he said. “So, before we can go to anybody with this, we need more evidence.” He shook his head, but then suddenly his eyes lit up. “Wait a minute. What about Detective Bosch in Charleston? Wouldn’t he be able to compare the DNA records from the case to the ones in the database?”

“Well, he probably can, but you still have the problem of convincing him there’s a reason to. If he doesn’t understand what I’m talking about, he’ll probably think we’re crazy. And even if he does believe us, there’s a pretty good chance he would go straight to the FBI and try to tell them about it, and that would let the suspect know we were on to him.”

“Yeah, you’re right. Well, then, we have to get more information before we try approaching him or anyone else. Any suggestions?”

Kim came into the kitchen at that moment and Sam looked up at her. He raised his eyebrows in a questioning manner, but she shook her head.

“Sorry, nothing new. Trust me, Sam, I’ll let you know if Beauregard comes up with anything.”

Sam grunted. “I wish he could control these visions, or whatever they are. It would help if I had more to go on.”

“I know,” Kim said, “but they just come when they come. I think he wishes he had more control over it, too, to be honest. Sometimes I can tell he’s frustrated at not knowing more to share with you.”

“I can imagine,” Sam said. He grinned at her. “Has he mentioned how Mom is doing lately?”

“Well, he says she drives him crazy, but he always seems happy when he says it. I take that to mean she’s doing pretty well, considering.”

“Considering she’s dead,” Sam said with a wry grin. “I probably still wouldn’t believe she’s with him if it hadn’t been for what happened at Disney World. I swear I actually saw her for a minute there.”

“Beauregard says you did, yes. I guess it’s a case of her being in such a rage at that moment, trying to save those kids. Something about her having that much emotion made it happen.”

Indie looked at both of them. “That would explain a lot of ghost sightings,” she said. “If the ghost got super-emotional, maybe because they got frustrated at not being able to communicate, or got angry or something.”

“That’s true,” Kim said. “I never thought about it like that, but it makes sense.”

“Okay, okay,” Sam said. “Understanding ghost sightings isn’t the important thing right now. We have to figure out some way to prove that these two little girls are the same person, but this is one case I wish I had never heard of. No matter what we do, some people’s lives are going to be destroyed.”

“You always told me, Sam,” Indie said, “that it’s the truth that matters. I think that’s especially true in this case. It will mean that Sarah and her parents can be reunited. I know that’ll be hard on Carl and Wendy, but it’s the right thing to do.”

“Yeah,” Sam said sadly. “It is.”

Sam’s phone rang at that moment, and he pulled it out of his pocket to answer it. “Sam Prichard,” he said. He listened for a moment, then grinned. “Sure, Leon,” he said. “I’ll be right down.”

He ended the call and put the phone back into his pocket. “That was Leon Spiegel at the Flagler Beach Police Department. One of the former police chiefs is in town for a visit, and they’re hosting a lunch for him at the station. Leon says he heard I was living here, so they want me to come down and meet the guy, something about him being a fan of the blog.”

Indie grinned. “You have a lot of fans, Sam,” she said. “According to the website, there are over four hundred thousand people who subscribed so they get a notice when I post something new, and that doesn’t count the people who just stumbled across it or only visit once in a while.”

“And I think I’ve met half of them,” Sam said, chuckling. “I’m going to head down there. Call me if you need anything, but I should be back in a couple of hours at the most.”

“Okay, babe,” Indie said. Sam got out of his chair and leaned down for a kiss, then turned and headed back toward the front door. As he walked through the living room, he noticed that Bo was sitting on the couch beside his sister, and the two of them were playing some sort of pattycake game.

“Now, that’s what I like to see,” Sam said. “That’s being the big sister.”

Kenzie looked up at him with a wry grin. “It was better than listening to him yell,” she said, then went back to the game.

Sam walked out the door and got back into the Mustang, fired it up and headed into town. The Flagler Beach Police Department was downtown on Flagler Avenue in a big blue building. Sam pulled in to the parking lot and parked near the front entrance.

Sam had become well known at the PD, because of his consulting activities. Various police departments around the country called Sam to ask questions about cases they were working on, and most of his work was done over the phone. On a few occasions, however, they had not been able to get his direct number and had contacted the local PD for assistance. As a result, he had gotten to know all of the local officers, and was welcomed as a fellow member of the police community.

When he walked into the front lobby, several officers were sitting around and talking. Among them was a tall man in a Western shirt, and he looked up and grinned.

“My word,” he said, “it really is you.” He got to his feet and walked toward Sam, holding out a hand.

Sam shook hands with him, and said, “Sam Prichard.”

“I’m John Seeley, Mr. Prichard,” the man said, but Sam waved a hand.

“It’s just Sam, please.”

“Okay, Sam,” Seeley said. “I just want you to know what an honor it is to shake your hand, sir. I’m retired, now, but up until this past spring I was working with the FBI. I was involved in the terrorism case you worked last year in Orlando, but I missed out on the chance to meet you then. That was some fine work, sir.”

“I had a lot of help,” Sam said, wondering what Seeley would think if he knew about Beauregard and Grace. Of course, he probably did, since Indie wasn’t bashful about adding their contributions to the blog stories.

“Yes, so I read,” Seeley said with a grin. “I don’t suppose your friend Beauregard is with you, is he?”

Sam rolled his eyes. “I don’t think so,” he said, but then he winked. “Of course, I never know for sure. My mother-in-law’s the only one he can talk to.”

The other officers were chuckling, so Sam figured they had all read the blog and knew who Beauregard was. He decided there was no point in being embarrassed about it, so he laughed along with them.

They had ordered pizza, and there were several different kinds on the table against the wall. Sam took a slice and put it on a paper plate, then hung his cane on his arm so he could carry a bottle of pop as he moved over to where they were all sitting around another table.

He and Seeley took their seats and began to visit for a while. Leon Spiegel and a few of the other officers told Sam stories about when Seeley had been police chief for the community, including how he had solved a particularly gruesome murder case during his tenure. According to Spiegel, who was the new chief, Seeley was basically a legend in the area and had often assisted other police departments with difficult cases, himself.

A woman poked her head through the door that led back into the station. “Leon? Got something happening, you might want to come check it out.”

* * *

Wendy Michelson was running the vacuum cleaner in her living room when she saw a car pull up out front. It was a late model sedan, and at first she thought it was a customer of the salon who might have gotten an appointment wrong, but the woman who stepped out of the car was unfamiliar to her. She watched as the woman came up the walk toward the front door and was ready to open it when the doorbell rang.

“Hi,” Wendy said. “Can I help you?”

“Mrs. Michelson?” the woman asked. “I’m Darla Peterson with Florida Child Protection Services. We received a call suggesting that your daughter might be at risk for some sort of abuse.”

Wendy’s eyes suddenly went wide. “Abuse? You’ve got to be kidding. Where in the world would you get an idea like that?”

“I’m afraid I’m not at liberty to say,” Darla said. “I need to see your daughter, please.”

Wendy stood there for a second, and then started to open the door wider, but she stopped. “Can I see your identification, please?”

Darla stared at her, and if looks could have killed, Wendy would’ve fallen dead. “I’m not a police officer, Mrs. Michelson. Now please, show me your daughter and perhaps we can resolve this without any further trouble. I’m sure you wouldn’t want the police to be involved, would you?”

For just a couple of seconds, Wendy almost surrendered, but then she stiffened her spine. “You work for a government agency but you won’t show me ID? Yes, I think maybe we need to have the police here. If they can confirm who you are, then we’ll see.”

She started to shut the door but the woman slammed a hand into it, pushing with all of her considerable weight.

“I need to see your daughter, right now!” she said. “Now get out of my…”



Reacting more from instinct than from thought, Wendy pulled the door open partially and kicked as hard as she could, catching Darla just below the ribs. All the air went out of her in a

 

whoosh


 
, and she fell backward away from the door. Wendy slammed it shut and turned the deadbolt instantly, but Darla was up and banging on the door only a second later.



“You open this door!” she shouted. “You open this door right this second!”

“I’m calling the police,” Wendy yelled back. “We’ll see what they have to say about this!”

She leaned over and looked out the sidelight window to see Darla’s reaction, and then she gasped and ran. Darla, or whatever her real name was, was holding a pistol in her hand, and it was pointed toward the door.

Carl and Wendy didn’t believe in guns, and thought the world would be a lot better off without them. Wendy ran into the kitchen, where Lisa was sitting at the table with a coloring book and crayons. The look on her face told Wendy that she had heard the shouting, and was frightened.

“Go to your room,” Wendy said quickly. “Now, Lisa, go!”

Lisa ran out of the kitchen and into the hallway, headed toward her bedroom, as Wendy snatched open a drawer and grabbed the first butcher knife that came to hand. She had no idea whether she could actually stab someone, but whatever was happening was crazy enough that she just might. As she turned back toward the living room, she spotted the kitchen phone hanging on the wall.

Carl and Wendy were some of the only people they knew who actually had a house phone, and Wendy used it primarily for her beauty salon, so they kept it on. She snatched up the receiver and dialed 911.

“Nine one one,” said the operator. “What is your emergency?”

“There’s a crazy woman at my front door with a gun,” Wendy said. “She said she was with CPS and wanted to see my daughter, but when I asked for ID, she tried to force her way into the house. When I shut the door, she pulled out a gun.”

“All right, is she inside the house?” the operator asked.

A gunshot rang out, and then another. “Oh my God,” Wendy said. “I think she’s coming in!”

“I’m sending police right now,” the operator said. “Try to stay calm and stay hidden. Is your daughter safe?”

“I sent her to her room.” She took the phone away from her ear and pressed it against herself to mute it for a moment. “Hey!” she shouted. “The police are on their way! They’ll be here any minute, and I have a knife!”

The old line about bringing a knife to a gunfight suddenly raced through her mind, but it was too late to take it back. In the living room, she heard the door crash open. Darla was inside the house.

“Did you hear me? I said the police are coming! They’re on the way right now!”

The police station was only a few blocks away, and a siren suddenly sounded in the distance. A loud curse came from the living room, and then Wendy heard footsteps retreating out the door. She listened for a few seconds, then put the phone back up to her ear.

“I think she’s gone,” she said. “I told her I called the police, and I think she left.”

“Just stay where you are until the police arrive,” said the operator. “They’ll be there very soon, just stay hidden.”

“I’m not hidden, I’m standing in my kitchen holding a stupid butcher knife! Is that stupid?”

“Then look for somewhere to hide,” the operator said. “Just stay out of sight until the police arrive.”

“Okay, okay,” Wendy said. “I’m going to go check on my daughter, I have to hang up now.”

She hung up the phone without waiting for a response, then leaned carefully out to peek around the kitchen door into the living room. There was no sign of Darla, so she darted into the hallway and raced down to Lisa’s bedroom.

When she pushed open the door, she panicked. Lisa was nowhere in sight.

“Lisa? Lisa, where are you?”

“Mommy? I’m in here, Mommy,” she heard, and turned to snatch open the closet door. Lisa was crouched on the floor, holding a blanket over herself.

Wendy smiled with relief, and dropped to the floor beside her daughter. She slid inside the closet and pulled the door shut behind them.

It was almost a minute later when she heard the police cars arriving, and another minute passed before she heard voices calling out. One of them called her name, and she got to her feet and opened the closet door carefully. She heard her name called again and reached down for Lisa’s hand, leading her out of the room.

Five police officers and another man were standing in the living room, and it took her a moment to recognize Sam Prichard. When she did, she felt a sense of relief that was even greater than when she saw the officers.

“Wendy?” Sam asked. “Are you okay?” He looked at Lisa, who was clutching her mother’s hand.

“We’re okay,” Wendy said. “I just want to know what’s going on. First the FBI says they have to check and make sure Lisa really is our daughter, and now some crazy lady from CPS pulls a gun on me? I think the whole world is going insane.”

“Yeah,” Sam said. “I’m afraid I often feel that same way.”




Eight


Leon quickly took over. The first thing he did was make a call to the nearest CPS office, whereupon he found there was no Darla who worked for them. Once that was out of the way, he got the best description he could from Wendy, including a description of the car which had reminded her of one of her customers’ vehicles. An APB went out minutes later to all the surrounding communities and counties, asking for any information related to such a vehicle driven by a person matching that description.

“Well, I’ve got everybody within fifty miles looking for the suspect,” Leon said to Sam. “I have my doubts this woman will come back here, but I’m going to put some extra patrols on, just in case.”

Wendy had called Carl, and he came sliding to a stop in front of the house a moment later. He rushed inside and threw his arms around his wife and daughter, who were sitting on the sofa, then looked at Leon.

“What’s going on, Chief?” he asked. “Why would somebody do something like this?”

Leon scowled. “I don’t know what to tell you, Mr. Michelson,” he said. “Frankly, I’ve never heard of anything like this before.”

Carl shook his head, and that was when he spotted Sam. “Sam? What are you doing here?”

“I happened to be at the police department when the call came in,” Sam said. “When I heard your wife’s name, I asked if I could come along and Leon said it would be okay.”

“I can’t say I’m not glad to see you. Something weird is going on, and I don’t understand any of it.” He got up off the couch and moved aside with Sam to speak privately. “Yesterday, a couple of FBI agents came here, claiming that Lisa was actually a little girl who was kidnapped years ago, but they ran a DNA test and said everything was okay. It wasn’t her after all, so we relaxed. Then this? If you can get to the bottom of it, Sam, I’ll pay whatever you charge.”

“I’m not a private eye anymore, Carl,” Sam replied. “All I do nowadays is consult with police departments, but I’ll be happy to help any way I can in this case.” He bit his bottom lip for a second, wondering if now might be the time to ask questions. A couple of seconds later, he made up his mind. “Carl, was there anything unusual about Lisa’s adoption?”

Instantly, Carl’s eyes became furtive, looking away from Sam. “Unusual? No, not that I know of. I mean, it was a private adoption and pretty expensive, but other than that…”

Sam watched his face. “Did you happen to meet the birth mother?” he asked.

Carl turned back to look at him. “Well, no,” he said. “That was one of the conditions of the adoption, that she didn’t want any further contact with us, or with the baby. We weren’t even given any real information about her, other than medical history. They said that was normal in cases like this, just in case Lisa developed any health problems later in life.”

Sam’s ears perked up. “Would you still have it?” he asked. “I’d like to take a look at it, if I may.”

“Um, yeah. Hang on a minute, I’ll get it.” He turned and walked out of the living room, and Sam looked over at Wendy and Lisa. The town’s only female officer was sitting with them, apparently trying to comfort them. Carl returned a moment later with a thin file folder in his hand, and gave it to Sam.

Sam opened it up and looked at the first page, which was a general outline of the medical history of the purported birth mother. It indicated that she had been relatively healthy, but did mention a history of depression. While Sam doubted the history was actually based on Debbie Wilson, it made sense that they would include something like depression; it lent credibility to the idea that a woman would give up her child, possibly fearing she might do something to harm the child when she was suffering the mental illness’s effects.

The next page was a long checklist of medical conditions, and the only check marks were on boxes that indicated the birth mother’s family might have included a few conditions. Arthritis, asthma and chronic back pain were all checked, but everything else was clear. Sam suspected those were checked because they were common among most families.

The third and final page was about Lisa, herself. It listed her blood type and general physical characteristics, and Sam made a mental note of some of them before handing the folder back to Carl.

“You said it was a private adoption and very expensive,” Sam said. “How did you find the lawyer who handled it?”

“My friend Charlie, the one who told me the baby was available,” Carl said. “He said that in a lot of cases like this, the birth mother comes back years later and wants to take the child away. He told me about a lawyer who was supposedly the best in the business and could make sure that would never happen. His name was, uh, Herrick, up in Jacksonville. He cost a small fortune, but I figured it was worth it to make sure nobody could take Lisa away from us in the future, you know what I mean?”

Sam nodded. “Sure, I get it,” he said. “The thing is, Carl, from what I know about adoptions, the sort of thing you’re talking about is not really all that common. I mean, we’ve all heard stories about birth mothers coming back and taking the child, but I don’t think it really happens that much. I’ve heard maybe three or four stories like that in my life, but there are hundreds of thousands of adoptions. Seems odd to me that you would be pushed to pay extra to avoid that.”

“Yeah, yeah, I understand,” Carl said. “It was just a matter of not taking a chance, Sam. Insurance, I guess; I knew it wasn’t really likely, but we wanted this so badly that I figured it was worth whatever it cost, and that was just a little extra insurance to make sure we wouldn’t have a problem later.”

Sam took a deep breath, and nodded again. “Like I said, I get it. It just seems kind of odd that you’d have this thing with the FBI one day, and then something like this the next. I can’t help wondering what this woman wanted with your daughter. Considering the fact that she was armed, I have to suspect she was planning to take Lisa, and she was probably ready to do whatever was necessary to accomplish that.” He glanced over at Wendy again, then turned back to Carl. “I think your wife was very lucky this time, but I’m concerned that whoever is behind this will try again. Is there any chance you can take your family and get out of town for a few days?”

Carl’s eyes went wide. “You think she was going to kill Wendy?” he asked, his voice frantic.

“I think she would have, if that was the only way to take Lisa. Carl, I don’t know what’s going on, but I suspect somebody was pretty upset that the FBI was asking questions about her. Combined with the fact that the adoption was irregular, I think you should consider the possibility that there may have been something to the FBI’s concerns.”

“But the DNA test cleared it up,” Carl said. “They said it came back negative, she wasn’t the girl who was kidnapped.”

“I know this is going to sound strange,” Sam said, “but DNA is not infallible. There could be a number of reasons why the tests would come back negative, even if Lisa is the child in question. I’m saying you need to think about the possibility that this adoption might have been part of a baby-selling racket. As terrible as that sounds, it happens. The kidnapped child is presented to prospective adoptive parents with a fake history, and such cases usually involve a lot of money. You didn’t think anything was strange about it at the time?”

Carl stared at him for a couple of seconds, then shrugged almost imperceptibly. “I thought it was awfully expensive, yeah,” he said. “In a regular adoption, it only costs a few thousand bucks to get it done.” He squeezed his eyes shut for a second. “Sam, I’ll even admit that I wondered at the time if there was something fishy about it, but—Wendy was just so happy, and so was I, so I put that out of my mind. Are you trying to tell me we could end up losing Lisa?”

Sam forced himself not to say everything he was thinking. “I’m saying you need to consider the possibility that this adoption was not what it seemed to be. If Lisa is that child, or maybe another one who was stolen from her parents, this could end badly for you.”

Carl turned his face up to the ceiling and took a deep breath. “Oh, dear God,” he muttered. “Sam, that—that just can’t happen. Wendy and me, we’d be destroyed if we lost Lisa.”

“I understand,” Sam said. “I know what would happen to me if I lost one of my kids. But just remember, Carl, somewhere out there could be a couple whose child was taken from them, and they’ve been going through this ever since. I think you need to prepare yourself for what could be coming.”

A part of him wanted to tell Carl the truth, that he was absolutely certain that Lisa and Sarah Wilson were the same child, but he thought it best to let Carl digest what he’d said so far, first. This would be a natural shock to any parent, and it was going to be compounded with the knowledge that they’d been unwitting parties to the pain and suffering of another family.

One of the police radios erupted into chatter, and Sam focused on it.



“

 

Leon, we just got a call about a shooting out by I-95,


 
” the dispatcher said. “

 

The car involved fits the description of the one you’re looking for.


 
”



“Ten-four,” Leon said into his microphone. “I’m rolling!” He started out the door, then looked at Sam. “You coming?”

Sam reached out and touched Carl on the shoulder, then hurried to follow Leon. Two other officers raced for their own cars, and all three vehicles laid rubber as they left the house and headed out toward the interstate.

On the way, they got more information from the dispatcher. A Florida Highway Patrol officer had pulled into the Circle K store and spotted a car that fit the description on the APB. He had gotten out of his own vehicle and walked over to the car, but noticed that no one was in the driver’s seat. As he was looking around, a woman stepped out of the store and suddenly noticed him, and he realized the woman also fit the description of the suspect Flagler Beach was looking for. He had told her to stop where she was, but she drew a pistol instantly and fired twice in his direction. Neither shot hit him, but he dropped behind the car and then drew his own weapon. When he looked up again, the woman was running around the corner of the building and he gave chase.

As he rounded the corner of the building himself, the woman fired at him again, this time striking him in the shoulder. He had instinctively returned fire, and his aim was true. His bullet took her center mass, and she dropped to the ground.

The dispatcher had also called for an ambulance, and it arrived at the same time as the three squad cars. The trooper was sitting on the ground and leaning against the building, and a passerby was applying pressure to his wound, stemming the blood flow. Another man was kneeling over the woman, and Sam hurried toward them with Leon right beside him.

“Sir, please step away,” Leon said. He had his weapon in his hand, just in case the woman was still capable of putting up a fight, but her own gun was lying several feet away.

“I think she’s dead,” the man said as he backed away. “I kicked her gun over there.” He pointed at the weapon.

“Good job,” Leon said. He watched the woman closely for any sign of life, but there was none, so he knelt down and put a hand to her throat. A second later, he looked up at Sam and shook his head.

“Damn,” Sam said. “Would’ve been nice to get some answers.”

Leon looked at his face. “I heard some of the stuff you said to Michelson,” he said. “You know something about this, don’t you, Sam? You want to tell me what’s going on?”

Sam grimaced. “I don’t know enough to tell just yet, Leon,” he said. “I promise I will tell you, as soon as I know a few things for sure.”

“Come on, Sam. You can’t do better than that?”

Rolling his eyes, Sam shrugged. “It’s Beauregard,” Sam said. “The old ghost claims that the Michelson child really is the one the FBI was asking about. I have reason to believe that the DNA record on the kidnapping victim was altered to make it come back negative, but I can’t prove that just yet. If I’m right, then the lawyer who handled the adoption, a bigshot from Jacksonville named Herrick, is probably just the point man for a baby-selling ring that reaches all the way into the FBI itself.”

Leon let out a whistle. “Man, you make me glad I’m just a local flatfoot without any spooks rattling around in my closet. You let me know if there’s anything I can do to help, okay?”

Sam nodded, but he had a grimace on his face. “I will, trust me,” he said. “Meanwhile, let’s see what we can find out about this lady.”

Paramedics checked the woman over and confirmed that she was deceased, then took charge of the body while Sam followed Leon to her car. Leon put on a pair of rubber gloves and handed another pair to Sam.

“You take the driver’s side,” Leon said. “See if you can find anything to identify her.”

Sam nodded and opened the driver’s door. The first thing he noticed was a purse sitting on the floorboard just in front of the seat, and he picked it up to set it on the seat cushion.

“Got a purse,” he said. “It’s got the usual junk in it, but here’s a wallet.” He took out the wallet and opened it, then turned it around so Leon could see the driver’s license that was in the plastic window. “According to Wendy, she called herself Darla,” he said, “but her license says Judith Niles. That’s definitely her.”

Leon took the wallet and looked at the license. “She’s from Jax,” he said. “Forty-six years old, and now she’s dead.” He shook his head. “I’ll run her through the system. Probably a history of priors, let’s see what we find out.”

He turned away from the car and spoke into the microphone that was clipped to his shoulder, reading off the information from the license to the dispatcher. A moment later, Sam heard the dispatcher reporting back.



“

 

Judith Marie Niles, forty-six years old. No warrants, but she has a history of violent crimes. Assault, assault and battery, assault with a deadly weapon and two counts of attempted murder. Funny thing is, all those charges were dismissed. The only conviction on her record is from when she was nineteen. She was arrested as an accessory to armed robbery—she drove the getaway car. Did nineteen months in the state correctional system, then was paroled. Stayed out of trouble for a couple of years, then the arrests began, but none of them stuck. According to the FBI, she was suspected of being some sort of organized crime enforcer on more than one occasion, but they never found enough evidence to make it into a courtroom.”




Leon looked at Sam. “You catch all that?” he asked.

“I did. What do you think the chances are of that many charges being dismissed without some kind of guardian angel at work?”

Leon harrumphed. “About as good as the chances of me winning the lottery,” he said. “Especially considering I never buy a ticket.”




Nine


Sam stayed with the officers until they got back to the police station, then said his goodbyes and headed for home. He cruised the Mustang through the small town until he got to A1A, then turned south. Once he got out of town, the road was almost deserted, so he gave in to the temptation to let the big engine have its head. His foot eased down on the accelerator, and he laughed when he realized he had hit a hundred miles per hour.

He took his foot off the gas and let the car begin to slow. The sign for Ormond-by-the-Sea appeared ahead, telling him he was getting close to home, so he eased down on the brake to slow it even more, then downshifted as he made the turn into his driveway.

The house was one of the very few on the beach side of A1A. It was built on a small swelling of land that stuck out into the ocean, so it was actually surrounded by water on three sides. Sam liked the privacy that afforded, but it also meant they had little protection from the storms that could crop up now and then. Luckily, the house was built for it. The walls were thick and sturdy, there were steel hurricane shutters that rolled down to protect the windows, and the roof had already withstood a few hurricanes without any significant damage.

He parked the car and got out, and wasn’t a bit surprised when Kenzie came running out the door to greet him.

“Daddy,” she yelled. “Mom said we could go down to the beach when you got home. What took you so long?”

“I got caught up in something,” Sam said, not wanting to say what it had been. “Let me go talk to Mom, and then we can see about going to the beach.”

Kenzie huffed. “Okay,” she said grumpily. “I’ll go get ready.”

Sam followed her back inside, and found Indie at the kitchen table with her mother. Bo was sitting in his high chair and making short work of a handful of cookies.

“Hey, babe,” she said as he entered the room. “You were gone for a while.”

Sam leaned in for a kiss and then sat down in the chair beside her.

“I’m afraid I got a little distracted,” he said. “While I was at the department, a call came in. A woman with a gun apparently tried to force her way into Wendy Michelson’s house. She had been posing as a child protection worker and demanded to see Lisa, but she couldn’t produce ID when Wendy asked for it. Wendy slammed the door and this woman shot out the lock, but Wendy managed to call the police and the woman ran. Unfortunately, she ran into a state trooper who had just heard the APB Leon put out, and there was a shoot-out. The trooper was wounded, but the woman is dead.”

“Oh, my goodness,” Indie said. “Sam, what is going on?”

“That’s my question,” Sam replied. “I got a chance to talk to Carl, and he admitted he had actually thought it was a little odd that the adoption was so expensive, but they were so happy to get the chance that he dismissed it. I planted the seed that he needs to consider whether Lisa might actually be the missing child.”

“How did he take that?” Indie asked.

“He’s pretty upset. I can understand that; I know how I would feel if it was one of our kids we were talking about. Still, I suggested he consider the possibility, and that there is another set of parents out there who miss their own child. Maybe it’ll help them cope with it when it all comes down.”

“I hope so,” Indie said. “I feel sorry for them, I just—I just know that if I was Mrs. Wilson, I’d want to know what happened to my child.”

“I know, honey,” Sam said. “As much as I hate the fact that somebody is going to get hurt, we are doing the right thing here.” He turned to his mother-in-law. “Anything new out of you-know-who?”

She shook her head. “He’s been quiet today,” she said. “Unusually quiet, to be honest.”

“Well, my dad used to tell me that no news was good news. I guess I’ll hang on to that and just try to figure out what to do next.”

“You can do that while we relax at the beach for a while,” Indie said. “Kenzie has been driving us crazy today wanting to go play in the surf, but I told her she had to wait until you got home. You up for that?”

Sam grinned. “Sure,” he said. “My hip could stand some of that saltwater healing, itself.”

* * *

Beauregard had been listening when Sam got back from Jacksonville.

“Don’t you have anything you can add?” Grace asked him when Kim said he had given her nothing more. “Sam is finally starting to rely on you.”

“I’m afraid I have no control over what I know in this way,” he replied. “I do wish that was not the case, but I’m afraid that it is.”

“I know,” Grace said. “You can only do what you can, though.”

“Perhaps we should have gone with him this morning. It may be that we could have learned something at the lawyer’s office, and I wish I had thought of it then.”

Grace grinned at him. “Don’t worry,” she said. “If I know Sam, he’ll be going back. We can hitch a ride then.”

“Wait,” Beauregard said, “listen.”

The two of them listened as Sam took the call from Leon at the police department. When he said he would come right down, Beauregard suddenly looked excited.

“Perhaps this is a good chance,” he said. “I have no doubt he will discuss the case with the other officers. Perhaps we can pick up on something we can do to assist.”

Stepping from their ethereal world into the physical one was just a matter of thought, and the two of them followed Sam out the door, watching as he interacted with his daughter for a moment before leaving the house. They slid into the car and settled into the backseat of the Mustang, though Beauregard’s long legs were actually extended into the front passenger seat. Grace simply hovered just over the upholstery in the back, keeping her legs tucked in underneath herself to avoid them sticking into Sam.

“You know,” Grace said, “this is kind of fun. We go along with Sam and he doesn’t even know we’re here.”

Beauregard chuckled. “If only you had been able to do this when he was a lad,” he said. “Imagine the mischief you could have caught him in.”

She slapped at him playfully. “No, that would not have been fun. I probably would have been a nervous wreck most of the time. You know how teenage boys are, don’t you?”

“Oh, I certainly do,” Beauregard said. “You’ll recall that I watched Miss Indiana growing up. Do you think I wasn’t watching the boys that were always following her around?”

“I’m sure you were,” Grace said. “You were about as close to a father as she had.”

The old ghost nodded. “In some ways,” he said. “I often felt that way about her when she was young. On more than one occasion, I was forced to tell Miss Kimberly things I felt she needed to know, even though it made Miss Indiana quite angry with me.”

Sam pulled up at the police station and they followed him inside. Grace laughed when Mr. Seeley asked if Beauregard was with them, but Beauregard was wandering through the building. While Grace hovered near Sam, listening in case he brought up the situation he was working on, Beauregard took advantage of the fact that walls and locked doors were no impediment to him. Exploring new places was something he enjoyed.

A few moments later, he was standing just behind the dispatcher when the speaker beside her erupted.


“Flagler, emergency dispatch. Armed intruder at 417 Melbourne Avenue. Suspect posing as CPS employee and trying to gain access to a child. Home of Carl and Wendy Michelson, one child.”


“Emergency dispatch, Flagler,” the dispatcher replied. “We will respond.”

She got up instantly and ran right through Beauregard as she hurried out the door, and he rushed to follow. When she stuck her head through the door into the front lobby, he simply went right through the wall beside her as she told Leon that something was happening.

“What is it, Helen?” Leon asked.

“911 says there’s an armed intruder at the Michelson house on Melbourne, where the beauty shop is. Apparently the person was pretending to be from CPS and wanted to get to their little girl.”

Sam’s head spun around as Leon began getting to his feet, followed by several of the other officers.

“Leon, can I ride along?” he asked.

“Sure,” Leon said. “Let’s go.”

Sam got to his feet and turned to Seeley. “Chief, forgive me, but I have to run. Those people are some new friends of mine.”

“Go,” Seeley said. “We can chat some other time.”

Sam followed Leon out the door and climbed into the passenger seat of the chief’s unmarked car, and the ghosts slid into the back. Three sirens broke the afternoon quiet as Leon threw the car into gear and sprayed gravel behind him as he took off.

* * *

Judith Niles had led a hard life. After a stint in jail when she was only nineteen, she’d tried hard to go straight, but the world wasn’t going to let her. One job after another let her go when they found out about her time in the joint, and finally it seemed like the best job she could get was something like the graveyard shift waiting tables. The pay was lousy and the tips were nonexistent, so it wasn’t long before she couldn’t even pay the rent on the weekly room she was living in.

Then she’d met Jacko. Jacko Robinson was a street thug, but he always had money, and she was desperate. When he offered to pay her to help him keep his hos in line, she’d agreed because it meant she wouldn’t have to be one herself. Besides, Judy was tough after her time in the joint, and it wasn’t long before she came to enjoy the work. Slapping a bitch around, maybe even getting rougher than that—it gave her a sense of power that nothing else ever had.

She got arrested a few times, but Jacko had told her not to worry about it, and he always came through with bail. Within a week or so, the charges would be dismissed, and everything would go back to normal. Before long, the hos wouldn’t even bother to complain to the cops about her. They knew it wouldn’t do any good, and Judy would be even more pissed off the next time they saw her.

They tried using numbers to keep her away, but Judy wasn’t scared of hos. She let them get away with it once, but the next time she showed up, it was with a Bowie knife as long as her forearm, and none of the girls wanted to get scarred up. They learned not to argue with Judy Niles, but a couple of them had to learn the hard way. At least Judy kept the scars off their faces; she knew Jacko wouldn’t like that, so she merely cut them on the arm or leg.

More arrests, more bail and more charges dropped. Judy was beginning to think life was going her way at last, but then the job took on some new dimensions. Jacko got busted dead to rights on a charge of assaulting a police officer—a female undercover cop, trying to trap him into a soliciting charge, and he’d beaten her senseless while her backup team heard it all through the wire. They’d taken him down and arrested him, and there was no way the charges could go away, so he went up for ten years and counted himself lucky that was all he got.

Judy thought her gravy train ride was over, but then one of Jacko’s boys had come by her place and said “the big guy” wanted to talk to her. She’d heard rumors about the man who seemed to be running things in Jacksonville, but no one knew who he was. He talked to you on throwaway phones, and nobody ever got to see his face or hear his name. The guy who brought the message gave her a phone and told her not to call anyone on it, but just wait for it to ring, and then toss it in the nearest dumpster after the call.

It rang that evening, and an electronically distorted voice told her that she was working for the big guy now. She was told to go to a particular private postal box store and open a certain box with the combination the voice provided, and to check it every day thereafter for instructions.

She ditched the phone as instructed, then went to the postal shop and opened the box. An envelope inside contained more than ten thousand dollars in cash, and a list of jobs to do, and Judy was on the way up.

She fumbled the first couple of jobs. She was supposed to snatch a baby on the first one, but some passersby had seen her trying to grab the kid out of a stroller while its mama was looking the other way and raised a stink, so she had to run. Another time, the mother caught her and Judy took a couple of shots at the woman as she fled. It wasn’t until the third try that she actually got the kid, but she also left the mother dead in her wake. It was about the only crime in her repertoire that she was never even suspected of.

After that, it got easier. She’d travel to different places and watch the kid the big guy wanted until she knew the mother’s routine, then move at the right moment. She always dropped the kids off at the same place, a shed behind a small shopping center in the city, and she never even considered waiting around to see who came to collect them. Knowing too much was a good way to get dead, she figured, especially in things like this.

If only the mother that morning had been as weak as most of them. She’d managed to get back inside and lock the door, and Judy had lost control of herself for a moment after that kick in the gut. She’d blasted a hole in the door, but then the mama called the cops, and Judy knew she had to beat it fast.

She’d gotten into her car and driven away, headed back out of town as fast as she could without drawing attention to herself. As much as she hated to, she had to report how things had gone. She took out her phone and dialed the number she had been given for this particular job, then put it to her ear as she waited for that same strange voice to answer.

“Yes?” the voice said. “Is it done?”

“No, I’m sorry,” Judith said. “The mother wouldn’t open the door and she ended up calling the cops. I’ll have to go back later, after everything settles down.”

“Judy, it sounds like you’re getting sloppy. We can’t afford to be sloppy, you know that. I want you to just lay low for a couple of days. Don’t go back there today, they’ll be expecting you. Give it a couple of days to let everyone settle down before you try again. And, Judy? We can’t afford for this to take too long. Somebody is asking questions about the kid, and we need to make sure they don’t get answers.”

“I’ll make sure,” Judith said. “Would it be easier, though, if I just whacked the kid? I mean, that way it wouldn’t really matter, would it?”

“Of course it would matter. They would have a body, and the body can be used for DNA analysis. With too many questions, they might figure out the truth and that would be a disaster for all of us. The girl needs to disappear, and we have a market for girls her age. I want her alive and unhurt, you understand?”

Judith gritted her teeth. “I understand, sir,” she said. “No problem, I’ll get her.”

The call ended and Judith put the phone back in her pocket. She had made her way out of town toward the interstate and was just about to head north when another thought struck her. Her nerves were stretched tight, and she figured she was safe enough for a quick stop to grab some coffee, so she pulled into the convenience store just by the on-ramp and went inside.

The coffee smelled good as she got herself a cup, and she was starting to relax as she paid for it and headed out the door. She’d have to put some time into grabbing this kid, who was a lot older than the ones she was usually sent after. Most of the time it was babies, maybe as much as a year old, but this girl was eight. She couldn’t help wondering why the big guy wanted her so badly.

She fished her keys out of her pocket and then looked at her car, and that was when she noticed the trooper. He turned toward her and told her to stay where she was, but there was no way she was going to get arrested in this little hick town. She grabbed at the 9mm automatic under her shirt in the back waistband of her jeans and fired two shots in rapid succession, but they both went wild. The cop dropped behind her car, and she turned and sprinted for the corner of the building. She made it around the corner and kept running, looking for a car that was running so she could jack it, but then she heard the trooper yell at her to freeze once again.

Judy spun around and fired, and there was a flash of elation as she saw the cop reel when the bullet struck him, but it didn’t last long. He recovered fast and his hand flashed out with his gun and then there was another flash, and something like a semi-truck slammed into her chest.

She was on her back, and the first thought she had was that this was going to be a lousy way to die, but then she coughed. Dark, foul-tasting blood sprayed out of her mouth and across her face, and then she was suddenly standing on the ground and looking down at some woman with blood all over her face…

It took a second for her to realize she was looking at her own body, and in that moment it dawned on her that she wasn’t feeling fear. She’d always dreaded the thought of when her life would come to an end, convinced there would be nothing there, that everything that was her would just suddenly cease to exist. She hadn’t believed in any kind of afterlife, which was why she was so desperate to cling to the life she had, even if it sucked.

Now, though, standing here and feeling perfectly fine as she looked down at her own dead body, she suddenly had the thought that maybe dying wasn’t anything but a transition to a different kind of life, and she allowed herself a moment’s hope that it would be better than the last one.

She looked around and saw the trooper sitting down against the side of the building, and other people coming around the corner. A man was walking slowly toward her, and she smiled at him.

“It’s okay,” she said. “I’m not really dead, it’s okay.”

The man paid no attention to her, but then he came close and kicked her gun away. He leaned down over her body as she tried again to tell him that everything was okay, but he didn’t seem to notice her at all.

Sirens split the air, and she saw a bunch of cops come running. Two of them, in plainclothes, approached her body, telling the other man to move away. She sniffed, knowing that they couldn’t see her, that she was finally beyond the reach of the long arm of the law.

“Hello,” said a woman’s voice, and she turned to see a woman standing next to a guy who looked like he was headed to a Civil War reenactment. “Can we talk?”




Ten


“Talk about what?” Judy asked, and then it dawned on her that the woman was actually talking directly to her. “Hey! How can you see me when nobody else can?”

“Why, that’s simple, my dear,” said the guy in the costume. “We, like you, are no longer part of the mortal world. We’re dead, just as you are.”

Judy grinned. “Really? Well, and ain’t it a kick in the pants? I always thought it’d be just a buncha nothing, and here I am feeling right as rain. Hell, my bad back don’t even hurt anymore. How long you guys been dead?”

“Beauregard’s been a ghost for more than a hundred years,” the woman said. “I’m still kinda new at it. I’m Grace, and this is Beauregard. Can we ask you some questions?”

Judy laughed. “A hundred years? So, we just keep on going, then, right? Sure, what do you wanna know?”

Beauregard stepped closer to her. “You tried to get close to a little girl a short time ago. Can you tell us why?”

Judy glanced at the cop who was kneeling over her body, then shrugged. “Sure, no reason not to, they can’t arrest me now. I don’t know the reason, but the big guy wanted the girl snatched. He just told me to go and grab her and take her where I always did. Only this time, I was supposed to tie her up good and tight, and tape her mouth shut so she couldn’t yell or get away.” She seemed to giggle. “Don’t have to worry about that with the babies, they got that place soundproofed, you know, but this one is old enough to try to run.”

“And where was it you were supposed to take her? Please tell us.”

Judy almost panicked at the thought of giving up the drop point, but then it hit her that not even the big guy could reach her now. “Okay,” she said. “Back in Jax, the Southtown Shopping Center? There’s a big wooden shed behind it. The door opens to a code, and I always leave the kids there. Sometimes there’s another kid already there, sometimes not. Someone else comes to get them later, I guess, ’cause they’re always gone by the time I bring the next one.”

Grace looked disgusted. “And you usually steal babies to bring there?” she asked.

“Hey, don’t you judge me,” Judy said. “I do what I gotta do to survive, that’s all. If I don’t do what I’m told, I can guarantee you I’d be the next one to disappear, and that ain’t no joke. You don’t say no to the big guy!”

“And just who,” Beauregard asked, “is the big guy?”

Judy grinned again. “Ain’t nobody knows,” she said. “He just tells you how to find out what he wants, and if you do it, you get paid. If you don’t, nobody ever hears from you again.”

“Then perhaps you might tell us...”

Beauregard didn’t get any further, because Judy’s eyes suddenly grew wide and she stared at a spot somewhere behind him. He didn’t need to turn around to know what she was seeing; things that looked utterly demonic, most likely, and they were coming straight for her.

He didn’t know what they were. He’d told Grace that they appeared when a newly dead soul was destined for damnation, and the next few seconds were filled with Judy’s shrieks of pure terror. When the noise ended, she was gone.

Grace opened her eyes again, after shutting them tight when the things appeared. She knew it was childish, she knew if they had been coming for her, she would have been taken long ago, but she always closed her eyes if they were around, praying that not being able to see them would somehow keep them from being able to see her.

“She’s gone?” she asked, and Beauregard nodded.

“She is,” he said. “Gone to the punishment she deserves, I am certain. However, we have at least gained some information for Samuel. We should get back to Miss Kimberly, so she can relay it to him.”

Grace sighed. “Yes, I guess we should,” she said. “At least it’ll give him a lead of some kind.”

“Indeed. Take my hand, my dear, and we shall go.”

Grace took his hand as the paramedics arrived to take over with Judy’s body, but she kept watching Sam. “Beauregard,” she said speculatively. “What if we went and checked out that shed she was talking about? She said it was behind Southtown Shopping Center, right? It shouldn’t be that hard to find.”

The old ghost looked at her. “I suppose we could,” he said. “Surely we can find someone to direct us.” He looked around. “The great highway is just there, so we can follow it to Jacksonville, and there should be those spirits about who would be able to tell us where it might be once we get there.” He looked almost surprised at himself for agreeing. “Let us try, at the least.”

He leaned toward the on-ramp and lifted off the ground, with Grace smiling as she held his hand and flew along with him.

Ectoplasm, Beauregard had speculated more than once, was actually nothing more than the fabric of thought. As a ghost, he was mostly nothing but thoughts, and some of them were translated by his mind into the physical appearance that he ascribed to himself, giving him the form that Grace could “see” and “touch.”

As a result, the speed of their travel was only limited by their perceptions. Knowing that Jacksonville was a large city ahead of them on the road they followed made it a matter of a few moments to pass the miles between Flagler Beach and Jacksonville, and then they slowed drastically in order to look for others like themselves and inquire about directions.

Shopping centers seemed to be everywhere, and he guessed there would be ghosts hanging around most of them. He turned toward the first one he saw, and they settled onto the ground a moment later.

The people milling about were obviously alive, but Beauregard was not deterred. He walked through the crowd, in some cases literally, with Grace following him.

“Keep watch,” he said. “A place like this is certain to hold some of those who are like us.”

“Yes, but everyone looks perfectly alive,” she said. “How do we know...”

She trailed off. Just ahead of them, a man had just stood still while a number of people walked through the spot he was occupying.

“What are you staring at?” the man asked. He was about five foot nine with light brown hair and blue eyes, dressed like someone who was stuck in the 1970s. He wore a long leather vest over a purple shirt and black wide-flared jeans, and his hair was done in what Grace recalled as a “’fro.”

He was right, she’d been staring. She caught herself and smiled. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I just remember the seventies as a wonderful time, and the sight of you took me back for a moment.”

The man grinned. “No problem, sister,” he said. “We all look the way we remember ourselves best, right?” He looked Beauregard over. “Now, that is groovy, man! I used to love reading about the Civil War. Were you really in it?”

“I was,” Beauregard said. “I served in the Virginia Regiments under Bobby Lee, before he was asked to command all Confederate forces.”

The man broke into a smile. “Far out,” he said. “I’m Chino, man. What are you doing hanging out here?”

“We’re trying to find Southtown Shopping Center,” Grace said. “Would you know how we can get there?”

“Southtown? That’s the old Kirby Center strip mall. Sure, you just go right down Greenland Road till you get to Highway One, then take a right. It’s about a half mile south of 295 on Highway One. You can’t miss it!” A girl walked by and Chino seemed to forget they were there as he followed her toward a clothing store.

“Well,” Grace said, miffed. “I guess he figured he was done with us.”

“I suspect he might be thinking more of what that young lady will be doing soon than what we need,” Beauregard said. “From her apparent destination, I suspect he wants to watch her as she tries on some new clothing.”

“Creep,” Grace said. “He’s dead, and he’s still a creep. He reminded me of a guy in high school who was always trying to sneak a peek into the girls’ locker room. Another creep!”

Beauregard took her hand and they lifted off again, following Greenland, which was the major street in front of the shopping center, and heading east. Highway One was only a few blocks away, and they arrived at Southtown within minutes.

“Around the back,” Grace said, and they floated past the buildings and into the alleys behind them. There were a number of what she thought of as sheds, but a quick look inside most of them showed that they held store fixtures and boxes of merchandise.

One of them was different, though. First, it looked cleaner than the others, but when they went inside, they found there was a hidden room in the back of it that could only be accessed by a door from outside. There were three playpens in the room, and not much else.

“Oh my God,” Grace said. “She would just bring those babies here and leave them? What if no one came to check on them?”

“I don’t think that would be anything to worry about,” Beauregard said. He pointed to a camera that was mounted near the ceiling. “I suspect someone watches this place frequently, and they are probably signaled when someone enters. When a child appears, they most likely come as soon as the one leaving it is gone.”

Grace looked at him. “You think there are others beside the woman who got killed?”

Beauregard nodded. “There must be,” he said. “If you recall, she said that there is sometimes another child here when she comes to leave one, and I think Samuel will agree with me. As he said, this is a large organization, with tentacles that reach into high places. The good thing is that no one is going to know we have discovered this place, so Samuel can use that to his advantage.”

Grace shivered. “Then let’s go tell him about it. The sooner these people are shut down, the better!”

* * *

Sam stood in the water, letting the incoming waves toss him about and feeling the warmth seep into his hip. He thought back to when he’d been in physical therapy after he’d been shot, and couldn’t help a grin when he realized this was probably better therapy than anything they had tried back then. The warm water combined with the need to work his muscles to stay on his feet was strengthening the joint the way all those exercises never had, and Sam rarely needed to rely on his cane since they’d moved down here.

Kenzie was near Indie, the two of them playing at body surfing and laughing as the waves shoved them back up onto the sandy beach. Kim and Bo were in the shallows behind some rocks, and the little boy would laugh with delight when the waves would crash, splashing him all over even though the rocks sheltered him from the worst of it.

Kim suddenly looked up, and Sam caught the movement out of the corner of his eye. He turned to watch her and saw that her face held the blankness it often got when Beauregard was talking to her. A sigh escaped him as he made his way toward his mother-in-law.

“Sam,” she said when she noticed him. “It’s...”

“Yeah, Beauregard, I know,” Sam said. “Has he got something new?”

“Yes,” Kim said, but then she shook her head. “He does, but not the way you’re thinking. He and Grace went with you when you went downtown, and then they went with you to the shooting. They got to talk to the woman who died, and that sent them to a place in Jacksonville where...”

Sam held up a hand. “Hold it,” he said. “Let’s all get back to the house. If our resident spooks have found some leads, I need to get on them right now.”

“Aww, Daddy,” Kenzie cried, but Sam was adamant.

“We’ve been out here over an hour, Kenzie,” he said. “That’s enough for now; maybe we can come back out tomorrow. For now, I need to hear what Beauregard and Grandma Grace have been up to.”

They gathered up their things and headed back to the house, settling on the deck to let the warm air and the sun dry them off. Sam held his son while Indie went inside for soft drinks, and then he looked at Kim.

“Okay, go,” he said.

Kim took a deep breath.

“The woman who died in the shooting was still there when you all arrived,” she began, “her ghost, I mean. Beauregard and your mom talked to her for a few minutes, and she told them that she worked for someone she called ‘the big guy,’ but she didn’t know who he is. She was a baby snatcher, Sam. She would be told to go after certain kids and steal them, and then take them to a place in Jacksonville and leave them there all alone. She told them where that place was, and they went and found it.”

Sam’s eyes were as wide as they could get. “They actually found the place? They know where it is?”

Kim nodded. “Yes. It’s a storage shed behind the Southtown Shopping Center on Highway One. Beauregard says there were some playpens there, and he saw a video camera so he thinks someone is notified whenever a child is dropped off and then comes to collect them. It’s an ideal setup for a baby-selling ring, don’t you think? The people who steal the babies and the people who sell them never know each other, so they can’t rat each other out if they get caught.”

“It’s diabolical,” Indie said. “Sam, this could be the break we need.”

Sam was nodding. “I’d say,” he agreed. “The problem is that we don’t know when another baby will be brought in, so we can’t say when we might catch someone. I can watch the place, but it may take them a while to get another baby thief going.”

Kim shook her head. “I don’t think that’s a problem. Beauregard says that woman told him sometimes there were other babies there when she went to drop one off, so she wasn’t the only one doing it.”

Sam narrowed his eyes and thought about it for a moment. “You said there was a video camera,” he said. “I wonder if there’s any hope it’s online.”

Indie grinned at him. “Worth a shot,” she said. “It probably relays video to somewhere else, so the one who picks up the babies can watch them to be sure no one else is around.” She got up and went into the house, returning a moment later with her computer. Opening it up, she started typing data for Herman.

“I’m giving Herman the geolocation on the shopping center and telling him to look for internet connections and video feeds within a quarter mile. If that camera is online, he’ll find it pretty quickly.”

Only seconds passed before chimes started to come from the computer. One after another, links appeared on the screen, and Indie clicked each one.  Window after window opened, showing various video feeds. Most of them were of stores as they tapped into the security cameras inside, but a few came from outside the shopping center.

The chimes continued, and Indie kept opening and closing windows, looking for the video feed that would fit the description Beauregard and Grace had brought back. After a couple of minutes, Sam leaned back and looked disappointed, but then Indie gasped.

“Sam, look,” she said.

He leaned forward again and his face took on a grim appearance. There on the screen before him were three playpens.

“That’s got to be it,” he said. “Now comes the hard part. I’m going to have to go back up there and watch that place. The next time someone takes a baby inside, I want to be there to make sure it’s the last time.”

Indie nodded, but Kim turned to look at Sam. “Would that be a good idea, Sam?” she asked. “Beauregard says that will only give you another of the baby snatchers, when what you really need is to get the person who picks the babies up. That person is a lot more likely to know who else is involved.”

Sam scowled at her. “Tell Beauregard how much I appreciate his input,” he said sarcastically. “Unfortunately, he’s right. It doesn’t change the fact that I’m going to have to go sit up there and watch the place, though. It just means that I can’t take the person who drops the babies off down until later, but I can at least try to get a tag number or something. Then, when someone comes to get the kids, that’s who I want to nail first.”

Kim gave him a sheepish look. “Beauregard says it might not be that easy. That shed has one door on the back where they bring the kids in, but it’s quite possible that whoever collects them comes in through the building it’s attached to. One wall is right against the back of the shopping center building, and there is a door that leads into it.”

Sam rolled his eyes. “Why didn’t he say that before? Maybe we can settle this by just figuring out which store it’s attached to and nailing whoever runs it.”

“Maybe,” Indie said, “but how do you know it’s the people who work there that are involved? Depending on what kind of business it is, there could be anybody going in and out.”

“Possibly,” Sam said, “but we have to know what kind of business that is before we could take a guess about that. Any way to figure it out?”

He turned to his mother-in-law again. “How about it, Beauregard? Any clue what kind of business is on the other side of that wall?”

Kim grinned. “He says he’s ashamed to admit it, Sam, but he didn’t think to check. However, he and Grace agree that this shed is almost dead center of the back of the strip mall.”

“Well, then,” Indie said, “let’s see what’s in the middle on the front side.” She clicked through a few of the links again until she found the one she wanted, a parking lot security camera that showed the entire front of the structure. “Looks like there are three possibilities,” she said. “One is a game shop, another is a clothing store and the third one is a laundromat. Realistically, somebody could probably make their way through any one of those places without attracting a lot of attention, but my money is on the laundromat. All they’d have to do is wait until it’s almost empty, slip out the back door and into the shed, then come back with the baby. If somebody happens to be there when they come back, all they have to say is they were back in the bathroom or something.”

“I think you might be right,” Sam said. He sat there in thought for a moment, then nodded, as if coming to a decision. “How would you all like to go to Jacksonville for dinner tonight?”

Indie turned and looked at him. “All the way to Jacksonville? What are you up to, Sam?”

Sam grinned. “I’ve got these two fantastic secret agents,” he said. “I think we should put them back to work. There’s bound to be a restaurant near that place, so they can take a stroll over and check out which of those businesses is connected, so we know what to watch. That could conceivably save a lot of time and trouble.”

Kim chuckled. “Well, they’re both ready to go. I think Grace might be yelling at Beauregard for failing to think of this on his own.”

Sam winked at her. “Get him, Mom,” he said. “If you guys are going to help me with these cases, then it’s time you learn to do it right.”




Eleven


Three hours later, while Sam and his family were having dinner at a restaurant a block from the Southtown Shopping Center, Beauregard and Grace walked down the street, just as if they had been solid and mortal.

“Why are we walking?” Grace asked. “We could have been there already.”

“That is true,” Beauregard said. “However, I believe we should give our friends time to enjoy their dinner, and it happens to be a lovely evening for a stroll. Perhaps I simply enjoy the pleasure of your company as we walk.”

Grace narrowed her eyes. “You’re not fooling me,” she said. “You never do anything without a reason, and it can’t be about enjoying my company because we’re stuck with each other no matter what.”

Beauregard laughed. “You are correct,” he said. “I am actually hoping that we might find some others like us in this area. Perhaps we can learn something from them.”

“Uh-huh, that’s more like it. I knew you were up to something.” She looked around. “I don’t see any spooks, do you?”

“Not just yet. Let us continue, and perhaps we will.”

They got to the shopping center and turned to go around behind the building. Beauregard wanted to go through the shed to be sure he was entering the right business, but when they stepped into the alley the first thing they noticed was several people standing around near the middle of it. They continued walking, but then some of those people turned and looked directly at them.

“It seems we have found some of our kind, after all,” Beauregard said.

“Hello,” Grace said. “We’d like to talk to you guys.”

The group included five men, but there were also a couple of women. Both of them stepped out ahead of the men, and looked at Grace. One of them, a black woman with an elaborate sculpted hairstyle, smiled at her.

“And who might you be?” she asked. “I thought we knew all of us around here.”

“We’re just visiting,” Grace said. “We’re trying to find out about that little building over there. Have you folks seen any strange things happening around it?”

All of them turned to look at the shed, then turned back to Grace and Beauregard.

“That place?” asked the other woman. “Why are you so interested in it?”

“Because there are some people who are stealing babies from their parents, and this is where they hand them off. We’re working with an investigator who is trying to put a stop to them.”

The answer seemed to cause some consternation among the small group of ghosts, and they turned toward one another. Grace and Beauregard stopped where they were and waited until the others finished their consultation.

After a couple of minutes, they turned back to face the couple. One of the men stepped forward and walked directly to Beauregard.

“You can talk with the living?” he asked excitedly. “For real?”

“Only with one person,” Beauregard said. “A lady, to whom I have been attached for more than twenty years, now. She is the only one who has been able to hear me in more than a hundred and twenty years. Why do you ask?”

The man stared at him for a moment, then seemed to collect himself.

“My name is Gerald Mayhew,” he said. “These folks and I have something in common, and that’s the fact that all of us were murdered by the same people. We’ve been trying for more than four years to find some way to communicate with the living, in order to bring justice to those who did it, and give some peace and closure to our families. Would you be willing to help us?”

Beauregard’s eyes went wide, and Grace actually gasped.

“You were all murdered?” Grace asked. “And all by the same person?”

“Same people,” Gerald said. “And the worst part is that they were police officers. There are a few of them running around the city who are as evil as they come, and we had the misfortune to run up against them.”

“Then I am certain that our friend will be willing to help,” Beauregard said. “You may call me Beauregard, and this lady is Grace.”

“You can’t imagine how excited we are to meet you,” Gerald said. “You’re only the second spirit we’ve met who was able to communicate with someone living, but the last one was a woman who could only talk to her mother, but she was in a nursing home and suffering from dementia. Even when we could get her to talk to people, no one paid any attention. It’s been frustrating.”

Beauregard nodded. “I’m certain that it has,” he said. “We will need a lot of information to pass on to our friend. I’m assuming you can identify these policemen?”

“You’re darn right we can,” Gerald said, and the others who had gathered around echoed him. “There are four of them, and they run a lot of the crime on the streets in this part of the city. Anybody who gets in the way ends up dead, and we got in the way.” He pointed at the white woman. “That’s Marcy—she just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time and saw one of them kill me. Because she was a witness, they shot her at the same time.”

One by one, he introduced the others and relayed the circumstances under which they had died. The black woman, whose name was Tanisha, was murdered because her boyfriend owed the officers money; two of the other men were killed because they each tried to come to the aid of someone else who was being beaten by the officers, and the last two men happened to walk into a store that two of the cops were shaking down. After they left, the officers pulled them over and shot them both dead in their car.

“If there is one thing Samuel cannot stand,” Beauregard said, “it is a corrupt policeman. We will take your stories to him, and I’m certain he will want all of the information you can provide. He will need evidence, however, evidence that connects them to the crimes conclusively.”

“That’s not a problem,” said a man named Ronnie. “All we do anymore is spy on them—that’s why we are here tonight. They show up here at different times, and it has something to do with that building you’re so interested in.”

Grace let out another gasp. “That could be the connection,” he said. “Remember Sam said that woman had been arrested several times, but the charges always got dismissed? If there are dirty cops mixed up in this thing, that would help explain it.”

“You could be right,” Beauregard said. “For the moment, however, we need to complete our assignment. We need to find out which of the businesses is connected to that shed.”

He started walking toward the shed again, and all of the ghosts followed him. They walked through the wall and looked at the playpens, which were empty, and then passed through the door in the next wall that separated that part of the shed from the section filled with boxes. There was an aisle down the center of the boxes, and they instinctively walked through it in a line, even though the boxes would not have offered them any resistance.

The boxes were mostly empty and covered with dust. Grace tried to wipe some up on her fingers, but her hand went right through. She looked at Beauregard.

“I don’t think anyone has come through here in a long time,” she said. “This is so narrow they’d brush some of this dust away just walking through.”

“You may be right,” Beauregard said. “But we need to look anyway.”

At the end of the aisle was another door, and Beauregard stepped through it without hesitation. The others followed as he found himself in a back room and continued toward the front of the building.

To his surprise, he was not in the laundromat after all. There were shelves and racks all over the place, and they seemed to be holding video games. A lone employee sat at the checkout counter, a young man who gave the impression that he had come to work stoned and was doing his best to stay that way.

“Well,” Grace said, “I don’t think anybody would have trouble with that guy. He probably wouldn’t even notice they had a baby with them when they left.”

“I agree. However, I noticed that the door we came through from the back room was locked, so if someone comes in this way to collect the children, then he must have a key. The most logical suspect would be the owner of the business, wouldn’t you think?”

“I can answer that for you,” Gerald said. “The guy that owns this place is scared to death of those cops, just like everybody else around here. If they happen to be involved in what you’re talking about, he’s not about to stand up to them.”

“There’s one thing that bothers me,” Grace said. “If the cops are involved, these particular cops, I mean, wouldn’t they just go right in through the door on the outside to pick up the kids?”

Beauregard turned to look at her. “My dear, you may have just cracked the case.” He turned to Gerald. “You said the officers come to the alley often,” he said. “Have any of you ever seen them take a child out of that shed?”

Gerald looked at the others, but they all shook their heads.

“I don’t believe so,” he said, “but we haven’t been here very much. Joe found out they were coming back here pretty often, so we have been checking here every now and then. We’re curious about what they’re doing back here ourselves.”

Beauregard considered this for a moment. “Did you have a reason for thinking they might come tonight?” he asked.

“Not in particular,” Gerald said. “We were about to leave and look for them elsewhere when you showed up.”

“Very well, then. I thank you for all you have told us, and I assure you that we will discuss your situation with Samuel. I believe your problem and his may well be connected, and I know that he will be pleased to see justice done in both cases.” He turned to Grace. “I believe we have accomplished our mission, my dear. Shall we return to our family?”

Grace smiled. “Sure,” she said. “Sam will want to hear all this right away.”

“Hey,” Gerald said. “Can we come along? Maybe the lady can hear us, too, and we can help more.”

“I doubt she can,” Beauregard said, “since she cannot hear Grace, but you may follow as you like. No one else will notice any of us, I’m sure.”

He and Grace led the way, lifting off the ground and floating quickly back to the restaurant. The others followed, and if anyone had been present who had the ability to see spirits, it would have looked like a crowd decided to crash through the ceiling and surround Sam’s table.

Luckily, Sam had gotten them a table that was in a corner and away from most of the other customers. He was taking a bite of his bourbon-glazed steak when he saw Kim’s eyes suddenly go wide.



Kenzie noticed it, too. “They’re

 

ba-a-ack


 
,” she said with a mischievous grin.



Sam shot a mock glare at his daughter, then turned back to Kim. “They get something?”

“Oh, yes,” Kim said. “Quite a bit. Hang on, I’m listening.” She leaned her head slightly and closed her eyes, nodding occasionally for several seconds. Finally she opened them and looked at Sam. “Okay, here goes. They found out the shed is attached to the game store, but there might not be any real connection. The way through the shed is full of very dusty boxes and doesn’t look like it’s been used lately.” She paused and took a deep breath. “However, they met some other ghosts, several of them, and they were all murdered by some crooked cops. Beauregard and Grace think those cops might be the ones who pick up the babies and take them to wherever they go after that, and the other ghosts—well, they’re hoping you might help them get justice at the same time, by proving they were murdered by these cops.”

Sam’s eyes had grown wider while Kim was speaking, and Indie was staring at her mother with her mouth hanging open.

Sam was the first to regain his composure.

“In a way,” he said, “this sort of adds up. We already know there’s a connection to the FBI, so having some local dirty cops involved isn’t that big a stretch. And if these cops are murdering people, then they’ve got to be shut down. The only question is how we get the evidence we’ll need to do it.”

“The ghosts think they can help, Sam,” Kim said. “They’ve been watching those cops for a long time, trying to find a way to get their evidence to someone who could do something with it.” She shrugged sheepishly. “Beauregard says they’re all here now. They wanted to try to talk to me themselves, but I can’t hear them.”

Sam looked around, even though he knew he wasn’t going to see any ghosts.

“They’re here now?” he asked. “Then I need to know everything they can tell me about these cops. Beauregard can act like an interpreter.”

Kim nodded. “That’s what we’re doing,” she said. “But we’d better take notes.”

Indie reached for her purse and got out a pen and notepad that she always carried. “Go ahead,” she said. “I’m ready.”

Kim closed her eyes again. “Okay, the officers are all patrolmen. David Jenkins, Maury Lennox, Ignacio Lopez and—wow, Bonnie Prentiss. The first murder victim here was Joe Hendricks, he was killed by Lopez for refusing to leave when Lopez was threatening someone else outside a store. Lopez planted a gun on him and claimed Joe fired the first shot, so it was ruled a justifiable homicide.”

Indie wrote quickly, then nodded. “Got it.”

“Okay,” Kim said, “next victim was Daniel Thompson. He was killed by Lennox for threatening to report Lennox for beating a teenaged boy without reason. Lennox arrested him for interfering with a police officer and then claimed Daniel tried to grab his gun as he was putting him into the car and it went off as they were fighting over it. Justifiable homicide, even though Daniel’s hands were cuffed behind his back and he was shot point-blank from the front.”

Indie finished writing and looked up, nodding. “Go on,” she said.

“Next was Ronnie White and Darrel Rogers. They walked in on Jenkins while he was making a store owner pay for protection, and he must have thought they were going to talk. He let them leave, but then followed them in his car and pulled them over in a dark area. He walked up to the car and shot them without saying anything, then just drove away like nothing had happened. There were no witnesses, so he’s gotten away with it.”

Indie shook her head as she made her notes. “Okay.”

“Gerald Mayhew was killed by Jenkins when he refused to pay a bribe and said he was going to report that Jenkins demanded money from him. It was a traffic stop, but Jenkins told him he was going to be charged with reckless endangerment and DUI, even though he hadn’t been drinking, and that the only way out of it was to pay Jenkins a thousand dollars. Gerald started yelling and Jenkins shot him, but then a woman screamed. Jenkins turned and saw Marcy Whitaker standing a hundred feet away and went after her. She ran, but he caught up to her and shot her through the head. He was never charged with anything, and it’s doubtful anyone even knows he killed them.”

Indie only nodded.

“Tanisha Milford was dating a guy who was dealing drugs for these cops, and he ended up owing them money. They warned him that if he didn’t pay, they were going to hurt her, but he couldn’t get the money in time, so Bonnie Prentiss followed Tanisha as she left for work and pulled her over where no one would be able to see. She walked up to the car and said she was sending the boyfriend a message, then shot Tanisha in the throat. Again, no one seems to know anything about it, and it’s considered an unsolved crime.”

“Okay, go on.”

“The last one is Bill Stutz. He had borrowed money from a loan shark and was late paying it back.  Prentiss and Jenkins showed up at his house and told his wife she’d have to pay the money, but she said she didn’t have any way to get it. Bill told them to leave, and Jenkins shot him dead, then told his wife to use Bill’s life insurance to pay the debt, or they’d be back to kill her. They reported that Bill had been trying to kill his wife when they arrived and they’d had no choice but to shoot him, and she was so scared that she swore they were telling the truth. Bill says she did pay the money, and it’s left her almost starving.”

Indie scribbled down the last few words and turned to her husband.

“These people didn’t deserve to be murdered and forgotten, Sam,” she said, “or to be made out as the ones who were in the wrong. We have to help them.”

Sam nodded, looking around the room so each of the ghosts would get a chance to see his face, and the grim determination that was etched into his features.

“We will,” he said. “We will.”




Twelve


When they had finished their dinner and were back in the car, Sam looked over at Indie.

“I need help on this one,” he said. “We have no idea if or when another baby will be brought into that shed, so it’s going to mean keeping a watch on it constantly for a while. I’m trying to think of how I might enlist some helpers. Any suggestions?”

His wife grinned. “I think I know what to do,” she said, as she took out her phone. “There are a lot of subscribers to the blog who live in Florida, and I’m sure at least some of them would be more than willing to help Sam Prichard work a case.”

“Hold on,” Sam said. “Indie, surveillance is usually boring work, but it can also be very dangerous. I don’t want some average Joe out there if these dirty cops spot that they’re being watched. It would be like painting a target on them.”

Indie kept typing with her thumbs. “I understand that,” she said, “but a lot of your fans are retired policemen, ex-soldiers and the like. I’ll make it clear that we need people who can take care of themselves and understand the risks involved.”

Sam frowned. “Well—okay, but read me what you’re posting before it goes live, okay?”



“Sure,” she said. “Here it is: ‘Dear Fans. As most of you know by now, Sam is mostly retired and doing some consulting work, but now and then a case comes along that he just can’t let go of. He’s currently working on one of those, and is in need of some help to do surveillance. We’re wondering whether any of you who might be near the northwest Florida area would be interested in lending a hand. All you’d need to do is keep watch on certain locations and report to Sam, but there is always the possibility of danger in any kind of police work, so we’re hoping for people who are aware of the risks and can protect themselves. If that might be you, please contact

 
indie@samprichard.com

 
with a good phone number and time to call.’” She looked at him. “How’s that?”



The frown turned into a grin. “I guess that says it all,” he said. “Go ahead and post it, and we’ll see what we get.”

“I didn’t post it on the blog,” she said. “I sent it out in the newsletter, so everyone on the list will get a chance to see it right away. There, it’s done.”

Sam chuckled. “And now we wait.”

“I don’t think we’ll need to wait very long. Your fans are pretty dedicated, Sam.”

“Dad-dad,” Bo said from his car seat in the back, and Sam smiled.

“I’m here, buddy,” he said. “You’re Daddy’s boy, aren’t you?”

“Daddy—boy!” Bo said, and they all laughed.

* * *

They got home an hour later, and Indie had already received five emails from potential volunteers. Sam rejected two of them out of hand because they were single older ladies who thought they’d be safe because “nobody would think an old grandmother would be watching anything.” Indie sent them polite emails thanking them for offering, but saying they already had all the help they would need.

The other three were good candidates, and Sam sat down to call each of them.

Jim Wynne was a retired policeman from Tallahassee who actually lived only a short distance away in Daytona Beach. He clearly understood the risks, and pointed out that he maintained a concealed weapons permit and would be armed when he was keeping watch. Sam agreed to use him and arranged to meet him in Jacksonville early the following morning.

Melvin Douglas was a former Navy SEAL who had lost his left eye in the line of duty and been retired. He was only thirty-two years old and proficient in several different martial arts, as well as having his own CCW permit. He lived in Alachua, just an hour from Jacksonville, so Sam added him to the approved list and gave him the time and location for the morning meeting.

Sam dialed the third number with a smile on his face, and it got even broader when the call was answered.

“Sam, boy,” said Harry Winslow. “Why did I have to find out you needed help from a godforsaken email?”

“Because I was looking for people who could help me keep surveillance on a place, and I knew Kathy would probably kick my butt if I called you,” Sam said. “Harry, have you forgotten that you’re supposed to be retired?”

“I have not forgotten anything, young man, but apparently you have. After all we’ve been through together, Sam, how could you not call me first?”

“Harry, I’m dealing with a pretty dangerous situation,” Sam said, “and while I know just how tough you are, I also know that you’re getting old. I’ve almost lost you a couple of times, and I’m not going to let you put yourself in danger again.”

“I’m not getting old,” Harry said, “I’m already old. Who was it who died and made you God? Sam, you don’t get to decide what I can or can’t do—that’s up to my wife. And just so you know, when I showed her the email her only response was to ask me when I was leaving. Aren’t you going to ask me that question?”

Sam laughed. “Why would I ask that?” he asked. “I know you, Harry, remember? How far out are you?”

“About another hour and thirty minutes. I got in the car right after I sent my email to Indie, but the traffic out here is killing me. I haven’t been over eighty miles an hour yet, because all these damn trucks are going too slow.”

“Okay, Harry, you win. We’ll have the guest room ready for you when you get here, but we’re meeting a couple of other guys in Jacksonville early tomorrow morning. I’m afraid you may not get a lot of sleep.”

“Haven’t you heard? The older I get, the less sleep I need. Just make sure the coffee is on before you get me up, all right? Now let me get off this phone so I can concentrate on my driving.”

Sam started to reply, but the line went dead. It always did whenever Harry was done talking, but Sam was used to it.

“You were right,” he said to Indie. “He’s on the way now, he’ll be here in about ninety minutes. I told him we’d have the guest room ready.”

“It is ready,” Indie said. “And I got two more emails while you were on the phone. Do you want to look at them?”

Sam shook his head. “With Harry, I’ve got three people to help keep watch. I think that’ll be enough, to be honest.”

“Okay,” Indie said. “That only leaves us one other thing to talk about. I already spoke to Mom, and she’s going to watch the kids. I’m coming with you tomorrow, Sam.”

“Baby, there’s no reason for you to,” Sam said. “Besides, I might need you here with your computer.”

“My computer can go with us, remember? It weighs less than my purse, Sam, so it’s easy to take along. And, if I have to be honest, I think this is one case that I need to be in on. I’m a mother, Sam, and I can’t imagine what the mothers who have lost their children are going through, but I know that I can’t sit by and do nothing while you try to break this case on your own. I want to help, Sam. Please don’t shut me out, not now.”

Sam let out a sigh. “Okay,” he said. “But tomorrow, all we’re doing is meeting these other guys and setting up surveillance cameras. Why don’t you wait until we actually have a lead? We’re probably not going to be that lucky tomorrow.”

She scowled at him for a second, then nodded. “Okay,” she said. “But if you try to get out of it, I’m going to get bad.”

Sam grinned. “No, I won’t do that. When we have a lead, you can go along, but there are two conditions: you do exactly what I say, and you don’t put yourself in danger, you got that?”

Indie smiled and leaned over to kiss his cheek. “Yes, sir,” she said. “You’re the boss, Sam.”

“And I’m going to stay that way,” Sam said, “as long as you let me keep believing it.” He pulled her close and kissed her again, and then they went back into the living room where Kim was watching the children and trying to find something on the TV.

After searching through several channels, they finally settled on a recent Disney movie that was airing on one of the cable movie networks. Sam sat down on the end of the couch and Indie snuggled up against him, with Bo taking turns sitting in their laps. Kenzie flopped down on her usual spot on the floor, and Kim moved over to sit in the vacant recliner.

The movie was just ending when a car pulled into the driveway, and Indie got up to open the door for Harry. She gave him a hug and a kiss on his cheek as he entered, and then let go so that Kenzie could get a hug of her own. Harry was like a grandpa to the child, and she adored him.

“I was so excited when I found out you were coming,” she said to him. “Did you bring me anything?”

“Do I ever fail?” Harry asked, chuckling. He reached into one of the pockets on the overnight bag he was carrying and withdrew a small box, which he handed to her. “Don’t let your mother see this,” he said. “She might decide it’s too nice for you to have.”

Kenzie giggled as she glanced at her mother, then pried open the top of the box. When she looked inside, she gave a gasp and then turned to show her mother what she was holding.

Indie’s eyes flew wide open, and she turned her face toward Harry.

“Harry? Are you sure about this?”

“I am,” Harry said. “My own grandchildren are into other things, and don’t really care much about their old grandpa and his career in espionage. Kenzie has always admired it, so I want her to have it.”

Sam leaned over to look in the box and his own eyes went wide. There, tucked into a velvet lining, was Harry’s Annapolis class ring, naming him as an alumnus of the class of 1963. Harry had graduated at the top of his class, and his ring bore the blue and gold diamonds of Spec Ops. It was one of only eleven such rings that were issued that year, and would be immensely valuable to any Navy collector.

In the lid of the box was an engraved card that certified it was the actual ring authorized by the Department of the Navy for Midshipman Harold Winslow in 1960, during Harry’s second year at the Academy. Together with the ring, any genuine collector of Naval memorabilia would probably be willing to pay more than five figures for it.

“Kenzie,” Indie said, “you know that’s not something you’re going to wear or play with, right?”

“No way, Mom,” Kenzie said. “I want to put it up in my room where I can see it, but nobody can take it.”

Sam looked at his daughter for a moment and then started getting to his feet.

“I think I have just the thing for you,” he said. He went to the bedroom he shared with his wife and dug in one of the closets for a moment or two, then returned to the living room. In his hand was a glass display case that was meant to be mounted on a wall. There was a slanted easel inside, and the box holding the ring fit on it perfectly. The lid of the box sat just above it, with the engraved card visible, and the glass cover could be secured with a small padlock.

The next twenty minutes were spent with Harry and Sam mounting the display case on Kenzie’s wall, and then the ring and card were lovingly placed inside by the child herself. Sam closed the lid and clipped the padlock onto it, then gave the keys to Kenzie. She put them in her dresser drawer, and closed it with an air of ceremony.

The three of them stood there for a moment, just looking at the ring. Harry had moisture in his eyes, and so did Sam, but it was little Mackenzie who was beaming with pride. She was holding one of her daddy’s hands, and one of her beloved family friend’s, and she looked up at Harry lovingly.

“Thank you, Harry,” she said. “I’ll never let it get away from me.”

“Okay,” Sam said, “I think it’s bedtime for us old folks. We have to get up early in the morning, so we need to get our sleep.”

“Okay,” Kenzie said, but then she tugged on Harry’s hand until he leaned down for another kiss on his cheek. A moment later, he and Sam left her room and headed back toward the living room.

“That’s one happy little girl,” Indie said. “And it’s something I know she will treasure forever, Harry.”

“That’s why I wanted her to have it,” he said. “She understands what it means, better than even my children. To them, the Navy was simply something that took their father away for far too long. I’ve grown closer to them, thank goodness, but the damage was done and there’s no way to get back all those years they lost. And as for my grandchildren, they prefer music and video games to anything to do with history.”

“It’s a generous gift, Harry,” Sam said. “But now, let’s get some rest. I’ll make sure the coffee is on before I wake you up in the morning, but we have to leave here by six a.m.”

“I’ll be ready,” the old man said. “Now, which way is the guest room again?”

* * *

Sam woke several minutes before his alarm was set to go off at five, and turned it off before getting quietly out of bed. He took a quick shower and ran the razor over his face, then got dressed and was in the kitchen making coffee only twenty minutes later. He waited until it was almost finished percolating and started toward the hall, but Harry came walking through the door at that moment.

“The smell of coffee wakes me up faster than anything,” Harry said. “Is it ready yet?”

Sam grinned. “Close enough,” he said, as he took a couple of cups from the rack and poured one for each of them. He set the cups on the table while Harry took a seat, and then sat down across from him.

“So,” Harry said, “who are we meeting this morning?”

“Jim Wynne is a retired cop from Tallahassee, and Melvin Douglas is a former Navy SEAL. I suspect they’re both going to be overjoyed to meet you, Harry.”

Harry pursed his lips. “Douglas, Douglas,” he said softly. “Melvin Douglas, was he the boy that lost an eye during one of the Al Qaeda raids?”

“Yes, that’s him,” Sam said. “Do you know him?”

“No, not personally,” Harry said. “I get called to lecture at the Academy every now and then, and I happened to be there one time when the word came in about him. I’m pretty good at remembering names and details, so I guess it just stuck in my head. The last I heard, he was up for the Medal of Valor.”

“I don’t know about that,” Sam said, “but he sounds like he’s quite capable of handling himself. Makes his living now as a martial arts instructor.”

“That doesn’t surprise me a whole lot. Any SEAL worth his salt could probably step into a job like that.”

They talked softly while they drank their coffee, then Sam produced a couple of carry cups and filled them to take along. They got into the Mustang and Sam started it up, then eased out the clutch and let it idle backward to turn around. The car was loud when he really got on it, so he babied the gas pedal until they were out on the road.

Sam had set the meeting for the same restaurant where he’d had dinner the night before, and he pulled into the parking lot at just before seven. As they got out of the car, he glanced at Harry and said, “It just hit me, but I’m not sure how we’re going to spot these guys. I didn’t think to ask them what they look like or anything.”

Harry chuckled. “Your picture is all over that blog, Sam,” he said. “I suspect they will have no trouble finding us.”

His words proved almost prophetic. As soon as they stepped inside, two men got up from a table against the far wall and started toward them, both holding out a hand as they drew near. Sam noticed that one of the men was wearing an eye patch.

“Mr. Prichard? I’m Jim Wynne, and this is Mel Douglas. It is an honor and a pleasure to meet you, sir.”

Sam shook hands with both of them, then nodded toward Harry. “Gentlemen, I’d like you to meet Harry Winslow. I suspect you know who he is.”

Mel’s eyes went wide and he broke into a huge smile. “Commander Winslow,” he said. “This is indeed an honor, sir. I was privileged to hear you lecture in my plebe year at the Academy. You spoke on self-confidence in the face of the enemy. I’ve never forgotten your words, sir, and I believe they have helped to keep me alive on more than one occasion.”

Harry shook his hand. “Well, then at least I’ve done something right,” he said. “America needs good men like you, Captain.”

“We all follow you, sir,” Mel said. He glanced at Sam. “Mr. Prichard, did you know that Commander Winslow was the first graduate of the Academy to go directly into the SEALs? They had to rush him through underwater demolition training, because he’d been selected for SEAL Team Two before he entered his final year. He’s one of the only men to ever be allowed to skip SEAL Basic Indoctrination.”

Sam and Harry followed the men back to their table and waited while the waitress poured coffee for them both. “Let me tell you something,” Sam said. “I’ve known Harry for a few years now, and there is very little you could tell me about him that could surprise me.”

“Well, I enjoy reminiscing as much as the next man,” Jim said, “but I think we need to talk about the case at hand. How about filling us in, Mr. Prichard?”




Thirteen


“I’ll do that, but just call me Sam, okay? Mr. Prichard was my dad, and he’s been dead a long time.”

For the next twenty minutes, both men sat quietly while Sam explained the case, and why he thought the corrupt police officers might be involved. He told them, without any embarrassment, about Beauregard’s interview with the other ghosts and how they had been murdered by these officers, earning a scowl from Jim as he did so.

“I’ll confess,” Jim said, “that I’ve always kind of wondered about Beauregard. I mean, I read about him in the blog, but a part of me always wondered if he was just added for dramatic effect. Now, though, I get the feeling you’re very serious about him. You really do have an old Civil War ghost that helps you out?”

“He does,” Harry said. “I’ve had occasion to deal with Beauregard myself from time to time, and I can tell you that he is always accurate in his predictions. If Beauregard said he spoke to the ghosts of murder victims, that is enough for me to believe him. I have never once known him to be wrong, and certainly not deceitful.”

“Don’t worry, Jim,” Sam said. “It took me a few years to believe in him myself, but he’s actually for real. Did you read about the case where he asked me to track down his descendants?”

“Yes, sir,” Jim said. “I actually thought it was just a good Halloween story, at first, but then I was able to look up news stories about how you identified the killer in that case and proved that his great-great-grandson was innocent. I guess that made me wonder if he might be real, but—well, it’s just hard to believe.”

“Yes, it is,” Sam said. “But let’s get back to this case. Since those ghosts claim the dirty cops tend to visit that alley, we suspect they might be the ones who are picking up the babies that get dropped off in that shed. We know there has to be some kind of law enforcement involvement, because at least one person who was involved in stealing the children always seemed to get her charges dismissed whenever she was arrested, and I even have reason to believe the corruption reaches right into the FBI. In the original case that got me started on this, we found that the DNA profile of the missing child had been altered in the FBI database. It appears the only one who could have done it is an FBI programmer who works in that section.”

“All right, then,” Jim said. “I’m in. What do you need us to do?”

“I need to keep eyes on that shed, and be notified the minute somebody goes inside it, especially if they have a child with them. If it’s one of those officers, we need clear photos of both the officer and the car. If not, then we need tag numbers on the vehicle if we can get them, and photographs of the suspect if possible, but I don’t want anybody taking any unnecessary risks. I’ve brought along some small cameras that can be hidden and operated by remote control from your cell phone. You each need to download an app for them, but it will let you watch what the camera sees on your phone, and snap a picture whenever you want to.”

He gave them the information about the app and both men downloaded it immediately. Harry also downloaded it onto his own phone, and Sam explained how it worked. When that was finished, they left the restaurant and walked over to the shopping center and into the alley.

“That’s the shed,” Sam said, after making sure no one was watching. “Let’s get the cameras set up and then think about where you can hide while you watch.”

Sam had brought five cameras, each of them smaller than a cigarette pack, and each was connected to an auxiliary battery pack that would power them for up to three days. Sam explained that he would switch the batteries every couple of days, just to make sure they didn’t run down. Afterward, it took them only a few minutes to find places to conceal them. Three were pointed at the door of the shed, while the other two were mounted at each end of the alleyway, where either could get a good view of any vehicles or pedestrians who entered.

Then the men retreated out of the alley and walked around to the front of the shopping center where some benches sat around a small fountain. They sat on the benches and practiced using the apps to watch the view from each camera.

“This is pretty cool,” Mel said. “We can hang out here and watch everything in the alley.”

“That’s the idea,” Sam said. “The cameras are motion activated, so you get a notification whenever one of them starts up. With the app, you can switch from one camera to another instantly just by swiping left or right. Sitting here means you’re out in the open, but somebody would have to see your phone and know what you are doing to figure out you’re watching what’s going on back there.”

Jim nodded. “Sounds like a plan, then. What we do when we hit pay dirt?”

“Just send the pictures you take to me,” Sam said. “Then give me a call and tell me exactly what you saw. Once you see somebody drop off a baby, then you might want to find somewhere else to sit, somewhere you won’t be seen. These cops are likely to be more suspicious than the actual kidnappers, so it might be best to be out of sight before anybody comes to get the kids.”

“I noticed a big hole in the fence on the other side of the alley,” Mel said. “The yard behind is overgrown and full of bushes, so I think it would be a great place to hide. We can probably still see into the alley, and I bet we could even see the shed from there.”

“That would work for you,” Jim said. “I’m a little too old to be crawling through bushes, but I did see a big stack of wooden pallets I could get behind.”

Harry chuckled. “I suspect I would simply wander inside the laundromat,” he said. “Who’s going to notice an old man sitting in one of those plastic chairs with a magazine in his lap?”

“Sometimes the simplest camouflage is best,” Sam said. “At least you all have an idea of what to do. I just don’t want any of you trying to confront these people, especially the officers. We know exactly how dangerous they can be, so no heroics, okay?”

All three of the men agreed.

“So, we’re doing three shifts?” Mel asked. “I’ll be glad to take the first shift, now, if you like.”

“No way, kid,” Jim said. “You’re the youngest, so you get the graveyard shift. Why don’t we let Harry go first? I can relieve him around four, and you can relieve me at midnight.”

Mel shrugged. “Okay by me,” he said.

“Okay, then,” Sam said. “We didn’t bring Harry’s car, so I’ll stay with him today. In the meantime, you guys should probably go on and get some rest. I know you both have a bit of a drive ahead of you.”

“I don’t,” Mel said. “I got a room at the Southtown Motel down the road, and you guys are welcome to stay there with me, if you want.”

“That would beat driving back to Daytona Beach,” Jim said. “What about you, Harry?”

“I might take you up on it tomorrow,” Harry said. “I’ll bring my own car in the morning, so that will simplify things.”

“Make sure I get the bill for that room,” Sam said. “We haven’t even talked about what I’m paying on this job. I had in mind…”

“Don’t even think about it,” Jim said. “I’m not taking your money. You’re doing this pro bono yourself; I’m not going to let you pay me for helping out. This is my honor, sir.”

“I feel the same way,” Mel said. “Don’t worry about the room, I get a really big discount there. My uncle owns the place, so it isn’t costing me anything. And he happens to be another one of your fans, so when I told him I was going to be working with you he got all excited. If you have time to stop by and meet him, I know he’d love it.”

Sam grinned. “I’ll make time.”

Mel and Jim headed off to get their cars and go to the motel, while Sam and Harry stayed where they were. Sam called Indie and let her know what was going on, and she got a little bit miffed that Sam was staying for the day after he had made her stay home.

“You’d only be bored,” he said. “All we’re doing is sitting here, waiting for the phones to tell us someone is in the alley.”

“Okay,” she said with a huff. “But if you end up catching somebody when I’m not with you, I’m going to get really, really pissed, Sam.”

The call ended, and Sam and Harry went back into quiet observation mode. Both of them were keeping their phones handy, but after an hour passed with no activity, Sam pointed to a small café that was just across the road.

“The cameras have a five-hundred-foot range,” he said. “That place is easily within that distance, so let’s go get a cup of coffee.”

“That sounds good to me,” Harry said. “I think I had forgotten just how thirsty a man gets when he’s doing surveillance work.”

They got up and walked across the parking lot and waited for the traffic to break so they could cross the street, then entered the café and sat down at the counter. A waitress who reminded Sam of his mother set cups in front of them without even asking and filled them with coffee.

“You boys hungry?” she asked.

“I can definitely eat,” Sam said. The waitress handed each of them a menu and then wandered off to fill a cup on the other end of the counter. “What looks good, Harry?”

“In a place like this? I’ve learned to be cautious, Sam. I think I’m going to go with the biscuits and gravy. Hopefully it won’t be too bad.”

“Don’t be such a pessimist, Harry. The prices aren’t bad. Two pork chops and eggs, that’s for me.”

Harry gave a sigh that sounded long-suffering. “All right, fine,” he said. “You don’t have to twist my arm. Just don’t tell Kathy that I ate pork, she seems to think it’s not good for me.”

“Why does she think that?” Sam asked. “Don’t tell me your doctor told you to stay away from it.”

“I’ll tell you no such thing,” Harry said. “Actually, on my last physical he did say he was a little worried about my cholesterol, but I haven’t eaten eggs or pork chops in months. A man’s entitled to splurge every now and then, right?”

Sam laughed. “Don’t worry, I won’t tell on you,” he said. “And I’m having the pork chops for the same reason. Indie seems to think I need to watch my own cholesterol, even though the doctor hasn’t found anything to worry about yet.”

“The operative word there being ‘yet,’ Sam. Remember, son, you are coming up on the big four oh. Indie is quite a bit younger than you, and she’s already thinking of how to keep you around as long as possible. There’s nothing wrong with that, Sam, but you will find yourself rebelling every now and then.”

They gave the waitress their orders and waited patiently for the food to arrive, then wolfed it down as if they were starving. Sam told Harry it was one of the best meals he’d had in a long time, and Harry agreed.

After they had eaten, they sat there through another cup of coffee each and then decided to go back across the road. There were people sitting at the benches they had been using before, so they moved to another bench that was off by itself.

The day wore on, and they went back to the same café for lunch. This time they both ate a little more sensibly, settling for a grilled chicken sandwich with coleslaw and the inevitable coffee.

Jim found them back on the original benches at four o’clock, and they happily let him take over. As they walked back to the restaurant to pick up the Mustang, Sam asked Harry if he really wanted to come back and work alone the next day.

“Of course I do,” Harry said. “It’s why I’m here, isn’t it?”

“I know,” Sam said, “but those benches get pretty hard on the butt. Maybe we should get you a cushion to bring along.”

Harry shook his head. “A cushion would make it obvious that I was sitting there for a long time,” he said. “I don’t want to become that noticeable. I think tomorrow I might spend the day wandering through the stores. I’ll be within range of the cameras, but I won’t be obviously sitting in one spot for long periods of time.”

“Well, if you go back to the café for lunch, be careful. I think that waitress might have a bit of a crush on you.”

“Heaven forbid,” Harry said. “And please, don’t ever tell Kathy that you thought so. She’ll think I was doing something to encourage it, and we both know that would never happen.”

Sam grinned. “I know it wouldn’t,” he said. “Come on, let’s go home and take it easy with my family for the night. You don’t have to relieve Mel until eight o’clock in the morning, so you can get a little more sleep tonight.”

“That sounds good to me,” Harry said. “Maybe we can get in a chess game, do you think?”

“Chess? Harry, I’m not playing chess against you. I like to think of myself as a good player, and I have no doubt that you would mop the floor with me. How can I look at my children after getting my butt stomped on the chessboard?”

“Oh, come on, Sam, boy,” Harry said. “I’ll have you know I haven’t played a game of chess in—well, in more years than I care to think about. I wouldn’t have thought of it if I hadn’t seen your chessboard sitting on the shelf in the living room. You can play me one game, right?”

“Fine, I’ll play,” Sam said. “But if you embarrass me, I’m going to be mad.”

“You’ll survive, Sam,” Harry said, and then he chuckled. “Besides, with me being so rusty, you might even win.”

Indie had decided on a pot roast in honor of Harry’s presence, and it was simmering nicely in the crockpot when they arrived. Because she wanted it to cook a little while longer, Harry and Sam decided to go ahead and get the chess game out of the way, but when Sam actually managed to win the first round, he gave in to Harry’s demand for a rematch. The next two games went to Harry, and then Sam won another. After that, he was ready to quit and Harry agreed.

Dinner was wonderful, according to Harry, and afterward he and Sam retired to the deck so Harry could indulge himself with a cigar. Sam brought out bottles of root beer, and they relaxed in the Adirondack chairs and watched the surf for a while.

“You know, Sam,” Harry said, “this case is uncomfortably similar to what happened to me a while back.”

Sam looked at him. “How do you mean?”

“Well, there are a mother and father whose child has been missing for years, and a child who has absolutely no idea that they exist. I recall a time when I thought my own wife and children were dead for decades, while they thought that I was gone. The reunion, when it came, was rather bittersweet, Sam. You were there, so I’m sure you can recall just how emotional things became.”

“Yes, of course,” Sam said. “But are you saying it wasn’t worth it? Aren’t you happier now than you were before?”

“Oh, I am indeed,” Harry said. “I’m simply saying that the reunion itself was rather terrifying, and quite emotional. I cannot imagine what it’s going to be like for those parents when they find out their child is still alive, but it will be nothing compared to the emotions they will feel when they come face-to-face with her for the first time in so many years. The child, as well, will be torn. After all, she has known one set of parents all her life, or at least all of it that she can possibly remember. She’s going to be told she was stolen away from these new people, and that they have all the rights. No matter how she protests, no matter how much she wants to remain with the family she has known, the decision will be out of her hands. She will be forced to go back to her real parents, and that is going to be a very traumatic experience for her. I know that Kathy and I had a hard time getting to know each other once again after so many years apart. It was a struggle for us to recover the feelings we had for each other, even though we both still felt strongly about one another. That will be the problem for those parents, that they will have to learn to love this child all over, and the child will have to learn to love them for the first time.” He shook his head. “While I applaud you for doing the right thing, Sam, I hope you will be able to live with the consequences.”

Sam stared at the waves for more than a minute. “What else can I do, Harry? The parents and the child both deserve to know the truth, don’t they?”

“I agree that they do,” Harry said. “I only hope that the parents, and I mean all four of them, can come to some sort of an agreement that will truly be in the best interest of the child. The family she has known should not be cut out of her life completely, Sam. That’s only my opinion, but I think I have some insight in this particular matter.”

Sam shrugged. “I don’t know what I can do,” he said, “other than maybe make a suggestion when the time comes. It’s bad enough that I’ve already hinted to Carl that Lisa isn’t theirs; I can’t imagine what’s going to happen when they find out I was right.”

“Tell me, Sam,” Harry said. “Do you still pray?”

“All the time, Harry. What makes you ask?”

“Because I suspect that the best thing you can possibly do for both families is to remember them in your prayers.”

Both of them fell silent, lost in their own thoughts. A little while later, after Harry stubbed out his cigar, they went back into the house and sat down to watch a movie with the family.




Fourteen


Sam heard his phone ringing and reached for it, half-asleep and fumbling on the nightstand. He got it and glanced at the number to see that it was Mel Douglas calling, and quickly put it to his ear.

“Prichard,” he said.

“Sam, it’s Mel,” the young man began. “I just sent you a few pictures, did you get them?”

“Hold on,” Sam said. He pulled the phone away from his ear and looked at the screen, blinking sleepily. He had to press a couple of buttons, but then the message from Mel appeared on the display and he looked at the photos he had received.

One of them showed a late model Chevy Malibu, its brake lights still on as it stopped near the shed. The next photo showed a redhaired woman climbing out of the car, and that was followed by another picture of her holding a baby in one arm as she closed the back door of the car. The last photo showed her stepping into the shed.

Sam put the phone back to his ear. “Good job,” he said. “Could you read the tag number?”

“Well, yes,” Mel said. “I have another picture that shows it clearly, but I—well, I might’ve gotten a little carried away, Sam.”

A chill went down Sam’s spine as he sat up on the bed.

“What do you mean by that?”

“Well, I had parked my car in the parking lot at the shopping center, so when she got back into her car, I was already in mine. I followed her for a little while, and she stopped at a gas station just down the street, so I pulled in there as well. We were on opposite sides of the pump from each other, and I started talking to her, and—well, I got her name and phone number. As a matter of fact, she thinks we have a date for tomorrow night. I came back to the shopping center and checked the cameras—I left them on, on video—and nobody has been here yet.”

Sam bit back the irritation that was trying to surface. If someone had come and gotten the child while Mel was gone, they might have lost valuable evidence, but at least he’d had the foresight to leave the cameras recording video.

“Okay,” Sam said. “At least everything worked out. Send me her name and phone number, and I’ll deal with her my way.”

“Yes, sir,” Mel said. “I’m sorry if I did something wrong, Sam, but I just had the feeling I could get something out of her.”

“It’ll all work out, Mel,” Sam said. “Let me know if you see anyone come after the child.”

He ended the call and put the phone down, then threw his legs over the bed and started getting dressed. Indie woke up beside him.

“Sam? What’s going on?”

“Mel got pictures of a woman dropping off a baby,” he said. “But then he followed her and made contact. He should’ve stayed where he was, but he left the video on and nobody has come to collect the child yet, so I’m heading up there. I’m going to text you a name and phone number, and I want you to find out everything you can about the woman when you get up.”

“Just hold on, Mr. Prichard,” Indie said. “I told you I want to help with this one, and you told me to wait until there was a lead. Okay, now there’s a lead, so I’m coming with you.”

Sam looked at her for a moment, but then he only shrugged. “Okay,” he said. “Make sure your mom knows we’re leaving.”

Fifteen minutes later they were backing out of the driveway, and Sam pushed the Mustang hard. Indie sat in the passenger seat and opened her laptop.

Her computer had a number of modifications that had been specially designed for government work. It had built-in cell tower access, and could even connect directly to satellites when necessary. She powered it on and logged into the video surveillance system connected to the camera in the shed.

“Oh, Sam,” she said, “the baby’s crying. She’s just lying there in the playpen, and crying her heart out.”

“I know, babe, it breaks your heart,” Sam said. “But keep watching. If anyone appears on the screen, tell me and I’ll have Mel try to follow them. We’ll get them, don’t worry.”

“I’m watching,” she said. “And when we catch them, I hope they suffer a thousand times worse than these babies do.”

“I plan to see to it. Meanwhile, see what you can find out on the woman that Mel identified.” He handed her his cell phone with the text message containing her name and phone number.

Indie opened another window and entered the information into Herman. It took him only seconds to find what he was looking for, and moments later she was looking at the police record of one Marianne Delaney.

“This woman has quite a record, Sam. She served eight years in the Georgia women’s prison for vehicular manslaughter, because she ran over her boyfriend and killed him during an argument. She’s been arrested numerous times for burglary, attempted kidnapping, once for attempted murder and numerous counts of theft, but the charges are always dropped before it gets to court.”

Sam’s face became grim. “She sounds like exactly the kind of woman these people look for,” he said. “And now she’ll be looking at life in prison.”

They made the trip in just over forty-five minutes, and Sam thanked his lucky stars that he hadn’t picked up a speeding ticket along the way. He pulled into the shopping center parking lot and spotted Mel sitting in his own car, so he pulled up beside it and powered down his window. In the dim light coming from the glow of his dashboard, Mel’s eye patch made him look rather sinister.

“Anything happening?” he asked.

“Nada,” Mel said. “Did you get the name and phone number I sent you?”

“I got it, and Indie has already done a complete background on the woman. She’s pretty bad news, to be honest. She did eight years for manslaughter, after running over her boyfriend with her car. Since then, she’s been in and out of jail on various charges that even include attempted kidnapping, but it seems like those charges always get dismissed. The problem is that I don’t know who I can trust, so I’m not sure how to handle it just yet.”

“Can I make a suggestion?” Mel asked.

Sam looked at him. “Go ahead,” he said. “I’m listening.”

“What if I go ahead and keep my date with her tomorrow—I mean, later tonight? I can bring her somewhere we can question her properly, and I’m sure you can find someone to take her into custody, can’t you?”

Sam chewed on his bottom lip for a couple of seconds. “Let me think about that,” he said. “There might be a way to make it work, but don’t get overexcited. We don’t use waterboarding here in the States, remember.”

Mel looked shocked. “Waterboarding? Sir, I’m only talking about legitimate questioning, not torture. I was never involved in anything like waterboarding.”

Sam grinned. “Relax, Mel,” he said. “I was just busting your chops. Like I said, let me think about how to make this work. Still no sign of anyone coming after the baby?”

Mel glanced at his phone and shook his head. “There hasn’t been any activity in the alley since she left it,” he said. “You would think they’d want to come pretty quickly, wouldn’t you?”

“Yeah, I would. For now, why don’t you go down the road a little bit. I’m going to start watching the cameras, so stay close in case I need you.”

“Yes, sir,” Mel said. “I’ll park behind the gas station across the street—I can keep an eye on the cameras from there. Anybody goes in the alley, I’ll come right back over.”

“Sounds good,” Sam said. Mel put his car back in gear and drove out of the parking lot, and Sam pulled into a parking space near the front of the building.

“Now we wait,” he said. “You keep an eye on the camera inside the shed, while I watch the ones we put in the alley.”

An hour later, they were still watching. Indie was getting angrier by the moment, watching the baby. It had finally stopped crying, and appeared to be sleeping.

“Sam, we have to do something,” she said. “We can’t just leave that baby there with no bottle or anything. The poor thing will get dehydrated.”

“If this goes on much longer,” Sam said, “we’ll make an anonymous call to the police, but that will probably ruin any hope we have of catching the people behind this thing, at least for now. I can’t imagine it will be much longer before someone comes after this child.”

“God, I hope not,” Indie said.

Twenty minutes later, Sam noticed a car turning the corner near one end of the shopping center. It was moving slowly, as if looking the parking lot over, but then it moved on and turned into the alley. Sam watched on the camera app on his phone as it pulled up beside the shed, and a woman got out of the car.

He instantly hit the quick dial icon for Mel on his phone. “Mel, we’ve got one. Pull in the north end of the alley, and I’ll take the south.”

“You got it, sir,” Mel said.

Sam started the Mustang and backed out of his space, then cruised quietly to the end of the shopping center. When he saw Mel’s car on the north end, he whipped around the building and cut into the alley, blocking it from that end as Mel blocked it from the other.

Sam was instantly out of the car and moving toward the shed with his pistol in his hand. He was almost there when the woman came out of the shed with the baby, holding a cell phone, and she froze when she saw him.

“Don’t shoot,” she shouted, “I’m holding a baby!”

“Just stay where you are,” Sam said. “Don’t even think about moving.”

“I’m not, I’m not,” she said, obviously terrified. “I won’t do anything, I promise.”

Behind her, Mel had come to a stop and was out of his own car, holding a gun of his own. She glanced around at him, then turned back to Sam. He had walked up beside her, and reached out to take the phone out of her hand. He dropped it into his pocket and quickly patted her down.

“Look, I don’t know who you guys are, but you’ve got to believe me,” she said. “I didn’t want to be part of this, I’ve been forced into it. Please, you’ve got to believe me, I have children at home.”

“We’ll get to that,” Sam said, satisfied that she didn’t have any kind of weapons on her. “At the moment, I’m taking you and that baby into custody. Mel, take your car back around front and then come back here. I’ll keep her covered.”

“Yes, sir,” Mel said, looking at Sam curiously. He got back into his car and backed out of the alley, then came jogging back a couple of minutes later.

Sam turned and motioned for Indie to come out of the car. When she was beside him, he reached into his pocket and withdrew another pistol, her little thirty-two caliber automatic.

Take this,” he said, “and put her and the baby in the backseat of her car. You get in beside her, and if she gives you any trouble, shoot her, but don’t give her any chance to get hold of that gun.”

Indie grinned wickedly. “Oh, I hope she gives me trouble,” she said. “Come on, bitch, you heard the man.” She waggled the pistol at the woman as she opened the back door of the car. The woman got inside, carefully holding the baby, and Indie slid in beside her.

“Mel, you drive the car and follow me. Try to pay attention to the backseat, but drive carefully. We need to find somewhere quiet where we can have a talk with this gal.”

“No problem, sir,” Mel said. He slid behind the wheel of the car, which was still running, while Sam got back into the Mustang and backed out of the alley. As he started forward at the street, Mel pulled up behind him and the two cars made a small convoy turning onto Highway One.

Getting out of the city took a few minutes, but finally Sam spotted a dirt road and turned down it. Mel followed, and a few moments later they pulled up to an old house that was obviously deserted. The door was standing open and the windows were broken out, but Sam thought it was the perfect place for a little interrogation.

He walked over to the woman’s car and opened the back door on her side.

“Hand the baby to my wife, and then step out of the car. And remember, sudden moves would be a very bad idea.” The pistol in his hand seemed to punctuate his words.

She did as she was told, and Sam motioned for Mel to follow as he walked her into the house. The place had obviously been empty for years, unused except for the occasional teenage beer or pot party. There were several chairs that were intact, and one of them had a steel frame.

“Take a seat,” Sam said, and then he cuffed one of her wrists to the chair. It probably wouldn’t stop her from getting away, but she’d get pretty tired dragging the chair with her.

Indie came in a moment later carrying the baby, looked around and spotted a mattress on the floor. She kicked it a couple of times to make sure there were no rats living in it, then laid the baby down on the blanket it had been wrapped in. Shooting a glare at the woman, she turned and walked out of the house again, then returned a couple of moments later with a small bag.

“What’s that?” Sam asked.

“Well, I knew we might be dealing with a baby,” she said, “so I got out some of Bo’s stuff that he doesn’t use anymore. This child needs her diaper changed, and she needs a bottle desperately.”

Indie produced a stack of diapers in various sizes and some wipes from the bag and quickly changed the baby, then took out a baby bottle, a bottle of water and a can of powdered formula. Seconds later, the baby was happily drinking and making contented sounds.

“She’s a little younger than I expected,” Indie said. “Maybe four or five months old, and this formula is actually for an older child, but it’ll do for the moment.”

Sam nodded, glad the baby was taken care of. He turned back to the woman in the chair, who had tears still streaming down her cheeks. Her face was tilted down, as if she was ashamed to look up.

This woman looked to be in her late thirties, possibly even her early forties. She was about five foot seven with long dark hair, and her clothes indicated somebody who was relatively prosperous but not rich. She wore a wedding ring that had a noticeable diamond engagement ring attached to it and had a couple of other rings, as well. All of them looked real to Sam’s eyes.

“First off,” he said, “give me your name.”

She slowly raised her face and looked at him. “Donna Bolin,” she said. “And please, you’ve got to believe me, this is not something I wanted to do.”

“We’ll get to that, like I said,” Sam said. “Right now, what I want to know is where you were going to take the baby.”

“I’m just the middle person,” she said. “I get notified whenever there’s a new baby to pick up, and then I go and get them. After that, I’m supposed to call a certain number and then the person on the other end of the line will tell me where to meet whoever I’m handing them off to. It’s usually someplace like a busy parking lot, where nobody’s paying attention to what’s going on.”

“And who is it you call?”

“I have no idea,” she said. “Every time I hand over a child, I get a new number for the next time. They never use the same number twice.”

“How do you get the numbers?”

“The person I hand the baby off to gives them to me. It’s always someone different—I’ve never seen any of them twice. I hand over the baby, they give me a slip of paper with a number and then I go home. That’s all I know.”

“Come on, Donna,” Sam said. “You have to know more than that. How do you get paid?”

She looked at him sharply. “Paid? I don’t get paid for this, I do it to keep my family safe.”

Indie was watching the exchange as she sat cross-legged on the mattress and held the baby, and she suddenly looked at Sam.

“Sam, I think she’s telling the truth,” she said.

Sam glanced at his wife, then turned back to Donna. “Tell me your story, then,” he said. “How did you get involved in this?”

Donna sighed. “About a year ago, my oldest son got into some trouble. He and some other boys had gone out and gotten some beer, and they got into a car wreck. One of the boys in the car with him died, and he was charged with DUI and vehicular manslaughter. We hired him a lawyer, but he said the best we could hope for would be a plea bargain to get Monty a shorter prison sentence. We were going to go along with that, but then a man came to see me. He told me he could make the charges disappear if I would be willing to help him out, and all I would have to do is run errands for him. I mean, I’m not stupid, so I figured it would involve something illegal, but—Monty would never survive in prison. He’s very small and very naïve, and I could just imagine what would happen to him if he went to prison, so I agreed. At first I was just carrying packages, picking them up at one place and dropping them off somewhere else. After a couple of months of that, though, they told me I had to start doing this. I have an app on my phone that tells me whenever somebody goes into that building to drop off one of the babies, and then I can see them on the video camera. As soon as I can get free, I go pick up the baby and call the number to find out where to take it. I hand over the baby, get the number for next time and then I go home.”

“You left this baby there for hours,” Indie said accusingly. “She was probably hungry and thirsty, and she needed her diaper changed desperately. What took you so long?”

Donna looked at her. “I came as soon as I could, believe me,” she said. “Please, you’ve got to understand this. My husband does not know what I’m doing. He thinks the charges were dismissed because of a lack of evidence; he has no idea about the agreement I made. Whenever a baby turns up, I have to find some kind of excuse to get away from him. Tonight I had to wait until he was sound asleep, then slip out. I hurried to get the baby and I was about to call for directions when you all showed up.” She looked toward the window, where the first edges of dawn could be seen peeking over the edge of the world. “He’ll be getting up soon. When he finds me gone, he’s going to get worried.”

Indie glared at her, but then she looked at Sam. “What do we do, Sam?”

Sam paced around the room for a moment, limping a little bit as his hip complained about the uneven floor.

“Here’s the problem,” he said. “All we’ve caught is a middle person, and odds are that phone number is going to lead to a burner phone with no GPS attached to it. If we have her call and set up a meeting, all we are likely to get is another middle person. That won’t even slow these people down, unfortunately. They’ll find somewhere else to drop the babies off and keep right on doing what they do. What we need is a way to track all the way to the top of the organization, and I’m not sure how to do that.”

Mel was sitting on another chair across the room, and he cleared his throat.

“Can I make a suggestion?” he asked.

“Go for it,” Sam said. “I’m open to anything at the moment.”

“Well,” Mel said, “you got me and Jim, as well as yourself. What if we set up a tag team surveillance operation? Let her make the call and take the baby where she has to go, and you follow along. When the person she hands the baby off to leaves, Jim or I will be waiting close by to tail them. Between the three of us, we can switch off so they don’t notice the same car following, and that way we find out where that person takes the baby. If they hand her off too, then we follow the next person. Sooner or later, we’re going to find where they keep them while they set up the adoptions.”




Fifteen


Officer Lennox was working the graveyard shift, and part of his unofficial duty was to cruise by and keep watch on some of the special activities his group was involved in. He, Lopez, Jenkins and Prentiss referred to themselves as the Quartet, and the Quartet was in charge in the southern Jacksonville metro area.

One of the things they did was to act as enforcers for certain other operations, something that had begun nearly twelve years ago when Jenkins was relatively new on the force. He had made an arrest of a drug dealer, but the charges were thrown out even though the arrest was clean. Jenkins had gone just a bit berserk trying to find out why, and then one day he was accosted in a crowd by a man who handed him a slip of paper with a phone number.

“You want answers?” the man asked. “Call that number, then lose it.”

The man who gave him the number vanished into the swarm of people around them, and Jenkins could find no trace of him. He looked at the number on the paper for several minutes, then took the old Nokia cell phone from his pocket and dialed it.

“Hello, Officer Jenkins,” said a distorted voice. “I see that you got my message.”

“Yeah,” Jenkins said. “I got it, all right. Who are you, and what’s this all about?”

“Who I am is not important,” the voice said. “What it’s about, however, might be very important, especially to you. I understand you are upset that one of my people had his charges dismissed. I thought that perhaps we should talk, so you can understand why you need to let it go.”

“No, forget that,” Jenkins said. “I’m not letting anything go. I had that bastard dead to rights, caught him red-handed with three kilos of coke. There’s no way I’m going to let him get away with this.”

“Are you under the impression that you have a choice? As you said, you had all the evidence you needed, and yet the charges were dismissed. That should tell you that it’s beyond your control, that my people are beyond your reach. The only question remaining is whether you are going to be smart enough to turn the situation to your own advantage. Tell me, Officer Jenkins, are you an intelligent man?”

“What the hell do you mean by that? Of course I am, I caught him red-handed, didn’t I?”

“You did, I will concede that point. However, he is back on the street and no charges are pending against him. If you arrest him again, the same thing will happen and you will become even more frustrated. If it happens again after that, then I’m afraid you will become a nuisance. I do not abide a nuisance, Officer Jenkins. A nuisance is something that must be dealt with, and swiftly.”

Jenkins had laughed. “You piece of crap, are you threatening me?”

“Not particularly,” said the voice. “I’m simply stating a fact. You can continue the way you’re going until you become a nuisance that I need to eliminate, at which time one of my people will pay you a visit and you won’t even see it coming; or you can get it through that thick police academy head of yours that there’s nothing you can do, and let me make it worth your while to work with me, rather than against me.”

“You trying to bribe me?” Jenkins asked. “You already got your man off, why do you need to worry about paying me off?”

“I don’t. I’m not offering you a bribe to forget about those charges, I’m offering you an opportunity. I have a lot of business interests, Officer Jenkins, and many of them are headquartered in the Jacksonville area. I have some very serious connections with the court system, and I’ve recently begun to think that I need some people on the street who can properly wield authority, as well. If you would be smart enough to cooperate with me, I can guarantee that you will be very well compensated. We can even set it up as an account with an investment firm, so there won’t be anything suspicious about the money or where it comes from.”

Jenkins had narrowed his eyes and thought about what he had just heard. The salary of a police officer was not nearly what it should be; his wife had hinted more than once that she would be a lot happier if he was making more money at a corporate job, but David Jenkins had always been drawn to the power of the badge. It was something he loved and needed in his life, and the lack of some of the finer things had been a bone of contention in his marriage for quite some time.

He had been silent for nearly a minute, thinking it all over, but then he spoke again.

“What is it you’d want me to do?”

The person on the other end of the line had chuckled. “Nothing terrible,” the voice said. “I occasionally need to send a message to someone, and having it delivered by a police officer would give it more authority, perhaps more credibility. You would be my point man in Jacksonville, and I would leave it to you to find a few other officers who would work with you. Prove to me that I can trust you, and you could see hundreds of thousands of dollars each year coming your way. I would give you a share of the money that I make in the city, and you could decide how much of it to give to those you enlist to assist you. Would that interest you, Officer Jenkins?”

David Jenkins licked his lips. “Let’s say it’s got some appeal,” he said. “The only problem I see is that I’m the one taking the risks. If I get busted, I’m out here on my own. You gonna make the charges disappear for me, the way they did for your guy?”

“There won’t be any charges,” the voice said. “Like I told you, I’m very well connected. I’ll know if your Internal Affairs division starts paying attention to you, and I’ll see that it is shut down. You will be untouchable, Officer Jenkins, and the same will apply to those you choose to help you.”

“Yeah? And how do I know you can deliver?”

“I’ll tell you what,” the voice said. “Let’s see if I can’t convince you.” The line went suddenly dead, and Jenkins glared at the phone for a moment before shoving it back into his pocket. He fired up the patrol car again and put it in gear, cruising the city and looking for signs of criminal activity.

He’d been driving for about five minutes when his phone rang, and he took it out of his pocket to answer it.

“Hello? Dave Jenkins,” he said.

“Officer Jenkins,” said a deep masculine voice. “This is Robert McNeil, from the commissioner’s office. I understand you’ve been speaking to a friend of mine, about a possible job opportunity.”

A chill went down Jenkins’ spine and for a moment, he was afraid he might piss himself.

“Mr. McNeil?” he asked. He knew who McNeil was, every police officer in the city did. McNeil was the man who actually ran the police department, the one who gave orders to the chief. “I’m not sure what you’re talking about, sir.”

“You’re not? Well, that’s a pity, Jenkins. See, you’re getting that offer because you have made a name for yourself in the short time you’ve been on the force. When I found out you were asking a lot of questions about why one of your busts had been thrown out, I actually mentioned to my friend that you might be a useful fellow to have around. Let’s see, you’ve been on the force for eight months and you’ve already got four complaints of excessive force, and two of those complaints came from people you put in the hospital for resisting arrest. My friend could use somebody who isn’t afraid to do what has to be done, and of course, that means I would be looking out for your best interests. Now, when you add that to the fact you would be making an extra quarter million or so a year, I think you might find the idea has some appeal after all.”

Jenkins opened his mouth several times, but closed it just as many. Finally, he got up the nerve to speak again.

“Mr. McNeil, I’m not sure what to say.”

“Then don’t say anything,” McNeil said. “Just dial that number again and tell him you accept the job. Then go home and tell your wife that you signed up for an investment program, something that will mean a fair amount of extra money coming in. I think you’ll find that it’s extremely profitable to be in our good graces.”

McNeil ended the call, and Jenkins stared at the phone for several seconds before looking up the number and hitting the redial button.

The same distorted voice answered. “Are you convinced?”

“I’ll say I want to know more,” Jenkins said. “Can you tell me how this will work?”

“Of course. It’s actually very simple, even though I think it’s fairly ingenious. There’s an investment firm in the city called Brendan and Walters. As of tomorrow morning, there will be an account at that firm in your name, and you will be called to come down and sign some papers. That account will have several thousand dollars in it already, but leave that alone. That’s the camouflage, and each time I pay you for doing something for me, it will show up in that account as the return on something that money was invested in. You’ll be able to draw against that money as often as you like, and your account manager will even help you handle paying the taxes on it. That way, no one will ever question why a lowly police officer can afford things that are normally accessible only to the wealthy. I suspect your wife will find your investments rather exciting, don’t you?”

“And what happens if somebody bigger than the deputy commissioner decides to come down on me? Last thing I need is the feds coming after me on a RICO case.”

There was another chuckle. “I can assure you, Jenkins, I can keep the heat off you. Eventually, you’ll come to understand that, but for now I’ll ask you to take my word for it. Do we have a deal?”

Jenkins bit his lip, his eyes darting around as he drove through the city.

“Okay, I’m in,” he said. “What do you need me to do?”

“Don’t worry about it for right now. When you go to B & W, you’ll be given another phone. Don’t use it for any reason other than allowing me to contact you. I’ll be in touch soon.”

The call ended, and Jenkins put his phone away. He spent the rest of the evening cruising the city, thinking about the choice he had made and wondering if it was going to end up taunting him.

The following day, while he was trying to sleep, he had been awakened by his wife. “Dave? There’s somebody on the phone from Brendan and Walters Investments, and he says he needs to talk to you.”

Jenkins had taken the call, and a couple of hours later he was sitting in the office of his investment advisor, a man named Wilson. Mr. Wilson showed him where to sign, then handed him some papers and a new cell phone.

Jenkins had left the office feeling almost surreal, wondering if any of this was actually going to turn out to be some sort of dream. When the new phone rang only a few minutes after he got back into his car, it startled him to the point that he dropped it and had to reach down to the floorboard to pick it up again. He finally managed to answer on the fifth ring.

“Hello?”

“Hello, Officer Jenkins,” said the distorted voice. “Are you ready to begin?”

“I guess I am,” he said.

His first assignment had been to visit a man who ran several small stores in the city. It was explained to him that those stores were distribution points for some of the drugs that came into the city, and that the owner appeared to be skimming money. All he had to do was throw a scare into the guy, make it clear that if the money didn’t start turning out right, the owner would find himself missing a couple of stores. It was amazing what the punks in town could do with a simple Molotov cocktail, after all.

Jenkins did as he was told, and the very next day he was informed that one of his “investments” had made him over ten thousand dollars overnight. Nervously, he transferred the money to the joint account he shared with his wife at the bank, and then he waited for days for someone from the FBI to show up and ask questions. When no one bothered, and a few more such jobs added similar returns, he began to relax.

Cops tend to hang out with cops. As a result, he got to know a lot of the other officers in the city fairly well, and he started thinking about who might be willing to work with him on these special projects. The voice had made it clear that he could expand his power this way, and make even more money for himself while sharing some of it with the others. The jobs they would do would be credited to him, and he could pay them whatever he chose.

Jenkins grinned as he thought that it sounded a lot like some of those multilevel marketing programs his wife used to talk about. She was always looking for a way to increase their income, but she was so excited about all of his recent “investments” paying off that she didn’t seem to be thinking that way anymore.

That had been a long time ago, now. He had recruited several others over the years, but a few of them had turned out to be more trouble than they were worth. The first of those was a young officer named Brian something or other, he couldn’t remember the last name anymore. Brian had gone along with some of the easy jobs, such as looking the other way when certain crimes went down. The voice always let them know in advance when something was going to happen that needed protection, and it always paid well.

But then Brian had grown a conscience when it was necessary to throw some fear into a few people, and he came to Jenkins in tears, talking about how he needed to go and confess what he’d been doing. He promised not to mention Jenkins, but the risk was too great. If the feds heard about the problem, they could end up with somebody asking too many of the wrong questions. Jenkins tried to talk him out of it, but Brian was determined, so it had turned into an argument. The argument escalated to a fight, and before Jenkins knew what was happening, he had beaten young Brian to death.

Fortunately, they were in an isolated area. Jenkins made sure there was no evidence of his presence, then took Brian’s gun and left the scene. When the young officer’s body was found a few hours later, it was assumed that he had been murdered by a suspect he was questioning, and his gun was somewhere loose on the streets.

And Jenkins had learned that he was capable of murder. Somehow, the voice had figured out what happened, and Jenkins found himself being given bigger jobs, occasionally even jobs that required him to kill again. After the first two or three, it didn’t even bother him anymore.

Then the voice brought him into the biggest operation. He was told about the adoption racket, and put in charge of making sure they didn’t run into any problems. With his three latest recruits, he kept a close eye on the drop points, the places where babies were dropped off by the people who actually kidnapped them. His orders were to report any sign he found that a drop point might have been compromised, and that meant he and his team patrolled them often.

Which was why he happened to be driving by Southtown Shopping Center that night, and saw two cars come out of the alley. One of them looked like the Mustang he had been alerted to before.

He had to go on to the next intersection before he could turn around, and he didn’t want to draw their attention just yet so he followed from a distance. They went toward the south edge of town, and then Jenkins cursed because the road curved, and they seemed to have vanished by the time he came around it.

He wasted twenty minutes trying to find them again, but had no luck, so he turned around and went back toward Southtown and pulled into the alley. There weren’t any obvious signs that the drop point there had been compromised, so he was reluctant to call it in. He figured it might be better to be surprised if the voice were to call and tell him there was a problem.

He finished his shift, taking care of a couple of minor jobs for the voice before heading for home the next morning, but something in his gut kept eating at him. He usually went to sleep as soon as he got home, but this time the nagging worry running through his mind kept him from being able to drift away. After an hour of tossing and turning, he finally got up and took his own car back toward the alley.

He got out of the car and started walking around, and fifteen minutes later he discovered the tiny camera that was mounted on one of the other sheds. It was aimed directly at the door of the drop point, and Jenkins knew that somebody was actually onto them.




Sixteen


“You mean use the baby for bait?” Indie asked, incredulous. “Sam, we can’t do that. This baby is a victim; we can’t put her back in danger.”

“I’m afraid I agree with my wife,” Sam said. “If they were to catch on that their people are being followed, it’s too much of a risk that they might decide to just get rid of this child.”

Mel shrugged. “I didn’t say it was a good idea,” he said. “It was just all I could think of.”

Sam chewed on his bottom lip for a moment. “I think the only thing we can do is go after the next person,” he said. “If we catch them and make them talk, that could lead to the next step in the line. It’s even possible they’re also being forced to do this, and I have trouble thinking of Donna as actually being one of them. People do stupid things when they’re trying to protect their children—I learned that a long time ago.”

He paused and looked at Donna. “I’m going to give you your phone and you’re going to call that number. You find out where you’re supposed to take the baby, and then you tell us. After that, my wife will go with you back to where we left the other car, and then you can go home. My friend and I are going to keep the appointment for you, so the people you’re working for are probably going to be pretty upset before this is over. You might want to consider going home and telling your husband the truth, and then you probably should take your family and get out of town for a while. Just remember that we know who you are, and we will be in touch.”

Donna swallowed hard, then nodded. “Okay,” she said. “I’ll do whatever you want.”

“Wait a minute,” Indie said. “Mel, go out to the Mustang and get my computer off the front seat. I can trace the call, Sam, and maybe get a location.”

Sam nodded, and Mel hurried out. He was back only a few seconds later and handed the computer to Indie. She laid the baby down on the blanket and opened the computer up on her lap, then held out her hand to Sam. “Give me her phone,” she said.

Sam handed it over and Indie quickly powered it on and found its settings. She found the IMEI code for the phone and plugged that into her computer, then gave the phone back to Sam. “Okay, do it.”

Sam handed Donna the phone and watched as she dialed a number.

“This is Donna,” she said. “I have the package.” She listened for a moment, then said, “Okay, I should be there in about an hour.”

She ended the call and looked at Sam. “I’m supposed to take the baby to Saint Augustine,” she said. “A gas station at the corner of King Street and Dixie Highway. The person I’m looking for will be driving a green pickup truck and sitting on the tailgate.”

Sam looked at his wife. Indie was studying the computer monitor, but she didn’t look happy.

“That phone got turned off as soon as the call ended,” she said. “I can tell you it’s somewhere in downtown Jacksonville, but I don’t know where exactly.”

Sam nodded. “All right,” he said, then reached out and took Donna’s phone from her. “I’m going to hang on to this for now. You go with my wife, and remember that she probably still wants to shoot you, so don’t do anything stupid. You drop her off at my friend’s car with the baby, and then you go home to your husband and family. Like I said, it’s time to tell him the truth, and then you need to disappear for a while. I’m sure we can find you when the time is right, and we’ll be in touch.”

Indie gathered up the baby supplies and then picked up the baby again. “You drive,” she said to Donna. “And while I do have some sympathy for you, that doesn’t mean I think you’re completely innocent. Is that understood?”

Donna swallowed, but she nodded her head. “Believe me, I really do understand. I’ve hated myself over this for months, now.” She shrugged. “I just didn’t know what to do to get out of it.”

She led the way out to her car and got behind the wheel as Indie climbed in the passenger side. There was no car seat for the baby, so Indie had to hold her. She flashed Sam the sign language symbol for “I love you,” and then Donna drove away.

Sam picked up the computer and he and Mel went back to the Mustang. He started the car up and turned around, drove back out to the dirt road to the highway and turned south. Highway One would become Dixie Highway about halfway through Saint Augustine. He gave the accelerator a push, and the big engine moved the car along like it had rockets on its tail. They were in Saint Augustine less than fifteen minutes later, and it took another ten minutes to get across the city to the intersection they were looking for.

Sam cruised past the gas station, but there was no green pickup truck in evidence. He pulled into a parking lot at a drugstore down the street that let them watch the gas station and shut down the engine and lights.

“Now we wait,” he said, glancing at the clock on his dashboard. “We’ve still got nearly thirty-five minutes before she’s supposed to be here.”

“What’s the game plan?” Mel asked.

“When we see the pickup truck, I’m going to pull over there. As soon as the driver sits on the tailgate, we move in. I want to take whoever it is by surprise, if possible. The last thing we need is a gunfight if they happen to be armed.”

“I agree,” Mel said. “We need to take them alive in order to get answers.”

“Exactly,” Sam said. “And we probably ought to call Jim to let him know what’s going on. I doubt we’re going to need to keep watching that shed.”

Mel shrugged and took out his phone. “I’ll call him,” he said. He dialed Jim’s number and waited until the man answered sleepily, then filled him in on what was happening. Jim said he would wait for further word and meet up with them the next time they called.

A green pickup pulled in twenty minutes later, and the man got out and walked into the convenience store. They watched until he came out again, then lowered the tailgate on the truck and sat on it, sipping from a coffee cup.

Sam started the car and pulled out onto the road, then turned in at the gas station. He parked beside the pickup truck and got out, nodding to the man who was sitting on the tailgate. As he did so, he noticed that the truck was parked where the clerk inside could not see them, and offered up a silent thanks for the good fortune. The last thing he wanted at the moment was for local police to be called.

“Coffee any good?” he asked.

“I’ve had worse,” the guy replied. “At least it’s hot.”

Sam grinned and nodded as Mel came around the back of the Mustang, then both of them suddenly drew their pistols and aimed them at the man.

“I want you to hold very still,” Sam said, “and don’t make any sudden moves. Mel, search him.”

Mel nodded and motioned for the man to stand up and turn around. He set his coffee cup down on the tailgate, his eyes wide, and did as instructed, putting his hands on the tailgate and leaning forward.

Mel frisked him quickly, removing his wallet from his pocket, and then stepped back, looking at Sam. “He’s clean,” he said. He opened the wallet and looked at the driver’s license inside. “Daniel Eugene Shaw,” he said. “Lives in Jacksonville.”

“Sit back down, Daniel,” Sam said. “By now you’ve figured out that we know why you are here, so I hope you’re going to be smart enough to answer questions. You were supposed to pick up a baby from the woman who was meeting you. Where were you going to take her?”

Daniel grinned at Sam. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said. “I’m just sitting here enjoying a cup of coffee before I go off to work.”

“Look, man,” Sam said, “I have enough evidence to guarantee you never see freedom again, and your connections in the Jacksonville Police Department are not going to be able to help you. I’m working with the Department of Homeland Security, and you’re looking at federal kidnapping charges that carry life imprisonment. Getting cocky isn’t going to help you. Now, you want to try answering me again?”

Daniel’s grin slipped slowly away. “I told you, I don’t know anything about any kidnapping or any babies,” he said. “I don’t know who you’re looking for, but you’ve got the wrong guy.”

“Okay, so you want to do things the hard way. Do you have a family, Daniel? Because I would say the odds are pretty good that you’re never going to see them again. The woman you were supposed to meet was told to come to this gas station and find the person who was sitting on the tailgate of a green pickup truck. While that may be circumstantial evidence, I can guarantee it’s enough to get a federal prosecutor pretty excited, and I will bet that I can find some icing to put on that cake. If you tell me what I want to know, I’ll make sure you’re only charged as an accessory, so you have a chance of parole in about ten years. That’s my final offer, take it or leave it.”

Daniel stared into his eyes for a moment, then seemed to deflate.

“Look, the only thing I know is that I was supposed to wait here for someone to bring a baby to me. When I get the baby, I call a number and get told where to drop it off. I swear to you, that’s all I know. I got forced into this, but they made it pretty clear that if I ever talk, some really bad things are going to happen.”

“So you were blackmailed into doing this?” Sam asked. “Let me guess, you were in some kind of trouble and somebody offered to make it go away if you cooperated. Am I right?”

“Yes,” Daniel said simply. “I—I got busted a few months ago with a dozen kilos of cocaine. Somebody paid me to carry it from Miami up to Jacksonville, and I got busted when I went to drop it off. The cop that arrested me made me an offer, said if I would help out a friend of his, he could make the evidence disappear. I figured I didn’t have much to lose, so I agreed. Now I’m just trying to figure out a way to get out of this, but they told me if I don’t do what they want, something could happen to my wife. You doing this, you’re probably going to get her killed.”

“You’re the one who put her in danger,” Sam said, “when you agreed to get involved in criminal activity just to avoid going to jail. Trust me when I tell you that I know exactly how ruthless these people can be. This is not my first rodeo, not by a long shot. Now, what that means is that the only hope you’ve got is to help me bring these people down. If you do that, I’ll do everything I can to make your sentence as short as possible and keep your wife safe at the same time.”

Daniel scowled. “And how do I do that?”

“You make that call, and then tell me where you’re supposed to go. If you do that, I’ll give you the chance to go get your wife and get out of town. Trust me, I can find you again when the time is right.”

Daniel licked his upper lip, then nodded. “Okay,” he said. “My cell phone is on the dashboard.”

Sam nodded at Mel, who walked up to the front of the truck and looked inside. He came back a moment later with a cell phone and handed it to Daniel.

Daniel dialed a number and put the phone to his ear. The volume was set pretty loud, and Sam could hear the entire conversation.


“Hello?”


“This is Danny. I got what I came for, where do I go now?”


“On Highway Seventeen, three miles south of Green Cove Springs, there’s an animal hospital. Take it there and ring the bell on the back door. When you hand it over, you’re done for the day.”


“Sounds good to me,” Daniel said. “I’m on the way.” He ended the call and laid the phone on the tailgate, but Sam picked it up and put it into his own pocket.

“Okay, you know the deal,” Sam said. “Go home, get your wife and take a vacation. You probably don’t want to come back until you hear from me. My name is Sam Prichard, by the way.”

Daniel nodded. “Prichard,” he said. “Okay, no problem. I’ll stay gone until I hear from you.”

Sam nodded and motioned with his pistol for Daniel to get moving. The man was in the truck and gone only seconds later.

“I hope he doesn’t get pulled over,” Mel said. He held up Daniel’s wallet. “I’d hate to see him get a ticket for driving without a license.”

“I think that’s probably the least of his worries right now. Let’s go, we have an appointment.”

Sam got in the Mustang, then pulled over to the pumps and filled the tank.  The old muscle car was fun to drive, but it got lousy gas mileage. Once he was finished, he got back behind the wheel and they headed out, following GPS directions that would take them to the nearest bridge over the St. Johns River.

That route took them directly into Green Cove Springs, and they turned south on Highway Seventeen. The animal hospital was right where they had been told it would be, and Sam parked the car where it would be out of sight from the building. The two of them walked around to the back of the building and Sam rang the bell.

A young woman opened the door and suddenly looked surprised.

“Can I help you?” she asked.

“You’d better hope so,” Sam said, holding up his ID. “I’m Sam Prichard, with the Department of Homeland Security. Right now, I have enough to charge you with aggravated kidnapping, a federal offense that will get you life in prison. If you cooperate, that might change.”

She stared at him for a moment, and tears suddenly streamed down her cheeks. “Oh, my God,” she said. “Oh, God, I knew this was going to happen. Please, please, I didn’t want to do this. I’m only doing this for my mom.”

“Your mother?” Sam asked, pushing his way inside the building. “What kind of trouble did she get into?”

The young woman sniffled, and Sam noticed a name tag on her shirt that said, “Amber.”

“Trouble? She didn’t get into trouble, she had cancer. She doesn’t have any insurance or anything, so she couldn’t get the surgery she needed. I tried to talk to a bunch of doctors and none of them would help, but then a man came to see me and said he would arrange for the surgery if I would help them with something.”

“And did she get the surgery?” Sam asked.

Amber nodded, still sniffling. “Yes,” she said. “They got all the cancer, and she’s in complete remission, but I still have to keep doing this. I tried to get out of it, but somebody called me and said that if I didn’t keep doing it, Mom would—they’d make sure she died, and me as well.”

The sniffling turned into sobs, and the girl sagged against the wall.

“So this is where they bring the babies?” Sam asked. “How many have you taken in?”

“The one this morning was supposed to be the twelfth,” she said. “They bring them here and I check them out to make sure they’re okay, then somebody comes to get them a couple days later. I—there’s another one here right now. After this one came in, they were supposed to come get both of them tomorrow.”

Sam let out a sigh. This was one of the most convoluted plots he had ever stumbled across, and every step was designed like a firebreak, to give the perpetrators a way to cut off an investigation. Even worse, it appeared that many of the people involved were brought in via some form of extortion. Sam was fully aware that the depth of their guilt could easily be obscured by such a fact, and a skilled defense attorney might even get them acquitted under such circumstances. Amber, the girl before him, had been coerced into her actions as an attempt to save her mother; some juries would consider that the fear of losing her mother might have been sufficient to excuse her crimes.

“Amber,” Sam said. “That is your name, right? Amber, it may be possible for us to help you, but you will have to help us in return. I will even advocate to keep you out of prison over these charges if you work with me. Will you do that?”

Amber looked up at him and made a heroic effort to get her weeping under control. “I’ll do anything you want,” she said. “Anything.”

“Be careful, there,” Mel said. “I mean, that’s how you got into this mess, right?”

Sam chuckled at his comment, noticing the gleam in the young man’s eyes as he looked at the pretty girl.

“He’s right,” Sam said, “but in this case we honestly have your best interest at heart. The best way for us to help you, Amber, is to find the people behind this terrible operation. Are you supposed to notify anyone when the baby gets here?”

She shook her head. “No,” she said. “They told me when they called last night that the baby was coming this morning, and that someone would come to get both of them tomorrow at five a.m. I’m just supposed to take care of them until then.”

“How long has the other baby been with you?”

“He came in yesterday morning,” she said. “Does that matter?”

“Yeah,” Sam said, scowling. “It means they have other teams beside the one we’ve been dealing with today. We found a place where babies were being dropped off, and then someone else would pick them up and take them to another person, who would probably be the one to bring them here. Since no babies were dropped off there the night before last, they have to have at least one other location where they gather them. Do you know the person who brought the baby here?”

She shook her head again. “No, it’s always somebody different. They don’t talk to me, and I don’t talk to them. They just hand over the baby and leave, and—well, I’m glad to see them go.” She sniffled again. “These kids are so sweet, and it breaks my heart to know they’ve been stolen away from their families.” She shrugged. “I just didn’t know what to do. If they find out I’m talking to you, somebody’s going to kill me and my mom.”

“Where is your mother now?” Sam asked.

“She’s at home,” Amber said. “I moved in with her after her surgery, because she needed me to help take care of her for a while. Now, though, I spend some nights at the clinic if there’s a baby here.”

“Give me the address,” Sam said. “I’m going to have her taken somewhere safe until this is over.”

Amber hesitated. “But how do I know I can trust you?” she asked.

“Does it really look like you have a choice?” Sam asked. “I can arrange for her to be put into a safe house, a place where she’ll be guarded and no one is going to get close to her. Meanwhile, you’re going to stay here and act like everything is normal. Once we get the person who comes to pick up the babies tomorrow, I’ll have you taken to the same place so you can be with her. You think you can handle that?”

Amber stared into his eyes for a long moment, then nodded. “Okay,” she said. She gave Sam her address and he took his phone out of his pocket. He went to his contacts and punched the icon for Harry, a cartoonish image that looked a lot like Colonel Sanders.

“Sam, boy,” Harry said as he answered the phone. “Just where the hell are you?”

“Don’t worry about that,” Sam said. “I’ll fill you in later. For right now, I need you to arrange a safe house. I have a woman who needs to be hidden right away, and another one will be joining her tomorrow.”

“I’ll call you back in ten minutes,” Harry said, and the line went dead.

Sam turned to Mel. “Call Jim and have him go pick up Amber’s mother. When he gets her, tell him to keep moving until he hears from us about where to take her.”

“Yes, sir,” Mel said. He took out his own phone and walked a few feet away to relay the orders to Jim. When he came back a couple of minutes later, he just nodded, indicating that Jim would do as he was told.

“Now,” Sam said. “Let’s take a look at this other baby.”




Seventeen


Amber led the two men into another room where a baby boy lay sleeping in a crib. There were two other empty cribs in the room, and Sam was struck instantly by how much the boy looked like his own son, Bo, when he was only four or five months old.

“Do you have any idea who he is? His name or anything?”

“No,” she said. “I’ve been calling him Bubba, but I don’t know what his real name is.”

Sam looked around the room and saw several packages of diapers, baby bottles neatly washed and stacked near a sink and several different kinds of formula. There were also the soft cookies that were made for babies, and a box full of jars of baby food.

“It looks like you’ve been doing a pretty good job of taking care of them while you had them,” Sam said. “That’ll look good for you when all this comes out, Amber.”

He turned to Mel. “You think you can drive my car?” he asked.

Mel looked startled, but nodded. “Sure,” he said. “What have you got in mind?”

“I need my wife to come here,” he said. “She and the other baby are waiting at your car. I want you to take the Mustang to her and then lead her back here.”

“Yes, sir,” Mel said. “I’ll be glad to.” The grin on his face told Sam that he was a little too excited about driving the classic muscle car, but Sam handed him the keys anyway.

“Remember it’s got a lot of power,” Sam said, “so go easy on the gas pedal. You’ll be going a lot faster than you want to and not even realize it.”

“No problem, sir,” Mel said. “I’ll baby it, I promise.”

Sam grinned. “Yeah, sure you will. Just don’t get a ticket, okay?”

Mel shot him a big smile, then took off out the door. Sam heard the Mustang start up a moment later and pull away gently. A few seconds later, the throaty roar of the exhaust system could be heard as Mel gave the car its power.

He turned back to Amber. “I don’t suppose you’d have a coffeemaker around here, would you?”

She looked confused for a second, then nodded. “Yeah, sure,” she said. “I just made a pot about twenty minutes ago.” She led him out of the room and down the hall toward a small kitchen where the coffeemaker was giving off a delicious aroma. She handed him a cup and took another one for herself, then poured for both of them.

Sam motioned to a table in the kitchen and they sat down, and Sam’s phone rang at that moment.

“Hello, Harry,” he said.

“I got it set up,” Harry said. “I called in a favor and got us a safe house in Gainesville. I’ll text you the address.”

“Thanks, Harry,” Sam said. The line went dead and the text message came in a moment later. Sam called Jim to let him know where to take Amber’s mother, then turned back to the girl.

“I take it you’re a veterinarian?” he asked.

“No,” she said. “I’m actually a veterinary assistant, but I work for the vet who owns this place. This is not really an animal hospital, it’s more of an animal nursing home. When some of his patients just need a quiet place to get better, he sends them out here. I take care of them and make sure they get fed, get their medicines and exercise, that sort of stuff until they’re ready to be released.”

“You work here alone?”

She nodded. “Yes, sir. The animals are in the front part of the building, and hardly anybody ever comes here. When it’s time for these patients to be released, one of his other assistants comes to pick them up and take them back to the main clinic in Jacksonville.” She shrugged again. “I guess that’s how I get away with having the babies here, because nobody ever comes into the back of the building.”

“You seem to actually care about them,” Sam said. “The babies, I mean, though I’m sure you care about the animals as well. Do you have kids?”

“Oh, no,” Amber said. “I’m not even married, never have been. Shoot, right now I don’t even have a boyfriend.” She grinned at him. “I do love kids, though. I paid my way through school by babysitting a lot. I hope to have kids, someday, but…”

“But first you have to get out of this mess, right?”

She nodded. “Yes, if that’s even possible.” She looked up at him. “I’m scared, Mr. Prichard. If you don’t get these people, sooner or later they’re going to come after me and my mom. Just the voice of the man on the phone is enough to tell me I don’t ever want them coming after me or her. He makes it very clear that we would not live through it if they did.”

“I’m not going to let that happen, Amber,” Sam said. “We’ll get them, don’t worry.”

“But how? I don’t have any idea who they are, and the people who come to get the babies probably don’t either. I know at least one of them was like me, got forced into this. She told me so the one time she came to pick a baby up. She got in trouble for embezzling money where she worked, and they made her the same kind of offer. She helps them, they help her, you know what I mean?”

“That seems to be the way they work,” Sam said. “I’m sure it’s designed to help protect the people at the top, but I don’t intend to let them get away with it. Tell me, have you ever heard of a man named Herrick?”

Amber squinted for a second, then shook her head. “Not that I know of,” she said. “Do you think he’s part of this?”

“I think he’s involved in it somewhere,” he said, “but I don’t have any proof of that just yet. He’s a lawyer who specializes in adoptions, and I know he handled an adoption of at least one of these kidnapped children several years ago. My gut says he may be one of the top people in the organization, but I have to find out how he’s connected.”

They continued to chat for almost an hour, and then the back doorbell rang once again. Amber looked at Sam nervously, but he grinned.

“I suspect that’s my friend and my wife,” he said. “She has the baby that was supposed to be brought to you this morning—she’s been taking care of her. Let’s go let them in.”

They went to the back door and Amber opened it. Sam was right, and Indie came inside carrying the baby girl. She glared at Amber, but Sam quickly explained how the girl had become involved. Indie’s glare melted slightly, but it was obvious that she was still furious at anyone who was part of this, regardless of the reasons.

Sam and Amber showed her where Bubba was still sleeping, and Indie laid the baby girl into another empty crib. Both babies were sleeping peacefully, and the four of them slipped quietly out of the room again. They went back to the kitchen, where a fresh pot of coffee was waiting for Mel and Indie.

“I can certainly use a cup of that,” Indie said. She poured herself a cup and then joined Sam and Amber at the table, while Mel got his own. She looked at Amber, who had the decency to look ashamed of her own involvement, and her scowl became slightly less vindictive. “The little girl’s name is Lizzie,” she said. “While I was waiting, I checked out all the missing child reports and found her. It seems like a baby goes missing about every couple of hours in this country. Lizzie was taken from her stroller when the babysitter didn’t pay enough attention, two days ago in Knoxville, Tennessee.”

Mel made a face. “Marianne told me that she had just gotten back from a trip,” he said. “She’s probably the one who took her.”

“Very likely,” Sam said. “But at least we know she’s going to get what she deserves. Right now, I’m more concerned about the people who are supposed to pick the babies up tomorrow. Amber, will it be just one person?”

“It always has been,” she said. “And never the same one twice.” She licked her lips. “What are you going to do?”

Sam made a facial expression that indicated he wasn’t certain, and shrugged. “That depends on whether the next person is one who actually knows what’s going on, or just another extortion victim like yourself. We keep trying to follow the chain, but if we don’t find a solid link pretty soon, I’m afraid it’s going to break.”

Indie looked at Amber. “The people who have come before,” she said. “What are they like? Tell us about them.”

It was Amber’s turn to scowl. “Cocky, I guess. Usually it’s a man, but a couple of times it was a woman. They always act like they’re in a big hurry and I’m slowing them down. Some of the men have yelled at me to hurry up and get the baby ready; one even threatened me. He said if I didn’t hurry it up they’d have to find somebody else to take care of them.”

“Did you see a weapon on any of them?” Sam asked.

Amber nodded. “A couple of them, yeah,” she said. “They had guns on their belts. One of the women did, too.”

Sam took out his phone and showed Amber pictures of Judith and Donna. “Did you ever see these women?”

She shook her head. “I don’t think so,” she said. “No, wait.” She looked more closely at Judith’s picture. “She might have been one of the women, but I can’t be certain.”

“That would fit the profile we have on her,” Sam said. “She tried to grab a child yesterday and ended up getting killed in a shoot-out with a policeman. She was almost certainly one of the inner circle of this thing, so that gives me hope that whoever shows up tomorrow will also be high in the organization. If we can make them talk, we have a chance to get to the top levels.”

Amber bit her bottom lip for a moment, then looked at Sam again. “I—I noticed something, once,” she said. “I’m not sure if it means anything, though.”

“Well, spit it out,” Indie said. “You never know what might help.”

“Well—I guess it was actually a couple of times, after I handed over the babies, there was a second car that seemed to follow them away. I only noticed because I had gone up front and saw out the window, but it looked like a car was parked on the side of the road and pulled out behind the one that had the baby in it. I mean, it sort of looked like maybe they had somebody watching out for cops.”

Sam nodded. “That would make sense, if these are some of the upper echelon people. They would take precautions just in case you might have called the local police for help.”

“That’s kinda what I figured when I saw it,” Amber said. “Like they had some kind of backup or something.”

“I’m sure that’s exactly what it was,” Sam said. “Backup, in case you gave them any trouble or someone else did.”

“How are we going to handle this, sir?” Mel asked. “I can be out in the brush along the side of the road when they get here. We might be able to take them all at once.”

“The backup car probably has more than one person in it. I don’t want you out there alone if that’s the case. We need to bring Jim and Harry in on this.”

“Jim’s on his way to a safe house, remember?” Mel said. “Do you want him to leave that woman there alone, or stay there to make sure she’s safe?”

Sam scowled. “No, we need him here. I’m going to send Harry down there, he’s excellent at keeping people safe.”

Sam took out his phone and dialed Harry’s number.

“Harry,” he said when the old man answered, “here’s where we’re at.” He quickly told Harry everything that had happened since he had left the house early that morning, including the names and information for the other people who were involved. “The woman who needed to go to the safe house is Amber’s mother, and she’s been told that if anything goes wrong, these people intend to kill both of them. I’m going to need Jim up here with us, so I’d like you to go to the safe house and watch out for the lady there.”

“Sam, boy, if I didn’t know better, I’d think you were trying to keep me out of the fun stuff.” He snorted. “Did you think I would arrange a safe house and not provide plenty of protection? I called in markers, Sam; there are four federal marshals ready to keep that lady safe. Jim can head back as soon as he gets her there, and if you’ll just tell me where you are, I’ll be on the way in fifteen minutes.”

Sam, who had put the phone on speaker, saw Indie’s grin and matched it with one of his own. “Okay, Harry,” he said. He told him where the veterinary clinic was and the old man cut off the call.

“Well, Harry’s on the way,” he said. “All we need now is Beauregard and Mom.”

“Don’t even say that,” Indie said. “They’d have to bring my mom along, and she’s watching the kids.”

“I know,” Sam said. “But I’ll admit that I kinda wish they could talk to me. It wouldn’t hurt my feelings a bit to have them keeping watch for us.”

The sound of a cell phone ringing suddenly caught their attention, and Amber jumped, startled. She reached into the pocket of her smock and took out a phone, then looked at Sam.

“This is the phone they call me on,” she said. “What do I do?”

“Answer it,” Sam said, “and try to act as normal as you possibly can.”

Amber licked her lips, then answered the phone.

“Hello?”

“Is everything all right there?” asked the voice. “You should have received another delivery in the last few hours. Did it come in?”

“Yes,” Amber said. “I have both of them, just like I’m supposed to. What’s going on?”

“Nothing you need to worry about, I think,” the voice said. “If anything strange happens, I want you to call me immediately. Do you understand?”

Amber swallowed silently, then said, “Of course, no problem.”

The line went dead and she laid the phone down on the table. “That’s never happened before,” she said. “He’s never called to check and make sure everything was okay before.”

Sam scowled. “Then it could mean that someone has figured out we know more than they think we do.” He let out a sigh. “Things may get a lot more exciting before this is over.”

* * *

Beauregard listened as Harry explained to Kim that he was going to help Sam and Indie, and he scowled. “Everyone gets to help except us,” he grumbled.

Grace, sitting in one of the imaginary chairs beside him in their ethereal cabin, grinned in his direction. “You’re actually jealous,” she said. “You’re starting to like playing detective, aren’t you?”

Beauregard made a face. “Of course I am,” he said. “These last few months have been enjoyable—I’ve actually felt useful again. Unfortunately, there’s no way to communicate what we know with Sam and Indie without Miss Kimberly.”

“Yeah,” Grace said. “Too bad we don’t have any ghostly cell phones.”

“Indeed,” Beauregard said. “If only.”

Grace sat there for a second, her face screwed up in thought. “Beauregard,” she said after a moment, “we can hear each other just fine, and we can hear other ghosts. I wonder if there are any actual sound waves involved.”

It took a second for Beauregard to react, and then he looked at her. “Woman, what are you thinking?”

“Well, I just wonder if we would be able to hear each other through a telephone line,” she said. “If we could, then we would only need Kim to keep the line open to Sam or Indie. One of us could be there with them, and the other one back here—oh, wait, you would have to be the one to stay here. She can’t hear me, can she?”

Beauregard stared at her. “No, and I have often wondered why not. However, I sincerely doubt that our voices would carry through a telephone instrument. That depends on sound waves, and if we had the ability to create sound waves, then anyone should be able to hear us. I don’t believe it would work, my dear.”

Grace scowled, but then her eyes suddenly lit up.

“Wait a minute,” she said. “Remember, on all those ghost-chaser shows that Kim watches, they use electronic recording devices to pick up voices. Maybe, when a ghost tries to speak, it uses some kind of electromagnetic gobbledygook that a microphone can pick up on. Well, every telephone has a microphone built into it.”

Beauregard’s eyes narrowed. “As much as it does pain me to say it,” he said, “you may have a valid point. I suggest we test your theory now. Go to the convenience store in town and stay near the telephone. I will have Kimberly call there, and you can try to speak to me through the telephone. I will be listening on this end.”

Grace shot him a smile, then got up out of her chair and walked through the wall. Beauregard gave her a few minutes to get to the store, then spoke to Kim.

“Miss Kimberly,” he said, “I need you to do something for me. Grace and I are trying an experiment, so would you please place a call on your telephone to the convenience store that you often go to?”

Kim’s eyes went wide and bugged out slightly. “And what am I supposed to say?” she asked.

“It does not matter. Grace is going to be there, beside the clerk when he answers the telephone. She is going to try to speak to me through it, so I need you to place the call, please.”

Kim sat perfectly still for a couple of seconds, then shook her head and took out her phone. She googled the number for the store, then dialed it quickly. When the line was answered, she asked whether they carried a particular brand of shampoo.

At the store, Grace was standing beside the clerk, keeping her ear close to his face. When she heard Kim’s voice come through the telephone, she shouted, “Beauregard! Can you hear me?”

Sitting in the chair inside Kim’s head, Beauregard smiled. “I do,” he said loudly. “Can you hear me as well?”

Grace was silent for a moment, then she said, “Beauregard? Anything?”

Beauregard quickly leaned out of Kimberly and shouted toward the telephone. “Yes, yes, can you hear me, now?”

“Oh my God,” Grace shouted, “it works! I’ll be right back!”

“Hey, don’t yell,” Kim said, which caused the clerk some confusion. She quickly apologized and hung up the phone, then looked around the way she always did when she wasn’t sure where Beauregard might be. “Did it work? Could you hear her?”

“Indeed, we could hear one another, but only after I stepped away from you. When I am in my usual abode, it seems I cannot speak out to her. When I came out and stood beside you, however, she could hear me. This means it will be possible for her to be with Sam and Indie, and give me information that I can share with you to get back to them.”

Kim’s eyes darted around the room for a moment more, and then she let out a sigh. “Somehow,” she said, “I have a feeling Sam is not going to like this very much.”




Eighteen


After a careful search, Jenkins had found four more cameras in the alley, and that cinched it for him. The operation had definitely been compromised, and there was no doubt in his mind it was that damned Prichard who was behind it. It was only a little after three in the morning, but the orders were clear. Jenkins took out his special phone and dialed the number that would connect him to the voice.

The line rang four times before it was answered. “Yes?” asked the voice.

“It’s that guy Prichard you told me about,” Jenkins said. “I just found cameras watching the Southtown location, and I—I just found out that someone saw what looked like that Mustang of his driving away from the alley during the night. That made me want to come check things out, and I found some little cameras aimed right at the drop point.”

“This is not good,” the voice said. “There was a drop and pickup scheduled there during the night. Give me a moment to check the internal videos.”

The line went silent, but it was still connected so Jenkins simply sat in his car and waited. It was almost five minutes before the voice came back on the line.

“Both the drop and pickup took place, though the pickup was behind schedule. That would’ve happened about an hour ago, so it’s possible Prichard may have caught her. I want you to go and check her out, see if she’s at home. Her name is Donna Bolin and I will text you the address. If she’s at home, then there probably isn’t a lot of trouble just yet. We might just have to abandon that drop point.”

“All right,” Jenkins said. “I’ll let you know if I find her at home. What do I do if she’s not?”

“If she isn’t, then we need to know where she went. I can tell you that she hasn’t been officially arrested by anyone, but Prichard is a federal agent. Sometimes they keep things pretty quiet, so see if you can pick up any rumors. I don’t think she’ll talk, because she knows what will happen to her husband and children if she does, but you can never be sure. Sometimes a man like Prichard can convince people that he can protect them. I just hope she’s smart enough to realize it’s a lie.”

The call ended and Jenkins waited for the text to come in, then headed for the address on the display. He pulled up at the house and saw two cars, and a moment later a redhaired woman came out and shoved a couple of bags into the trunk of one of them.

She was looking around nervously, and Jenkins wondered why. He had stopped down the street a ways, and he didn’t think she had noticed his car, but it was his own personal Chevy, anyway. He sat there a few minutes longer and waited until she reappeared from the house, this time followed by a man and a couple of kids. They all got into the car and it backed out of the driveway, then turned and took off down the street.

Jenkins wondered if he should report it, but then decided that he really hadn’t seen anything unusual. If this was the woman who made the pickup, she wouldn’t be doing another one for at least a couple of weeks. Maybe it was just a family vacation, or a trip to visit a sick relative. As long as she was back by the time she was called to duty again, there shouldn’t be any issue.

It’s amazingly easy to convince yourself that everything is okay even when you have reason to believe it isn’t. The thought of someone like Prichard being able to get to them put an uneasy feeling in the pit of Jenkins’ stomach, so convincing himself the Bolin family was just taking a completely ordinary little trip made some of that discomfort fade away.

He called the voice back. “She’s home, and everything looks normal. Just saw the whole family get in the car and drive away, doesn’t look like there’s any problems.”

“Good,” the voice said. “Just be ready in case things happen to go haywire. And if you happen to see Prichard and that sports car of his, I will pay a very large bonus if you can make something permanent happen to him.”

“No problem,” Jenkins said. “I’ll put out the word that I want to be notified if he turns up anywhere in the city. I’ll take care of it.”

* * *

Because it was still early, Harry had only recently arisen. When Sam agreed that he needed his help, he hurried back to the guest room to get a shower. By the time Grace had returned from their experiment, he was dressed again and ready to go.

“Hold up,” Kim said. “I’m—I have to tell you something. You’re going to see Sam and Indie, right?”

Harry looked at her, his eyes slightly narrowed. “I am,” he said. “Am I to assume that I will not be traveling alone?”

Kim gave him a nervous grin. “I should have known you would figure it out,” she said. “Grace is going with you. They just figured out that Beauregard can hear Grace through a telephone, so you need to ask Sam to keep a phone line open. That way, if she sees anything he needs to know, she can tell Beauregard and he can tell me, so I can relay it back to Sam.”

Harry stood stock still for several seconds, as if taking it all in. “Sometimes,” he said, “I think I have become involved in some sort of supernatural fantasy. If it weren’t for the fact that I have seen the results, I would probably think I was losing my mind.” He winked at her. “Of course, there are a lot of people who already think so, so I would only be in good company.”

He looked around. “Come along, Grace,” he said. “We have miscreants to catch.”

He walked out the door, confident that his ghostly companion was following.

Beauregard watched them go, and then turned to Kim. “I realize that this is utterly ridiculous,” he said, “but I do believe I have just felt a small touch of jealousy.”

Kim rolled her eyes. “He can’t even see her, Beauregard,” she said. “I really don’t think you have anything to worry about.”

“My dear, I did say it was ridiculous.”

* * *

Harry’s GPS gave him clear directions to the veterinary clinic, and the drive took slightly over an hour. When he pulled up in front of the building, he sat and looked at it for a moment. “Grace,” he said, “would you be so kind as to scout around the area? I shall have Sam call Kimberly when I get inside, so you will be able to let us know what you might find.”

He got out of the car and walked to the front door of the building. There was a sign above the doorbell telling him to ring for service, and he did so. A moment later, a young woman pulled aside the curtains on the window next to the door and glanced out, then opened the door slightly.

“Can I help you?” she asked.

“I believe I am expected,” Harry said. “Mr. Prichard is waiting for me.”

The girl looked relieved as she opened the door. “Yeah, come on in,” she said. “I’m Amber.”

“Harry Winslow,” Harry said. “Where is Sam?”

Amber shut the door and led him back through the building toward the kitchen, where Sam, Indie and Mel were waiting. Harry sank into a chair as Sam got up to pour him a cup of coffee.

“Thank you,” Harry said. “I had one cup early this morning, but I did not think to bring one with me. This is welcome.” He took a healthy swallow and then looked at Sam again. “All right, now bring me up to speed.”

Between the four of them, it only took a few minutes to fill Harry in on the details he did not already have. When they were finished, Harry nodded.

“This is indeed a pickle,” he said. “And I’m afraid, Sam, that I must add another. Would it be possible for you, Miss Amber, to give us a few moments alone?”

The girl’s eyes widened for a moment, but then she nodded and left the room. They heard her walk back toward the room where the babies were sleeping, and then Harry leaned closer to Sam.

“Your spooks are up to their old tricks again,” he said softly. “It appears they have discovered that they can speak to each other through the telephone. As a result, Beauregard has sent your mother along with me, and he is waiting with Kimberly so that he can relay any important information she finds back to you.”

Sam blinked. “They did what?” he asked.

“Sam, boy, I do not pretend to understand. I am only the messenger. I am supposed to have you open a phone line to your house, so that the two of them can communicate. If Grace finds something you need to know, she will tell Beauregard through the telephone line, and he will inform Kimberly. She will then tell you.”

Sam looked at Indie for a moment, and she grinned at him.

“Leave it to Beauregard,” she said. “Although I’d almost bet your mother had something to do with this idea.”

“Not a doubt in my mind,” Sam said. “I’m just amazed that it works. They can actually talk to each other through the phone?”

“Makes sense,” Mel said. “Telephone wires conduct electricity, and all the conventional wisdom about ghosts say that they are electromagnetic in nature. Maybe that’s how they communicate, through electromagnetic waves. If so, it would make sense that those waves would follow the telephone connection.”

Sam shook his head. “Whatever,” he said. “But I’ll admit this could come in handy sometimes.” He glanced around the room and spotted the telephone hanging on the wall. “I’m not going to keep my cell phone tied up that way.” He got up and walked over to the phone, saw that it had a speaker setting and opened the line. He dialed his home number and waited for Kim to answer.

“Prichard residence,” she said.

“Kim, it’s your favorite son-in-law,” Sam said. “I gather we’re supposed to keep a phone line open?”

“Yes,” Kim said. “Did Harry explain it to you?”

“Oh, yeah,” Sam said, rolling his eyes again. “I guess you can just set the phone down and tell Beauregard to stay close to it. I’ve got this one set on speaker, so Mom should be able to reach out to him.”

Kim agreed, and Sam heard the clunk as the telephone handset was laid on the table. He looked around the room, knowing he wasn’t going to see anything, and said, “Mom? Here’s your hotline.”

Feeling silly, he actually waited a couple of seconds to see if he might get some sort of response, but none came. He sat down at the table again, then looked at his wife.

“Babe,” he said. “You’ve got to be exhausted. Why don’t you find somewhere to curl up and take a nap? We’re going to be here for a while, so we should take turns getting some rest.”

“Mel’s been up longer than I have,” she said. “He should take the first nap.”

“I’m fine,” Mel protested, but Sam looked at him.

“She’s right,” he said. “You’ve been up since midnight—you need to go get some rest. On the other hand, Harry is here now. There is no reason two of us can’t get some rest at a time. Indie, I saw a couch in the office back there. Why don’t you go ahead and curl up on that? Mel could probably sleep on a rock if he needed to.”

Indie tried to argue, but she was definitely tired. After a couple of minutes of dwindling protests, she finally wandered back to the office and was asleep in only minutes.

Mel went to the storeroom and found a number of blankets that he laid out on the concrete floor. He was probably asleep even before Indie was.

Amber had heard them moving around and stuck her head back in the kitchen. “Is it okay to come back?” she asked.

“Sure,” Sam said. “Come on in. Maybe if we keep talking, we can come up with more information to use to bring this thing to an end.”

The girl shrugged. “I don’t know what else I can tell you,” she said. “I think I’ve already covered everything.”

“Far from it,” Harry said. “You said that you have dealt with almost a dozen of these babies. Were they all infants, or were there toddlers involved as well?”

She looked at him. “Well, there was a two-year-old, once. That was the only one I can remember that might be called a toddler. She could talk surprisingly well, also. Just about broke my heart when she kept asking where her mommy was.”

“As well it should,” Harry said. “Please do not think I’m unsympathetic, Miss Amber. I understand that you were forced into this, but it is still a terrible thing that you have had to do. If the pleas of the child did not disturb you, I will confess that I would think less of you.”

She chewed her bottom lip for a couple of seconds. “I don’t think you could think less of me that I think of myself,” she said a moment later. “You can’t imagine how many times I thought that maybe I should just call the police, and take whatever consequences came. If it was only me, I probably would’ve done it, but I had to think of my mother. We had just managed to cheat death for her the first time; I couldn’t bear the thought of being the reason for her to die.”

“That’s perfectly understandable,” Harry said. “But now you are doing the right thing. I know Sam, and he is definitely the right man for the job.”

Amber looked at him. “I sure hope so,” she said. “But as long as Mom is safe, I’m okay with whatever else happens. If I have to go to jail, even if they manage to kill me, it’ll be worth it if we can get the people behind this thing.”

“I don’t have any intention of letting anybody get to you,” Sam said. “And I can assure you that I will make it clear to the prosecutors that you have cooperated. I think there’s a good possibility we can keep you from actually doing any jail time, but I won’t take bets on you getting away with this scot-free.”

“It doesn’t matter,” she said. “Whatever happens now, I’m with you. I mean that, Mr. Prichard. The only thing I was really worried about was Mom, and you’ve taken care of that. Just, please, if anything goes wrong, do whatever you can to keep her safe.”

Sam looked at her grimly. “You can count on it.”

* * *

At Harry’s request, Grace had slid through the car door and begun floating around the area. Beauregard enjoyed the sensation of walking, but Grace was still young enough as a ghost to savor the ability to fly. She was getting pretty good at it, and was able to move quickly from one place to another.

First, she journeyed around the building itself, spotting the cars in the back parking lot and recognizing Sam’s Mustang. She completed her trip around the building, then began looking into the woods that surrounded it on three sides. It was mostly pine trees, but the hanging moss was everywhere.

After about forty-five minutes, she decided there was nothing to see and went back toward the building. As she floated through the front door, she heard the sound of movement, scratching and shuffling, to the left and stepped through the wall.

Instantly, she was inundated by a cacophony of barks, yowls and screeches. Dogs, cats, parrots and even a chimpanzee seemed to be staring directly at her and raising whatever fuss they were capable of. She had known for quite some time that Samson, Kenzie’s cat, seemed to be aware of her presence, but he never appeared to be bothered by it. These animals were literally freaking out. Some of them seemed terrified, but a number of the dogs were growling and baring their teeth at her.

“Oh, knock it off,” she said. “You’d think you guys had never seen a ghost before.”

She turned and went back to the wall, then followed the hallway deeper into the building. A moment later, she heard Sam’s voice. She followed the sound and found Sam, Harry and a girl she didn’t recognize sitting around the table in a small kitchen-like room.

She looked at Harry, wondering if he had told Sam what was going on. She had expected to see Sam’s cell phone lying on the table, but it wasn’t there. She glanced around the room, and that’s when she spotted the light on the wall-mounted office phone.

Her real-estate office had used similar phones, and she realized there was an open line that was set to the speaker. She leaned close to it and said, “Beauregard? Are you there?”

“I am,” the old ghost said. His voice sounded distorted but understandable, and she grinned.

“This is kind of cool,” she said. “Now, if only we could find a way to dial. We could call each other all the time.”

“My dear, you are usually right beside me,” Beauregard said. “Why would we need to call one another on telephones?”

She stuck her tongue out, despite the fact she knew he couldn’t see it. “Don’t be a spoilsport, I’m having fun. When we got here, Harry asked me to look around outside and I did. You might tell Kim to let Sam know I didn’t see anything they need to worry about.”

Sam’s cell phone rang only a minute later, and he took it out of his pocket to see that it was Kim calling.

“Hello?”

“Okay, Sam,” Kim said. “This is the Spook Town operator calling. Beauregard says your mother is standing somewhere close to you and talking into a speakerphone. She says she looked around the area outside and didn’t find anything that should concern you.”

Sam looked around the room, focusing on the phone on the wall. Try as he might, he could not see any sign of his mother standing there and wondered if she had already walked away.

“And Beauregard says to tell you that your mom says you should stop staring at the phone. She’s invisible, so you can’t see her.”

“Oh, for crying out loud,” Sam said. He started to say something else, then looked at Amber and bit it back. “Please tell them to let me know when they have something important, but not to bother me unless they have to.”

“She heard you,” Kim said. “From what Beauregard is saying, I think you just made her mad.”

“She’ll get over it,” Sam said and ended the call. He put the phone back into his pocket and looked at Harry. The old man’s eyes were twinkling, and Sam knew that he understood exactly what the conversation had been about.

“Amber,” Harry said, “perhaps you should check on the babies.”

The girl gave him what he would have to consider a knowing grin, realizing she was being chased out of the room once more for private conversation, and then got up from the table and left.

“I take it that was Kimberly?” Harry asked.

“Oh, yeah,” Sam said. “Mom wanted to tell us that she looked around outside and didn’t find anything. Mom, if you’re still here, it would be a lot better if you save things like that for when you do find something important. You know what they say about the boy who cried wolf, right?”

“I don’t believe it’s the same, Sam,” Harry said. “By letting you know there was no threat, she was probably trying to ease some of the burden on you. Now, if she were to report a threat when there is none, that would be like crying wolf.”

“She knows what I mean,” Sam said. “I don’t need to be warned when there isn’t a problem, I need to be warned when there is one.”

“I understand, Sam,” Harry said, “but please remember that the spirit in question is your mother. You know what the Good Book says about honoring your parents, right?”

Sam stared at him with wide eyes for a few seconds, then began to chuckle. “Okay, you’re right,” he said. “Mom, if you can hear me, I’m sorry. I know you’re only trying to help and I’ll try not to be so grumpy about it.”

Harry smiled. “I’m sure that will help, Sam. Now, we need to consider our plans for tomorrow. Do we know what time Miss Amber is expecting her visitors?”

“Yeah,” Sam said. “Five a.m., and I plan on giving them a surprise. However, it appears that they bring backup along with them. I need somebody out in the woods to watch the backup car while we take the person who comes to the door to get the kids. Amber said all she ever sees is one person, but she has seen another car pull out as the pickup person was leaving. She got the impression it was following, as if to offer security.”

Harry nodded. “Probably best if you and Indie stay here while Mel and I go into the woods to watch for the backup. Between us, we should be able to take them by surprise.” He cocked his head to one side and looked at Sam. “Please tell me you’re going to let Indie have a gun.”

“She already has it,” Sam said. “It’s that little thirty-two you gave us a long time ago.”

“Good, she’ll know what to do with it if she has to. Now, why don’t you take your own advice and go get some rest? I can handle Miss Amber, and Grace can stand guard.”

Sam glanced at his coffee cup and suddenly felt very tired. “You know what? I think that sounds like a plan.”

He got up and walked toward the office, where Indie was napping on the couch, and poked his head into the room with the babies. “You can go back and keep Harry company,” he said to Amber. “I’m going to get some rest myself.”




Nineteen


It was after three o’clock that afternoon before Sam woke again, and he found that Indie had been up for an hour already. Mel was also awake, though he’d only gotten up a few minutes before Sam. The two of them joined Harry, Indie and Amber in the kitchen, where Indie had already made a fresh pot of coffee.

“Anything new happening?” Sam asked.

“Nothing of any importance,” Harry said. “I have learned a few things from Ms. Amber that she wasn’t even aware she knew. It seems the original message that got her involved in this, when she was offered the money for her mother’s surgery, came through an associate of her employer. I shall let her tell you the details.”

Sam turned to Amber and raised an eyebrow expectantly.

“Well,” she said. “We were just talking, and I remembered that it was Doctor Landers’ lawyer who called and told me he knew someone who would pay for Mom’s surgery. He said it was some kind of program that assisted people who didn’t have the money for important medical procedures, but when I called the number he gave me, the lady who answered said I had the wrong number. A few minutes later I got a call back and that’s when they made the offer.”

Sam looked at her for a moment. “I don’t suppose you remember the number you originally called?”

“Way ahead of you, Sam,” Indie said. “She remembered the date it happened, so I got into her cell carrier account and found it. Like she said, she got a return call only a few minutes later, and that came from a number that was blocked. The number she called was probably a hijacked number, because it was the private number of an elderly woman.”

“Hijacked number? You mean, somebody was tapping that line so when she called, asking about this surgical assistance program, they knew they had a fish on the hook. Somebody called her back and made an offer she couldn’t refuse.”

“See?” Indie said, beaming at Harry. “I told you he was smart.”

“That’s exactly what happened, Sam,” Harry said. “And your lovely bride was able to determine that the old woman’s number was being monitored from within her own phone company. It was cloned so that someone was able to listen to or record every call she got.”

“Then they must’ve used that number a lot,” Sam said. He started to say more, but Indie cut him off.

“Nope,” she said. “The monitoring began less than an hour before Amber tried to call, and ended only minutes later. Looks like they use a different phone number every time.”

Sam bit the inside of his cheek. “Whoever these people are,” he said, “they seem pretty sophisticated. Seems to me we must be dealing with a good-sized group of people.”

“I thought the same thing, at first,” Indie said. “But then, something dawned on me. We already knew we were dealing with somebody who can handle a computer, right? I mean, anybody who can change the DNA profile and spoof the ID of a legitimate FBI computer tech has to be pretty good. He also, as we pointed out before, has to be right inside the FBI’s computer database area, because that’s the only system that’s allowed to provide any input into that database. As far as I can tell, and Herman confirms it for me, there’s no way to hack into it through the Internet and change that profile.”

“Okay,” Sam said. “So, that’s one. Who else do you think might be involved?”

“That’s just it, Sam,” she replied. “It doesn’t have to be anyone else. Everything I’m seeing as far as hacking goes could easily be the work of one individual. Now, that lawyer you talked to is probably involved, but we still don’t have evidence of that, right? And the people who actually take the kids, of course; I don’t think they would do it just to repay a favor, no matter how big. Those would be people who are doing it for the money, but everyone else you’ve found who was involved was being extorted into it. The actual ring is probably only a few people. The hacker, maybe that lawyer, and whoever actually steals the kids.”

Sam nodded slowly. “You’re making sense,” he said. “Now all we have to do is figure out who that hacker is. Even if we get everyone else that’s involved, he could simply start all over with a new lawyer.”

“Exactly,” Indie said. “The problem is that I don’t know where he might strike next, so I don’t have any way to set a trap for him.”

Sam grinned at her. “Just keep thinking,” he said. “You’ll find one.”

* * *

Benjamin Herrick returned to his office from the courthouse a few minutes later and found a note from his receptionist on his desk telling him to call a number he didn’t recognize. He turned off the monitor, then took out his secret phone, the burner, and dialed the number.

The distorted voice he was expecting answered. “About time,” it said. “I was beginning to think you had chickened out on me.”

“Have I ever chickened out before?” Herrick asked. “What’s going on?”

“I’ve become a little concerned about that DHS agent who came to see you,” the voice said. “He’s been awfully active lately, and he may have actually stumbled across a part of our operation. He’s not at home now, but guess what I found out.”

Herrick sighed. “I don’t care for guessing games,” he said. “What was it?”

“He has a baby boy, almost two years old. Fits the criteria for one of the special orders we got, and at the moment, the only thing standing between us and him is the grandmother and his older sister.”

Herrick’s eyes widened. “Do you honestly think that’s a good idea?” he asked. “Let’s face it, we are going to be the prime suspects. Do we really want the full attention of DHS coming down on us?”

“You let me worry about that,” the voice said. “I know how to handle them, and I can make this one look rather different from our usual acquisitions. After all, grandmothers and big sisters are likely to resist letting us take him, right? If something happens to them, it won’t look like one of our jobs at all.”

A curse escaped the lawyer. “Good God, I didn’t sign up to be involved in murder,” he said in a vehement whisper. “If you harm those people…”

“I’m not going to harm anyone,” said the voice. “However, there is one of our people who has become something of a nuisance in other ways. He has a propensity for violence, so I’m going to let him handle this one. Afterward, once we have the boy safely stashed away, then we might just have to give our troublemaker up. He’ll be caught, all the evidence will point to him, and we will be in the clear. If Prichard or anybody else still wants to point our direction, I can handle that from my end.”

“Why do you tell me these things?” Herrick asked. “You know I don’t want to know any details. Plausible deniability, remember? The less I know, the better off we all are. I wish I could get that through your thick skull.”

There was a chuckle on the other end of the line. “Don’t worry, I’ve got you covered. You aren’t going to be connected to this in any way. I’ll handle the delivery on this particular child a different way, so it won’t blow up in our faces if anyone is watching you.”

Herrick, who was still on his feet, closed his eyes tightly. “I’ve got a better idea,” he said. “How about just leaving me out of this completely from now on. You can find other lawyers to handle the adoptions. I’ve made enough money on this. I don’t need to take any more of these cases.”

“Oh, come on, Benji,” said the voice. “You really don’t think I’m going to let you walk away, do you? Sorry, my friend, but you come in way too handy for that. Sure, there are other lawyers, but I’d have to start over with somebody fresh. You’ve already got the reputation that brings the big money. You’ll keep doing what I want, and you know why.”

The phone in his hand went silent as the call ended suddenly, and Herrick tore it apart violently, removed the SIM card and tossed the phone into the trash can. The SIM card went with him into his private bathroom and was flushed down the toilet.

He came back into his office and sat down at his desk, drumming his fingers on the leather cover as he considered what to do about the call. Unfortunately, he knew exactly what the voice had meant with that final statement. He would certainly keep doing what he was told, and the reason why was because his secret partner in this enterprise could get away with anything.

Herrick had a wife and children. The only way to ensure their safety was to continue to do as he was ordered to do, and there was no way out for him. He didn’t even have a clue who his partner might be, so he didn’t have any kind of leverage he could use to protect his family. He’d also learned over the past ten years just how easily this person in the shadows could track down anybody. A few of their former employees and helpers had tried to disappear, but they always turned up dead within days.

And each time, Herrick would get a phone call directing him to the news story about it. He’d seen enough of them to know there was nowhere he could go to hide, nowhere he would not be found.

* * *

An hour later, as Kim was making dinner for herself and the children, a car turned quietly into the driveway from the main road. It pulled off the edge of the drive and parked among some of the bushes and pine trees that lined it, and then the driver’s door opened and closed. A man made his way through the brush as far as he could, but the house sat in the middle of the clearing on its little promontory. He watched from the shadows for several minutes, and when he detected no sign that he had been seen, he made a dash toward the front porch.

The soft-soled boat shoes he was wearing made almost no sound as he ran up the steps and onto the porch. He flattened himself against the wall beside the front door and listened for any sign that he had been heard or seen. When none came, he sank down toward the floor and looked closely at the doorknob. He tested it gently and realized it was locked, but the picks in his pocket would solve that problem quickly.

Beauregard was reclining in the air in the dining room, where the house phone was located. The dining room was off the hall that led from the living room to the kitchen, on the left, and the only view from that room was through the windows that faced to the north. Having no reason to keep watch, he had been ignoring the view and was spending his time reminiscing about the months since Grace had joined him. He thought it was somehow strange that, after a lifetime of pain that was both physical and emotional, he had now found romance and happiness in the ethereal plane.

This preoccupation was why the first sign he had of an intruder was the sudden piercing scream of Mackenzie, who was entertaining her brother on the living-room floor while her grandmother made dinner. That scream snapped him out of his reverie and sent him hurtling toward the living room, not even bothering to pretend to walk or run but bursting instantly through the walls.

A man had come through the doorway, causing Kenzie to scream, and he was holding a knife that was easily eighteen inches long. Without even needing to see what it could do, Beauregard was certain the edge would be razor-sharp, and that knife was at that second headed toward Mackenzie.

He could hear Kimberly calling out and running from the kitchen, but there wasn’t time to wait for her. Besides, he told himself, against a man like this Kimberly would only find herself impaled on that blade, and Beauregard was not prepared to allow anyone in his family to be harmed. Without even stopping to consider the possible ramifications, he leapt forward into the body of the attacker and instantly began to struggle for control.

One of the many things he had learned when he was new at his ghosthood was that possession of a living man or woman was something that drained his energy quickly, but also that the weaker that individual’s grip on reality, the more difficult it was to wrest control from them. This man, Beauregard realized instantly, was only aware of reality as something he occasionally bumped into, and sanity was not something he was familiar with at all. It took everything Beauregard could do just to stop the man from striking at Kenzie and bring his feet to a halt, but even then the struggle continued.

Kimberly rushed into the room to find the stranger doing some sort of weird dance on the floor, waving a large Bowie knife around and grunting unintelligible noises. The sight of him apparently unable to control his own movements was all it took for her to realize Beauregard had taken action to protect her grandchildren, and she threw herself at the man as hard as she could.

At the last second, just before the knife would have sliced at her, Beauregard was able to yank the arm away and the knife flew out of the man’s hand. Kim grabbed him and knocked him down, and then began to pummel his face with her fists. Beauregard tried to speak, to tell her to get away, but the man was growling and he was unable to do so. His head thrashed from side to side, trying to dodge the blows, and that was when Beauregard saw that they had landed beside the fireplace.

The man was fighting for control of his arms in order to fight back against Kimberly, and Beauregard let go his struggle for complete control to focus on only the right arm and hand. The attacker seemed to be willing to take what he could get and used his left hand to grab Kim by the throat, squeezing hard, and her eyes went wide as she clawed at his wrist. His face contorted into an evil grin, and Kim felt the terror that overtakes one when they feel that death is staring them in the face.

Beauregard ignored the grin and concentrated all his energy on that right arm, stretching it out toward the fireplace and the big iron bucket that Sam had picked up at a flea market. It was for gathering kindling, he’d said, but the darn thing was so heavy that it rarely moved from its spot. The thick wire handle was hanging toward them, and while Kim was gasping for breath and Kenzie and Bo were both screaming at the tops of their lungs, the fingers of the man’s right hand caught it and Beauregard heaved with all the strength he could draw from the man’s muscles.

The heavy bucket jerked toward them, and Kim couldn’t believe her eyes when it slammed down onto the face of her attacker. His hand around her throat went limp and fell away, and his arms dropped beside him. She didn’t know at that moment if he was dead or unconscious, but either way was fine with her.

“Kenzie,” she gasped out, “get me something to tie him up with.”

Kenzie stopped screaming, and her brother followed a few seconds later. She got to her feet and hurried down the hall, returning a moment later with a pair of Sam’s handcuffs from when he was on the force. She’d seen them hanging on the hall tree, and Sam had laughed about using them for a decoration, but now Kim was thrilled to get her hands on them.

She got off the man, who she was now sure was not dead because she’d found a pulse in his throat, and Kenzie helped her roll him over. She dragged his arms behind him and cuffed him securely, finding humor in the fact that she had no idea where the key might be. When that was done, she picked up the poker from the fireplace and held it in one hand as she used the other to dial 911.

A noise from the dining room caught her attention, and she jabbed at the man with the poker to make sure he was really out cold before she walked back toward the sound. As she did so, her cell phone began to ring, and she looked down to see that it was Sam calling.

“Kim?” Sam asked when she answered. “What the heck was all that noise coming through the phone line?”

“Hello, just a little distraction,” she said. “But don’t worry, I already called the police.”

“The police? What’s going on?”

“Well, this big guy came through the door and, well, he sort of had a knife in his hand, and…” She paused as the sound of sirens split the air, and squealing tires told her that cars were fishtailing into the driveway. “Tell you what,” she said. “Stay on the phone and I’ll let the police explain it.”

Leon, the police chief, had been just about to leave for the day when the call came in, and he led the five cars that responded to the house. He was also the first out of his car and the first to come bursting through the still-open doorway. Six other officers and two sheriff’s deputies followed behind him, and then all nine of them stood there in mute surprise at the sight of five-foot-one-inch Kim standing over a man who, if he was standing, would have towered over her by more than a foot and outweighed her by at least a hundred and fifty pounds.

“Mrs. Perkins?” Leon asked. “How in the world…”

Kim looked at him and tried her best to smile. “I, well—I hit him with a bucket.” She held out her cell phone. “Would you mind talking to Sam?”

Leon took the phone and put it to his ear. “Sam? Bear with me for a minute, I’m trying to figure out just what the hell happened here. Yeah, yeah, I’ll fill you in as soon as I start to figure it out. Just hang on.”

One of the officers checked the fallen man’s pockets and found a wallet that contained a driver’s license. He carried it outside and called in a request for information on the man, then came back a few moments later and looked at Leon with wide eyes.

“Chief?” he said questioningly. “You got any idea who that guy is?”

With Sam still babbling in his ear, Leon looked at him as if he were an idiot. “No, Willie, I don’t. Would you care to enlighten me?”

Willie nodded nervously. “Chief, his name is Albert Guston. He’s been arrested half a dozen times for attempted murder, and twice on actual murder charges, but they never seem to stick. He’s got warrants out in two other states right now, both of them for murder.”

Willie and Leon turned to look at Kim again.

“A bucket,” Leon said. “Right.”

He turned away and walked onto the porch. “Well, Sam,” he began, “it looks like your mother-in-law just caught a killer.”




Twenty


When the police had gone, taking Mr. Guston with them and leaving behind Leon’s promise that he wasn’t going to see any charges get dropped this time, Kim sat down on the couch with her grandchildren and held them close. She was still on the phone, although Indie had snatched it away from Sam.

“Okay, Mom,” Indie said. “I want you to pack up the kids and take my car, then get the heck out of there. Whoever that guy was, he’s probably connected to this case, and the people behind him might try to hurt you again.”

“Do you really think that’s necessary?” Kim asked. “I mean, it would probably take them a little while to find somebody else, anyway, right?”

“Mom, don’t start with me,” Indie said. “Do what I’m telling you. Get my kids out of there, and I mean in the next fifteen minutes. Understand me?”

Kim gave a sigh and agreed. “Okay, okay, we’ll go get a motel room somewhere. I’ll call you when I know where we’re going to be, okay?”

“That’s better. Just be sure to take Bo’s stuffed dog, he absolutely refuses to sleep without it.”

Sam took the phone from her. “Kim? If you’re going to get a motel room, I don’t want you using your own credit card. Go into our room, and look on the floor of my closet. There is a brown leather bag, there, and it has a pocket on one end. Open that pocket and you’ll find a half-dozen credit cards with business names on them. None of them are connected to any of our names, so take three of them with you. Use one of them at the nearest car rental agency you come to. Park Indie’s car at a nearby gas station or something, and get a rental. Then, use another card when you get a room, and a different one when you get something to eat. One of the tricks to staying hidden is to not leave a money trail behind you. We can collect Indie’s car after all this is over.”

Kim grinned, but agreed. She cut off the call and Kenzie helped her pack up the things they would need, but her mind was racing. Something didn’t seem right, and it took a moment for her to figure out what it was.

Suddenly, she wanted to know what happened to Beauregard.

“Beauregard?” she said aloud. “You’re awfully quiet.”

The quiet continued. Beauregard had never told Kim about the ability he had to possess people, although she was aware that he could do it to her. That didn’t seem to have any ill effects on him, however, so it never occurred to her that doing so could leave him drained of energy. All she knew at the moment was that he wasn’t answering, and since she was pretty certain he had been trying to control Guston while she was fighting him, she was now worried that the ghost might have gotten himself stuck inside the unconscious man.

Unfortunately, there was nothing she could do about it if he had. Hopefully, he would find a way to escape and come back sometime soon. The one thing she was certain of was that, no matter where she went while he was away, he would be able to find her again.

It actually took almost twenty minutes, but finally she had everything gathered up and placed into the car. She had taken the keys off the rack in the kitchen and strapped the kids into their car seats securely, so she started it up and turned it around, then headed south on A1A.

* * *

“We don’t know for sure,” Sam was saying, but Indie wasn’t listening.

“It’s too much of a coincidence, Sam,” she said. “You’re investigating people who steal children, and suddenly an insane killer shows up at our house? How in the world could that not be connected?”

“All I’m saying…” Sam began, but she cut him off.

“I know, I know,” she said. “You have other enemies in the world, and it could be just about anybody, but we both know good and well that it wasn’t. Whoever is behind this knows that you’re looking into it, and they wanted to send you a message. Well, killing your kids and your mother-in-law, that would be a pretty serious message, now wouldn’t it?”

Sam gave in. She was right, and he knew it even though he hated to admit it.

“Well, at least we know your mom will take care of the kids,” he said. “What I’d like to know is how in the world she could take down a guy like that all by herself. That’s pretty amazing.”

Indie was still glaring at him for a moment, but then she seemed to relent. “Beauregard,” she said. “I don’t know how, but I’m sure Beauregard had something to do it.”

Sam nodded. “Well, he and Mom stopped a couple of bad guys in the past,” he said. “Way to go, Beauregard, that’s all I can say.”

Both of them had forgotten that Amber was still in the room. “Who is Beauregard?” she asked. “Is that your dog or something?”

Harry began to chuckle, and Mel had to cover his mouth and leave the room. By the time he got far enough away to conceal his laughter, Harry was about to split his sides.

“Just don’t worry about Beauregard,” Sam said. “Beauregard is on a need-to-know basis, and you don’t need to know.”

Amber’s eyes went wide and she quickly dropped her gaze to the table. “Sheesh, sorry,” she said. “You don’t have to be quite so sensitive.”

“Dear girl,” Harry said, still laughing, “if you could but understand, you would be just as sensitive about Beauregard as Sam is. Please, for all our sakes, just let it go.” Then he burst out laughing even louder.

“Okay, Harry, that’s enough,” Sam said. “Nothing about this is funny. We both know Indie is right, and these people are getting pretty serious. Sending someone like that after Kim and the kids; I don’t know what could happen that would be worse than that.”

“Then let me enlighten you, Sam,” Harry said. “Unfortunately, if any of the principals in this operation were watching, they are aware that you were not home. Since they obviously know you are investigating this case, it is quite possible they may start to wonder where you are, which could lead them to begin checking with all of their people. How long do you think it’s going to be before they figure out we are here, waiting for whoever shows up next?”

Sam scowled. “I don’t know what else we can do, Harry,” he said. “If they don’t show up in the morning, I’m fresh out of leads.”

“Oh, I believe someone will show up,” Harry said. “However, they may not wait until morning. May I ask just what exactly you have available in the form of weaponry?”

Sam made a face. “I have my Glock, Indie has her thirty-two. Mel has a gun of his own, looks like a forty-five.”

“Then perhaps young Mel would help an old man gather a few things from the car,” Harry said. He got up from his chair and whistled for Mel in the hallway. The young man with the eye patch followed him out the front door, and then they brought his car around the back.

Ten minutes later, Sam opened the back door to let them inside again. His eyes grew wide when he saw that each of them was carrying a pair of MAC-10 machine pistols complete with sound suppressors.

“Harry,” Sam said, “how in the world do you have those? You’re retired, remember?”

“Sam, boy,” Harry replied, “surely you don’t think I gave up all my toys when they put me out to pasture, do you? I tossed a few goodies into the trunk of the car before I set out to your place.” As if to emphasize the point, he held up and waggled a canvas bag. “A man never knows when he might need a grenade, after all.”

Sam rolled his eyes. “Fine, get in here with that stuff.” He shut the door behind them, and they hunkered down in the kitchen for a strategy session.

* * *

Grace had figured out instantly what had happened back at the house, but there was nothing she could really do about it. Kim had hung up the house phone before she left, and Sam hadn’t bothered to reconnect to her cell so there was no way for Grace to check and see if Beauregard was recovering yet.

She knew he probably wasn’t, because it had been less than an hour since Kim’s struggle with the invader. If Grace was right, and she was sure she was, Beauregard would need some time yet to recover.

Of course, when he did, he was likely to have Kim call in. Grace would have to content herself with waiting until then, but she certainly hoped he would be thoughtful enough to let her know that he was okay.

Meanwhile, all she could do was float around and listen to Sam and the others. They were still working on the theory that the bad guys would show up to pick up the babies on schedule, unaware that a trap was waiting.

“The biggest problem we might have,” Sam said, “is if these people have also been forced into their participation. If we don’t find someone who is actively involved pretty soon, I’m not sure we’re going to be able to keep this up.”

“What about Marianne?” Mel asked. “I’m supposed to have a date with her tonight, remember? How about if I just go and pick her up, then bring her back out here?”

“That would only give us one more person to worry about,” Sam said, but Indie held up a hand and asked him to reconsider.

“Look at it this way, Sam,” she said. “This Marianne is the only one we know who is almost certainly on their payroll, right? If we could make her talk, then it’s possible she might actually know a name.”

“It could also tip off her bosses that we know about her,” Sam said. “Besides, Harry pointed out that they may not wait until morning to hit us here. We may need Mel, because he and Harry will have to be out there in the woods watching for the backup crew.”

“Sam, I’ve got machine guns,” Harry said. “As old as I am, I can handle punks like this by myself. I think the boy’s idea has some merit. If this girl can be made to talk, you could find what you need to connect that lawyer, and he might know the identity of our super-connected computer geek.”

Sam looked from Harry to Indie and then to Mel before letting out a sigh. “Okay, fine,” he said. “It’s almost six o’clock now; what time are you supposed to pick her up?”

“We set the date for around seven,” Mel said. “It’ll take me about forty minutes to get there, so that probably wouldn’t be too early. With any luck, she’ll be ready to go and I can have her back here within an hour and a half.”

“And what if she recognizes the place?” Sam asked. “If she knows what this place is used for, you could end up with a killer loose in your car while you’re trying to drive.”

Mel grinned. “I can handle her,” he said. He held up a hand. “Worst-case scenario, I put sudden pressure on her vagus nerve, on the side of her neck. She’ll be out cold for a minute or two, but she’ll be in no shape to put up a fight even when she wakes up.” His grin turned slightly rueful. “Of course, I’d probably end up cleaning vomit out of my car, because most people come out of that puking. It’ll be a good ten or twenty minutes before she’s able to fight back at all, and I can have her subdued before then.”

“Well, hopefully,” Indie said, “she won’t realize where you’re going until it’s too late, anyway. You’ll probably be within a few minutes of getting here before it dawns on her, don’t you think?”

“Most likely,” Mel said. “And I’m not planning to make it obvious, anyway. There’s a terrific dance club down at Palatka, and she told me she likes to dance, so I’ll tell her that’s where we’re headed. From where she lives in Jacksonville, I can come right down Highway Seventeen.  If she knows what this place is, I’ll probably be able to pick up on the signs before we get close.”

Harry chuckled. “We could have used one like him a few times, Sam, boy,” he said. “He’s as devious as we are.”

Despite himself, Sam grinned. “Fine,” he said. “Go get her, and get back here as soon as you can. Just remember that the people she works for play for keeps. The last thing we need is for you to get yourself killed on this job.”

“Don’t worry about me, sir,” Mel said. “I’m pretty hard to kill.”

He got to his feet, glanced once more at Amber and shot her a wink, then headed out the back door. His car started up a few seconds later, and then he was gone.

Indie looked at Amber. “I think he’s got a crush on you,” she said, and then her expression softened as she let out a sigh. “And I’ll admit, if I had been in your shoes, I might have gotten myself into this mess too. If Sam and Harry can keep you out of jail, you might want to consider giving Mel a chance.”

Amber blushed. “He is kinda cute,” she said. “And that eye patch—well, it’s kinda hot.”

Indie giggled. “Yeah, like a pirate is hot,” she said. “Don’t let my mom see him, she used to read all the pirate romance novels when I was a teenager. She’d go nuts over him.”

* * *

Kim had gone as far as Daytona Beach before she found a car rental agency, and she’d been lucky enough to find a closed repair shop across the street from it. She parked Indie’s car there and told the rental clerk that it was scheduled for some repair work the next day. Twenty minutes later, she and the kids were in a nondescript SUV and headed further south. She continued driving until she got to Melbourne, then checked in to the Holiday Inn.

She was getting worried. With stopping to change cars and grab a bite to eat, it had taken her nearly three hours to get to Melbourne, and there was still no sign of Beauregard. She got the kids settled into one of the big beds in the room, turned on the TV and then lay down on the other bed.




Beauregard?


 
she thought loudly.

 

Beauregard, are you here?




Something that almost sounded like a groan seemed to reverberate inside her head for a moment, and a smile appeared on her face. She listened to a few more such noises, and then she heard Beauregard’s voice once more.

“Great God in heaven,” he said. “Are the children all right?”

Speaking softly, Kim said, “They’re fine, we all are. That was you, wasn’t it? You were fighting him, somehow.”

“Possession,” Beauregard said. “It’s something I can do, but it leaves me unable to do anything else, even speak to you, for quite some time. It’s exhaustion beyond anything I ever knew as a mortal man.” He groaned again. “It took everything I had, and I wasn’t sure I had enough. What happened?”

“What happened? It looked to me like you hit him in the face with that big iron pail. That was you, wasn’t it?”

“Yes, I recall now,” Beauregard said. “It was all I could think of to do. Did I kill him?”

“No, but you knocked him cold. Kenzie found some handcuffs and we trussed him up properly for the police. He’s in jail, now, and I doubt he’s going to be getting out anytime soon.”

“And what about Grace? Oh, you wouldn’t know. Can you call Samuel?”

“Sure,” she said. She got her phone and punched the button that would dial straight through to Sam, and as she did so she felt the almost negligible sensation that meant Beauregard had stepped out of her head. “Sam? It’s Kim. Tell your mom that Beauregard is on the line.”

Back at the veterinary clinic, Sam closed his eyes. “Mom,” he said. “Your boyfriend is calling.”

He held the phone out for a moment, feeling foolish as he realized that Amber was staring at him. Indie leaned over and began whispering to her, and he knew Amber was finding out about Beauregard and Grace, despite his claim that she didn’t need to know.

Beauregard was floating just over the bed Kim was lying on, and she was also holding the phone out. “Grace?” he said. “Can you hear me?”

“I hear you,” Grace said. “You wiped yourself out again, didn’t you?”

“Indeed,” he said. “But it was necessary. A monster of a man was brandishing a knife at the children.”

“I heard all about it,” Grace said. “I’m proud of you, Beauregard. I’m just sorry it takes so much out of you.”

“I’m more concerned about Samuel and Miss Indie. What is happening up there?”

“Nothing so far. Mel has gone after some girl that is mixed up in this thing, so they can question her properly. And Harry brought enough firepower for a small army, so if anything happens, they should be okay. I’m just glad to hear from you again. I want to go out and look around some more, but it wouldn’t do me any good if I don’t have a way to report back to Sam.”

“Go ahead,” Beauregard said. “I shall ask Kimberly to keep the line open. Let me know when you are back.”

“All right, give me a few minutes.”

Somehow, he could tell that she was gone. “Kimberly…”

“I heard,” Kim said. She put the phone back up to her ear. “Sam? I think your mom is doing something you might need to hear about. Beauregard wants us to keep the phone line open for a little bit.”

“Okay,” Sam said. “But let me call you back on the landline here. My cell phone is getting a little low on battery power.”

He hung up and went to the phone on the wall again, then quickly dialed Kim’s cell number and put it on speaker. She answered right away.

“I figured I should plug my own phone in,” she said. “We might as well leave this line connected, so they can talk to one another.” She yawned. “I’m a little tired, Sam. Don’t worry, though, if I fall asleep, Beauregard can wake me up.”

“How are the kids doing?” Indie asked.

“Better than me,” Kim said. “You know me—I didn’t have time to panic until now, so the jitters are finally setting in. Those kids, though? They’ve been giggling all the way down here. Oh, by the way, we’re in…”

“Don’t say it,” Indie said. “For all we know, these people might be tapping our phones. I know for sure they have the ability, so I don’t want you saying where you are.”

“Okay, got it. But like I said, they seem to be fine. Kids are pretty resilient, you know, and they have the ability to shut things out when they need to. I put them in the other bed and turned on the TV, but the two of them are already sound asleep.”

“Then go ahead and get some rest, Mom,” Indie said. “If they went to sleep this early, you’re going to need all the energy you can muster tomorrow.”

Kim yawned again. “Okay,” she said. “I’m leaving the phone on, here on the nightstand. If you need me, just tell Beauregard to wake me up.  While you can’t hear him, he can definitely hear you.”

She set the phone down and was asleep only a couple of minutes later.



Her sleep was fitful, as she relived her battle with Guston over and over. The big man’s hand kept closing around her throat, and each time she kept crying out for Beauregard to get the bucket, get the bucket. Over and over, she watched that iron bucket smash into Guston’s face, and felt the relief when she was able to breathe again, but then the dream would start all over.




 






Twenty-One


Grace had melted through the wall and out into the night air, although it didn’t really seem like night since the sun was just beginning to dip below the horizon. True darkness wouldn’t come for another fifteen minutes, but that didn’t worry her at all. She had already learned that her eyes did not need light to see any longer.

She made a quick circuit of the building, then went up and down the highway for some distance. There was no sign of any suspicious activity, so she went back to the clinic and hurried toward the telephone. She saw that Sam had turned on the speakerphone again, and quickly asked, “Beauregard?”

“I’m here, my dear,” the old ghost said. “What did you find?”

“No sign of anything happening yet,” she said. “Tell Kim she can let Sam know the coast is clear at the moment.”

“Kimberly has gone to sleep,” Beauregard said. “I believe the experience was almost as exhausting for her as it was for me. I’m sure Samuel will assume there’s nothing wrong, since I am not rousing her to deliver a message.”

Grace frowned, but then she nodded. “Yes, he will,” she said. “Just stay close to the phone, because I’m going to keep checking every so often.”

“I shall be here. To be honest, I am actually grateful to be able to hear your voice, even if it is somewhat distorted through this device. I have become accustomed to your presence, and…” He trailed off.

Grace smiled. “Beauregard, you old dog,” she said. “Are you trying to say you miss me?”

“Well, I suppose I am,” he said. “Perhaps, when this is over, we might have time to sit down and talk about what that could mean.”

“You know what it means, you old goat,” Grace said, still smiling. “And I love you, too.”

The two of them continued chatting, but Grace turned some of her attention to her son and his wife.

“It’s going to be a long night,” Sam said. “Amber, I want you to go get some rest. Harry, you need to catch a few winks of your own. I’m going to wake you up around four, so you can get into position outside.”

“You want me to miss the interrogation of Miss Marianne?” Harry asked. “That’s not fair, Sam. You know quite well that I can spot a lie faster than you can.”

“While that may be true, Harry,” Sam said, “you are not as young as the rest of us. At your age, sleep is more of a necessity. I need you rested and alert come morning, so please go get a nap.”

Harry scowled, but then he made his way to the couch in the office. Amber actually had a cot in the room where the babies slept, and both Bubba and Lizzie were snoozing once again after she and Indie had fed and changed them, then kept them up playing for a while that afternoon. She stifled a yawn as she left the room, and they heard the door close a moment later.

Sam looked at his wife. “When things start to happen in the morning,” he said, “I want you to stay in there with the babies. You will be the last line of defense for them, so don’t hesitate if anyone comes through that door other than one of us.”

“Don’t even think like that, Sam,” Indie said. “You’ve been through too much to get yourself shot again, and Kenzie will never forgive you if you do. Remember that, okay? She’ll be furious, and so will I.”

Sam grinned. “Oh, I don’t intend to get shot,” he said. “I just want you to be on your toes, in case somebody gets past us.”

“Don’t worry,” she said. “I will be.” She suddenly cocked her head and listened. “That’s a car on the gravel outside,” she said. “Could be Mel, he was due back almost half an hour ago.”

Grace shot through the wall, but she relaxed when she saw Mel getting out of his car. He walked around to the passenger side and opened the door, then helped a weak-looking woman to her feet.

He had been right, because it was obvious that she had thrown up all over herself. He pulled her up toward the door, keeping one of her arms over his shoulders and wrapping his own arm around her waist, then kicked the door.

Sam opened the door with his gun in his hand, then lowered it and stepped back to let Mel bring Marianne inside. He wrinkled his nose as they passed.

“I take it she figured out where you were going?” he asked.

“Oh, yeah,” Mel said. “About the time we came out of Green Cove Springs. I don’t know how I gave myself away, but I guess I did. She hit me once on the side of the head, so I gave her a love tap. She went out like a light, but it didn’t last long. Minute or so later she was barfing all over herself.”

“Wow,” Indie said as he brought her into the kitchen. “She stinks.” She got up and went into the office, where she had seen several of Amber’s smocks hanging on a rack, and returned with one. “Help me get that shirt off of her,” she said, and Sam did so. Indie took the front and carefully brought it over her head from the back, managing to keep Marianne’s hair out of the mess. While Sam took the soiled shirt and tossed it into a trash can with a lid, Indie helped her put on the smock.

“What did he do to me?” Marianne managed to ask. “God, I feel awful, and my head is splitting.”

“I think it’s an old Navy SEAL trick,” Indie said. “Something about the vagus nerve.”

“Oh, God, it sucks, whatever it was.” She raised her head and tried to focus on Mel. “Why’d you do that to me?”

“Hey, you hit me first,” Mel said. “And since you know where we are, you probably have a pretty good idea why I brought you here. Feel like talking?”

Marianne suddenly seemed to realize there were others in the room, and she focused on Indie for a second before she even noticed Sam, who was just coming back into the room. “Who the hell are you?”

“Me?” Indie asked. “I’m a mother, and the people you work for just tried to kill my kids and my mom a few hours ago. If you have any brains at all, that tells you I’m the last person in the world you want to piss off right now.” She pointed at Sam. “That big guy is my husband, and he’s probably almost as dangerous to you right now as I am. He’s also probably the only man in the world who could conceivably keep you from spending the rest of your life in prison, so you don’t want to piss him off, either.”

Marianne was woozy, but she was trying to get herself under control and it was obvious. “What the hell do you want with me? I don’t know anything.”

“Oh, you had better hope you’re lying,” Indie said. “Because it’s quite possible that the only hope you have of getting out of here alive is entirely wrapped up in how quickly you tell us what we want to know.”

Sam, standing behind Marianne, raised an eyebrow at his wife. She was definitely having some effect on Marianne, but Sam wasn’t sure if it was fear or arrogance. Considering how badly the woman was swaying on the chair she was sitting on, it was hard to tell.

She swallowed a couple of times, then looked at Indie again. “I’m telling you, I don’t know anything,” she said. “I get a phone call, they tell me where to go and what kid they want me to grab, and I get a big chunk of money in my bank account. That’s it, that’s all I know.”

Indie looked at her. “Your bank account, huh?” She looked up at Mel. “Did she bring her purse with her?”

Mel nodded. “Yeah,” he said. “I’ll go get it, be right back.”

He went out the door and was back only a couple of minutes later, then handed the purse over to Indie. She dug in it for a moment, then shook her head and dumped it on the table. Buried in the bottom was a wallet, and she opened it up to find a bank debit card.

“Republic Trust,” she said. “I’ve heard of them, supposed to be pretty good.” She sat down at the table and opened her laptop, then started tapping on the keyboard. A few minutes later Sam heard the chime that meant Herman had found something, and Indie grinned as she looked at the monitor. “There we go,” she said. “I found your account, and you have definitely gotten some big deposits. Ten thousand here, fifteen thousand there. Not bad for a working girl, right? But you see, here’s the thing. I can trace every one of those deposits back to where it came from, and that’s what I’m doing right now. Are you sure you don’t want to talk? If you tell me who sends the money before I find out, we can always say you were cooperative. It might get you a shorter sentence.”

Marianne just looked at her, and it was possible she was trying to glare, but the nausea was making it difficult. She gagged a couple of times, but luckily nothing came up. “I told you, I don’t know anything. I couldn’t tell you if I wanted to.”

“Oh, I think you want to,” Indie said. “I think you have a pretty fair idea just how angry a mother like me could be over her children being threatened. I think it has probably already dawned on you that I’m a lot more dangerous than either of these men. And you want to know the best part?” She reached into her pocket and withdrew her little pistol. “I do have a gun. And would you like to guess what time of the month it is?”

Marianne licked her lips as she looked from the gun to Indie’s face and back to the gun once more. “If I knew anything, I would talk,” she said. “I swear to you I would, but I…”

Indie suddenly leaned over and grabbed Marianne’s hair, pulling her forward until they were almost nose to nose.

“I warned you about pissing me off,” she said. “Now, I want you to think real hard before you say another word, because if it’s not one I want to hear, then you have no further value to me. Do you understand me, bitch?”

Marianne swallowed again, then suddenly yanked herself backward. Before any of them realized what was happening, she leaned to the side and started gagging, but it seemed she had already given up the contents of her stomach. Other than a glob of saliva, nothing came out.

She slowly sat up again, wiping at her mouth with the back of her hand. “I really don’t know much,” she said, and Mel’s one good eye almost looked like it was going to pop out of his face. He glanced at Sam, then looked back at the girl he had brought in. “I got dragged into this after some big trouble I had a couple years ago. I—I used to be a cop, up in Savannah. I got busted for stealing drugs out of evidence and selling them on the street, and I was looking at doing some pretty hard time. This lawyer came to see me, and he told me he could make it all go away if I would agree to work for some friends of his. I asked him what the job would entail, and he only asked me if it would matter.” She shrugged. “You know how long I would’ve lived in prison? Maybe a week, a month, tops. Cops don’t last long in there, not in a maximum-security joint. I took the job, and the next day all the charges were dismissed. I won’t say I like what I’m doing, but it beats the hell out of being dead.”

“Who was the lawyer?” Indie asked. “I want a name.”

“His name was Billington, I don’t remember his first name. He was from Jacksonville, and I guess this is where they base themselves at. After I got out, he gave me some money and told me to move down here, so I did.”

“Billington,” they heard, and all of them glanced around to see Amber standing in the kitchen doorway. “That was the name of Doctor Landers’ lawyer, the one who got me mixed up in this.” She looked around at all of them and shrugged. “Sorry, I couldn’t sleep.”

Indie looked at Sam and grinned. “Well, we have a name, now.” She turned back to Marianne. “Keep going,” she said. “You heard Amber—we would have gotten to Billington sooner or later, anyway. That’s not enough to help you out, so you need to come up with something else.”

Marianne stared at her for a moment, then shook her head vigorously, as if trying to clear it. “Ow,” she said, clamping her hands to her head as if trying to hold it still. “Damn, that hurt. My freaking head is splitting.” She closed her eyes for a moment, then opened them again and looked at Indie. “Okay, look,” she said. “I don’t know any other names, but I do know a few details. Over the past couple years, I’ve had to bring in almost forty kids, and they made me take them to a half dozen different places. I think that’s all the places they use, and I can tell you where they are.” She looked around the room. “I never brought any here, but I came along once when somebody else was dropping one off. The way Melvin was acting when we came out of the town north of here, I had a feeling this was where he was going. I guess I panicked, because the next thing I knew I was puking my guts out.”

“That might help us,” Indie said. “Tell me where all those places are.”

Amber had sat down at the table near them, but far enough away to be out of Marianne’s reach if she decided to try something. Sam and Mel stood by silently as Marianne gave Indie precise directions to each of the six locations. Each of them was like the shed behind the shopping center, a seemingly innocent building that most people would never even notice, and each of them—according to Marianne, anyway—was built for the purpose, soundproofed and wired for sound and video.

“Drop boxes,” Mel said as she finished. “It’s like the way some drug dealers work. They never deliver the stuff personally, they just drop it somewhere for one of their flunkies to pick up and distribute. Same basic principle, except it’s little kids in this case.”

Sam nodded. “Yeah,” he said. “But that still doesn’t get us the top people. While it may be people like you who drop the kids off there in the first place, the ones who come to pick them up are simply people who have been blackmailed into the job. None of them know anything except the phone number they have to call to reach the next link in the chain. We could stake those places out for a year and never find the people behind the operation.”

“What about the lawyer, Billington?” Amber asked. “Don’t you think he might be one of the top people?”

“I sincerely doubt it,” Sam said. “Whoever is running this operation, they understand how to insulate themselves. They aren’t going to let anyone who might fall under police scrutiny know who they really are. If you had turned down the deal and gone to the police, or if Amber had, Billington would’ve been questioned. There’s no way they would let him know anything that could point back to them.” He let out a deep sigh. “None of this is really helping,” he said. “The best shot we’ve got is whoever comes to pick these babies up in the morning.”

He stepped around in front of Marianne and squatted down so he was looking her in the eye, and he winced as his hip complained about it.

“What about that?” he asked. “Somebody is supposed to be coming here to pick up a couple of kids in the morning. Do you know anything about that?”

She looked at him and shook her head. “I don’t,” she said. “I wasn’t even supposed to know about this place, but one of the times I dropped a baby off, my car wouldn’t start and I was still there when this guy came to get him. He seemed to know who I was, and he told me I could ride along because he had to hurry and get that one out here right away. That was a couple of months ago, but I never saw the guy again. He dropped me off at home and that was that. I had a tow truck go get my car the next morning and never really thought about it again.”

Sam watched her face for a moment, then held on to the table as he stood up again. “It’s still the best chance we’ve got,” he said. He turned to Amber. “Do you have a cage big enough we can lock her in for the night?”

Amber blinked, but nodded. “Yeah,” she said. “There’s one that we use for some of the zoo animals, like the big cats. It’s not going to be comfortable, but she won’t get out.”

Sam took one of Marianne’s arms while Mel took the other and they got her on her feet again. “Lead the way,” Sam said.

A few minutes later, Sam double-checked the padlock on the cage. Marianne was sitting on its floor, leaning back against the bars on one side.

“Could I have some water?” she asked. “I’m really thirsty.”

Sam looked at her for a moment, then nodded to Amber. The girl disappeared for a couple of minutes, then came back with a bottle of water and passed it through the bars. Marianne twisted off the cap and took a large drink from it, then put the cap back on and set it down beside her.

“I know it’s probably not going to help,” she said, looking at Sam, “but I hope you remember that I tried. I just don’t know enough to really be of any use.”

“I’ll remember,” Sam said. “And if you remember anything else, make some noise. One of us will come to check on you, but don’t do it just to get attention. It might be my wife who comes, you never know.”

He turned and left the room the cage was in, with Mel and Amber following him. He closed the door and the three of them returned to the kitchen.

Indie was still sitting at her computer, and she looked up with a smile when Sam reappeared.

“I traced the payments she got,” she said. “They all came from a single account, but it’s from a bank in Panama. Luckily, Panama doesn’t work as a shelter anymore, so I was able to get the name of the company that owns the account, but that only led to a series of shell companies that own it. So far, I’ve tracked it through seventeen different dummy corporations, but I may be getting close to the top. Herman is working hard for us tonight.”

“But will you be able to figure out who is actually sending the money?” Sam asked. “That would definitely lead us to the top people, I’m sure.”

“Well,” she said. “I can tell you this much already. The transfers are not going through normal banking channels, so I suspect the person running these accounts is our computer hacker. If I can track it back to his IP address, we might be able to actually find him.”

“That would be the best possible scenario,” Sam said. “Keep Herman pounding at it—we need every break we can get.”

The sound of tires on gravel got their attention, and Sam went quickly to the back door. He had called Jim earlier and told him where they were, and he was correct in his assumption that it was the former policeman arriving. He let Jim inside, then led him to where the coffee was waiting.




Twenty-Two


Jenkins had come on duty at midnight, just like always. He made it through the roll call and then headed out on patrol, but something in his gut was still nagging him. They wouldn’t be using the drop point behind Southtown anymore, so he didn’t need to worry much about that one, but there was still something that wouldn’t leave him alone.

On a whim, at about three o’clock in the morning, he drove back to Donna Bolin’s house, and noticed instantly that the car they had left in was not there. He was still trying to tell himself that they were simply on a short family trip and it had nothing to do with Prichard, but his confidence was getting thin. He let out a low growl and then took out his cell phone.

Fifteen minutes later, two patrol cars and a pair of civilian vehicles converged in the alley behind Southtown. Jenkins had been first to arrive and was sitting on the hood of his car when Lopez pulled in with his squad car, and then Bonnie Prentiss and Maury Lennox showed up driving their own cars.

“What’s going on, Dave?” Prentiss asked. “You sounded like there’s something really wrong.”

“Just a gut feeling,” Jenkins said. He quickly filled them in on what he’d seen the night before and his conversation with the voice. “I’m starting to wonder if the redhead is trying to skip town, like maybe this Prichard got to her and she talked.”

“Yeah, but how do we find out?” Lennox asked. “This could be a serious problem if the feds are involved.”

Lopez, who was leaning against Jenkins’ car, waved a hand. “Danny Shaw was supposed to get that package after pickup,” he said. “Remember Danny? He’s the one I busted with the coke a while back and we put him to work. He’s been kind of a buddy of mine ever since, and he told me that he was supposed to run number two on the pickup last night.” He shrugged. “Funny thing is, I tried to get hold of him today and he’s also disappeared. Neighbor said he took his old lady and they split yesterday morning, and he didn’t show up at work yesterday. I thought maybe he was just trying to chicken out on us, but if the feds got to the redhead, maybe she gave him up and they shook him down, too.”

“Son of a bitch,” Jenkins said. “Any idea where he was taking the kid?”

Lopez shook his head. “Sorry, no. He didn’t say, and I didn’t think to ask.”

“I know where they keep them until the adoption agency is ready for them,” Prentiss said. “There’s an animal hospital over on Seventeen, the girl that runs it is one of their people. I had to fill in for somebody one time and pick a baby up there.”

Jenkins chewed on his bottom lip for a moment. “Damn, I guess I’d better call it in.” He took out his phone and dialed the number, then waited through five rings before the voice answered.

“Yes?” Even with the distortion, he could sense that the voice was still half-asleep. “Do you have something?”

“Yeah,” Jenkins said. “I just found out that the number two from last night has disappeared, and so has the redhead who was number one. We think maybe Prichard got to them and make them talk. Bonnie thinks the number two was supposed to take them out to the animal hospital on Seventeen, is that right?”

“Yes,” the voice said, suddenly seeming more alert. “I called out there yesterday and was told that everything was fine, but it’s quite possible that Prichard is actually there.” There was silence for a few seconds, and then the voice came back. “I hate to lose the valuable property,” it said, “but I think this needs to be dealt with immediately. The girl out there was told to expect someone to pick up her packages around five. How soon can you be free to go and take care of it?”

Jenkins thought for a moment. “Lopez and I are on duty, but I can call in that we are looking into something and will be unavailable for a couple of hours. How do you want it handled?”

“I’m afraid there must be no survivors,” said the voice. “In fact, you should probably burn the place. Get it done, and report to me when it’s finished.”

The line went dead and Jenkins put the phone away.

“You heard the man,” he said. “Lopez, I’m going to call us out of service for a bit. Maury, can you round us up a vehicle?”

Lennox nodded. “Not a problem,” he said. “Be back in fifteen minutes.”

Lennox got into his car and drove away, and the rest of them stood there and waited after Jenkins called in that he and Lopez were going to be out of reach for a while. He used the excuse that they were going to be talking with some gang members, and needed to leave all their radios and such in the cars for the meeting. This had apparently happened in the past, and no one questioned him about it.

Lennox was back in only twelve minutes, driving an SUV. “Found it over at the hospital,” he said. “Blows my mind that people actually leave the keys in their cars, but there’s always a few of them in the hospital parking lot.”

Jenkins nodded, then opened the trunk of his car. From within, he withdrew three assault rifles, a shotgun and a tear gas gun, passing them out to the others. They all climbed into the SUV with Lennox driving, and headed toward Green Cove Springs. The drive would take almost an hour because of the back roads, but they would still arrive before the pickup was expected. That should give them the element of surprise, and Jenkins felt the adrenaline rush that always hit him when he was getting ready to kill.

* * *

The hours passed slowly, and Sam managed to catch another short nap sitting in a chair. Jim, Mel and Amber had been sitting at the table, talking quietly between them while Indie kept working at the computer. It was a long night for everyone, and between that and the coffee, Sam didn’t get to sleep very long. His bladder woke him after only an hour, and he poured another cup as soon as he got back from the bathroom.

“What time is it?” he asked as he sat down at the table again.

“Three thirty,” Indie said. “It won’t be that much longer now.”

“Yeah,” Sam replied. “Herman getting anywhere?”

“Yes and no,” she said. “I tracked it down to a single IP address, but I haven’t been able to identify it. It’s—it’s almost like it doesn’t exist, except it does. I ran a DB-IP API on it, which should give me the owner’s name and a general location, but it comes up as ‘null set.’ That shouldn’t even be possible, so Herman and I are trying to figure out what kind of masking they used to make that happen. If we can break through the mask, then we’ll know who owns that IP address.”

“You know you’re speaking Greek, right? I don’t understand a word you just said, babe.”

She grinned at him. “That’s okay, sweetheart, I’ll take care of you. It just means I have to work harder, and so does Herman, to track down where the money is really coming from.”

“Can’t you identify the accounts it comes out of? You said it was in Panama, right?”

“I told you that earlier,” she said. “Lots and lots of dummy companies, like those Russian dolls that fit inside each other. I break through one, there’s another one inside. I finally got to the last one, and that’s how I got this IP address, but it’s not helping me if I can’t figure out who owns it.”

“Well, keep trying. I know if anybody can do it, it will be you and Herman.” Sam grinned, and got a beautiful smile in return.

“I did find one thing for you,” Indie said. “Remember the lawyer that Marianne mentioned, Billington? I tracked him down. Arnold Billington, he’s a malpractice lawyer in Jacksonville, but he works all over Florida, Georgia and Alabama. He handles all types of malpractice suits, from medical to legal and everything in between, so he would be in a good position to find out about people who need surgeries or lawyers and can’t pay for them.”

“Then all it takes is a phone call and an offer they can’t refuse. Despicable piece of work, isn’t he?”

He finished his coffee, then got up and went down to the office to wake Harry. The old man sat up as soon as he opened the door, and Sam was almost startled to see the old military forty-five in his hand.

“It’s me, Harry,” he said, but Harry had already lowered the gun.

“Don’t sneak up on an old warrior, Sam,” he said. “I’m getting old and my reflexes aren’t as fast as they used to be. If I was any slower, I might have shot you before I realized who you were.”

“Then I’ll be much more careful if I ever have to wake you up again,” Sam said. “It’s almost four, so we need to get ready for whatever’s going to happen.”

“I agree,” Harry said. “Melvin and I need to go get ourselves in position. I’m thinking one of us should be in the woods on either side of the building; do you agree?”

“Probably a good idea,” Sam said. “Jim got here an hour or so ago, so he can go out with you. We don’t know where the backup team might stop, so let’s keep all the bases covered. I’m going to take down whoever comes to the door as soon as I get them inside, so you guys can move on the backup whenever you’re ready.”

Harry nodded, and then shoved his feet into his loafers and got to his feet. “Let’s do this,” he said.

“You got time for a cup of coffee,” Sam said. “And it just so happens there’s a fresh pot waiting.”

Harry grinned. “I certainly will not argue.” He followed Sam out the door and back to the kitchen.

Grace took that as her cue, and went out to look around one more time. She had spent most of the night near the telephone, talking to Beauregard. The conversation was taking a rather romantic turn, and she was almost reminded of the way Sam’s father had won her heart many years earlier.

She zoomed around the building, then north and south along the highway. There was still no sign of any activity, so she went back and reported to Beauregard that all still seemed clear.

“Harry and Mel are going out to wait in the woods,” she told him. “One of them will be on each side, so I’m a little worried about Harry being out there alone.”

Beauregard was strangely quiet for a few seconds. Throughout the night, he had been talking more animatedly than usual, so Grace found his sudden silence surprising.

“Beauregard? Is everything okay?”

“No,” the old soldier said. “I must wake Kimberly.”

Suddenly, Grace could hear nothing, and she knew that Beauregard had gone back into his secret place inside Kim’s mind. That was how he woke her, by calling to her from within her own thoughts. A moment later, she heard Kim mumble, and then there was the sound of the phone being picked up.

“Sam?” Kim said loudly, and Sam turned to look at the phone on the wall.

“I’m here,” he said. “Are you okay?”

“I am,” she said, “and the kids are sleeping soundly, but Beauregard wants me to tell you something. He says to tell you that things are about to get very bad where you are, and that you all need to get out of there right now. He said to take the babies and get in the car and leave, right this minute. If you don’t, it’s possible none of you will survive.”

Sam stared at the phone for a couple of seconds, then closed his mouth with a snap. Only then did he realize that it had been hanging open, but he didn’t let that stop him.

“You all heard the lady,” he said. “It’s time to bug out. Amber, you and Indie go grab the babies. Mel, go with them and provide cover. Harry, let’s get Marianne out of the cage. We can deal with her later, but I’m not leaving anyone here after that message.”

“I concur,” Harry said. The two of them hurried down the hall with the keys Amber had given Sam earlier, and he quickly unlocked the cage.

“What’s going on?” Marianne asked.

“Something bad,” Sam said. “I think your employers have decided to try to get rid of all of us. They probably know you are here, and have decided to simply eliminate all the problems at once. Unfortunately for you, that means they want to kill you right along with us. Come on, we’re getting out of here.” He unlocked the cage and extended a hand to help Marianne get to her feet, then they led her back toward the kitchen.

“I think it’s too late,” Jim said. “We got a car in the parking lot, and it doesn’t look friendly.”

The building only had a couple of windows, and they were in the front. Sam hurried toward them and glanced out, just in time to see four figures climb out of an SUV. Three of them were holding what looked like assault rifles, and the fourth was carrying what was obviously a shotgun. Sam turned and hurried back to the kitchen to find Harry passing his machine guns out.

“They parked up toward the front,” Sam said. “Looks like four men, and I’m pretty sure they have automatic weapons. We can still get out the back door, but I don’t think there’s much hope of getting away without a fight.”

“Then let us take the fight to them,” Harry said. “Mel, Jim, you’re with me.” Harry headed for the back door, completely ignoring Sam’s protests. Sam snatched up the other machine gun and followed, ignoring in his turn the protests of his wife.

He found the three men pressed against the back wall of the building, with Harry at the corner and peeking around. The old man leaned back and looked at them, then made some hand signals that the other two seemed to recognize. Jim and Mel nodded, and then Harry dropped down low and flung himself onto the ground just past the corner of the building. The little machine gun in his hand chattered loudly despite its sound suppressor, and then Sam heard the staccato rumble of a pair of M4 rifles.

Jim dived and rolled, coming up on one knee a few feet past where Harry lay, his own machine gun chattering away. A muffled scream sounded through the night, and Sam knew that at least one of their attackers had gone down. He and Mel rushed out together, flanking Jim and blasting away.

Two of the attackers were down, but the other pair was behind the vehicle. Harry got to his feet more quickly than Sam could have imagined possible, and motioned for them all to advance. They walked toward the car, and Harry called out.

“You have one opportunity to surrender,” the old man shouted. “And I personally hope you don’t take it.”

One of the pair had popped up over the hood of the SUV, and Harry fired a three-round burst. That head exploded into a mist, and then vanished. A moment later, a female voice was heard calling back to them.

“Okay, okay,” Bonnie Prentiss said. “I’m throwing down my gun, I’m coming out.”

An assault rifle landed in the parking lot where they could see it, and then she got to her feet and held her hands high as she stepped out from behind the car. All four of the men kept her covered as they approached her, but then she suddenly turned and snatched a pistol from a holster on the back of her belt. She fired four times in such rapid succession that none of them reacted until it was too late, and then all of them squeezed the triggers on their weapons. The woman went down with numerous wounds, and Sam turned to check on Harry.

The old man was grinning, and seemed to be unhurt. Sam turned to look at the other two men, and that’s when he realized that Jim had dropped to his knees with his hands pressed to his chest. Only one of her shots had found a target, and Jim looked up at Sam for just a moment before falling forward onto his face.

Sam, Mel and Harry all dropped to their knees beside him, but the man was already gone. The bullet had pierced his heart, and there was no hope.

Sam got back to his feet and walked over to the fallen attackers. Two of them were wearing police uniforms, and he recognized the names Jenkins and Lopez on the name tags pinned over their right breast pockets.

“These are a pair of our dirty cops,” he said to Harry as the old man joined him. “I’m sure the woman and the other man make up the rest of that quartet.”

Harry nodded. “Saves you trouble,” he said. “You can now report to Beauregard’s ghostly friends that justice has indeed been served upon them.”

Sam shook his head. “Not entirely,” he said. “The truth of what they were doing still has to come out, but I think we’ll be able to handle that.”

“I’m sure you will, Sam, but I’m also sure that someone else will be coming to try to finish this job. I suggest we follow Beauregard’s advice and leave as quickly as we can.”

Sam agreed, and he led Mel and Harry back inside. Indie rushed to throw her arms around him, but then she seemed to notice that only three of them had returned.

“Where’s Jim?” she asked, but the look on the three faces told her what had happened. Even though she had met the man only an hour earlier, the fact that he had died while helping Sam brought tears to her eyes.

“Come on,” Sam said. “We still need to get out of here. Those people outside turned out to be the four dirty cops we heard about from the ghosts, but I’m sure they have more people they can send. I want to be gone before anybody else gets here.”

Indie and Amber hurried to grab the babies and gather up the things they thought they might need, while Sam and Mel took hold of Marianne to help her up, but she pushed their hands away. She had apparently gotten some rest while she was locked up, because she was quickly on her feet and ready to go. She followed them without any problem and stood looking at the cars for a moment as if trying to decide which one she wanted to get into.

“Go with Harry,” Sam said. “He’s got the most room.”

Even though she hadn’t been introduced to him, it didn’t take her more than a second to figure out which one Harry was, and she hurried to jump into the passenger side of his car. Harry glanced at her for a second, then said, “I’m not as young and fast as Mel. If you try to hit me, I’m simply going to kill you.”

“Hey, no problem,” Marianne said, grabbing for the seat belt. “All I know is that you’re my ticket out of here. I’m not going to give you any trouble at all, I promise.”

All three of the cars started up, and they were all moving only seconds later. Without knowing which direction the danger might be coming from, Sam had to make a choice about which way to turn, and he chose north. Mel followed Sam and Indie, who had little Lizzie in the backseat, with Amber sitting beside Mel and holding Bubba. Harry and Marianne brought up the rear, and the little convoy moved up the highway at just a little over the speed limit.

Two miles up the road, they were passed by another pair of SUVs going south. Sam glanced over at Indie and his mouth was set in a grim line.

“I couldn’t see into those vehicles,” he said, “but my gut says we got out not a moment too soon.”

She nodded. “I think you’re right,” she said. “Where do we go now, Sam?”

“Well, it’s always possible those people will remember the three cars they just saw, so we need to get somewhere out of sight. I’m going to take some back roads into Jacksonville and try to find someplace to hide the vehicles. It’s still more than two hours to sunrise, but I’m ready to bring this case to a head. We’ve got two names, although we’re only really sure of one of them, but I’m going to try playing them off each other. If I’m right, it might smoke out the person we really want to find.”

They hit the city thirty minutes later and Sam led his little convoy on a circuitous route, taking random turns and occasionally even doubling back the way he had come. When he spotted an all-night diner with a dark back parking lot, he pulled in and the others followed.

When they were all stopped, the three men got out of the cars and huddled together in the dark lot. The women stayed where they were, and Sam was surprised that Marianne didn’t take the chance to try to run.

Harry caught his expression and the fact that he was looking at Marianne. “She’s decided to throw in with us,” he said. “I think she figures her bosses probably assume she’s talked already, which she has, so she knows what will happen if they catch up to her now. She says she still doesn’t know anything more that might help, but she is willing to stick with us and testify if we manage to bring them down.”

“Good for her,” Sam said. “In the meantime, we need to figure out a game plan. Most lawyers are in their offices by eight o’clock, so I’m planning a little surprise for a couple of them. Billington and Herrick—I’m going to call each of them and say that the other implied he might be the man behind it all. Indie is going to be monitoring their phones, and Herman is capable of detecting every cell signal in a given area, so I’m hoping one of them will call the real boss for help. That might flush him out, and give us a chance to nail the bastard.”

“Sounds good to me,” Mel said. “I wouldn’t mind throwing a punch into his face, after what he’s done to Amber.”

Sam grinned at him. “You really like the girl, don’t you?”

Mel suddenly turned bashful. “Well, she’s had a rough time, you know? And, despite everything she was forced to do, she really seems kinda sweet.”

“Yes,” Harry said thoughtfully. “Of course, the fact that she has a lovely face and is built like a cheerleader has nothing to do with anything, right?”

Even in the dim light of the moon, Sam could tell that Mel was turning red.

“Okay, I’ll do my best to keep her out of jail,” he said. “Meanwhile, let’s all try to get a little rest. Harry, you slept longer than anyone, so you can take first watch. The rest of us need to catch whatever naps we can, because I suspect the day is going to get pretty busy before long.”

They all got back into their cars and Sam reclined his seat as far as he could. Indie did the same after checking on the baby in the back, and she took Sam’s hand as the two of them drifted off to sleep.

The sound of a truck moving through the lot woke Sam sometime later, and he saw that the sun was up and shining brightly. He glanced at his phone to see that it was almost eight o’clock in the morning, and then gently woke his wife.

Indie turned around in her seat and somehow managed to change the baby’s diaper. She had a bottle ready as well, and the baby was back in her car seat a few moments later, contentedly drinking from it.

“I need coffee,” Sam said. “You want to go inside?”

“No,” Indie said. “But bring me a cup while you’re at it, okay? I don’t want to take the baby out of the car, so I’ll wait here.”

Sam nodded and got out, then wandered around the front of the building and through the door. Harry came in a moment later, and Sam noticed that Marianne was with him. The two of them sat down in a booth and then Mel stepped inside.

“Amber stayed in the car?” Sam asked.

Mel nodded. “Yeah,” he said. “The baby was sleeping, and she didn’t want to wake him just yet.” Both of them ordered coffee to go, and both of them got an extra cup. When it came, they walked out together, giving Harry a nod as they did so.

“So,” Mel said, “how soon do you want to do this?”

“I’m going to drink a little of this coffee, then start making my calls. With any luck, we might have some kind of lead within an hour or so.”

“And if we get one, what do we do with these women?”

“We leave them with Harry,” Sam said, looking directly at Mel. His two good eyes met the one that Mel had. “I still don’t actually have enough evidence to make a case, so I can’t call in any reinforcements. It’s probably going to be just you and me, Mel. Are you with me?”

The young man grinned from ear to ear. “Sam,” he said, “I would willingly follow you anywhere. I place myself under your command, sir. Just tell me what you need me to do.”

Sam grinned at him, then went on toward the Mustang and got inside. He passed Indie her coffee and began sipping his own.

“Okay,” Indie said after a moment. “So, how are we doing this?”

“When Harry comes out, we’re going to go find a motel room. You, Amber and Marianne are going to stay with Harry and the babies. Mel and I are going to go see what we can shake out of the trees.”

Indie sat there staring through the windshield for a moment, then slowly nodded. “If it wasn’t for the fact that I don’t entirely trust Amber, and I don’t trust Marianne at all, I would insist on going with you. I have to think of these babies, though.”

“Yes,” Sam said. “But there is something you can do to help me.” He turned in his seat so that he was facing her. “I’m going to call Herrick in a few minutes and tell him that Billington has let slip that he might be the top man. As soon as I hang up from Herrick, I’m going to call Billington and tell him the opposite. One of them, hopefully, knows something that can help us. My gut says that one is going to make a phone call, and I need to know who it is they call.”

Indie nodded. “Okay, I can tag their phones.”

“I know you can,” Sam said, “but these people are smart. They probably use burner phones that can be thrown away after a single call. You showed me once that Herman can scan an area for cell signals, right? How closely can you pinpoint that?”

“I could nail it down to a single building,” she said. “That’s just a matter of triangulation, and there are enough cell towers and repeaters around this city to pull it off.”

“Okay. I need you to zoom in on Herrick’s building. I’m going to call him, and my gut says he’s going to be calling somebody else. Considering how much money he makes off his operation, I think he’s the most likely candidate for being one of the principals. If I’m right, I’m probably going to shake him up enough that he’s going to call somebody above him for help.”

“What if there is nobody above him?” Indie asked. “What if he’s the top dog?”

Sam shook his head. “No, I don’t think so. I’ve been face-to-face with enough killers to get a sense of them, and he just doesn’t feel like one. Whoever is the top man on this, he’s a stone-cold killer. That’s one of the reasons it’s so important that we flush him out; he’s the kind who will stop at nothing until he has eliminated every possible danger to himself. If we don’t get him, sooner or later he’s going to come after us again. I don’t want our kids to be in danger in the future because I let him slip away.”

“Okay,” Indie said. “Then let’s get him.” She reached in the backseat and got her laptop, then opened it and began tapping the keys. A moment later, she nodded at Sam. “Herman is ready.”

Sam took out his phone and dialed Herrick’s number. When the receptionist answered, he said, “This is Sam Prichard. Tell Mr. Herrick that he can talk to me now, or I can send a couple of squad cars to bring him to me.”

The receptionist stuttered, and then she was gone. A few seconds later, Herrick came on the line.

“Mr. Prichard,” he said cockily. “I really wasn’t expecting to hear from you again.”

“Now, would that be because you thought somebody was going to get rid of me for you? Bad news, Herrick, your man missed. I wasn’t home, but my mother-in-law was tough enough to take him down. He’s sitting in a jail cell right now, and I don’t think you’re going to have such an easy job getting the charges dismissed, this time around. Besides, the game is over. I’ve got everything I need to arrest you.”

Herrick sputtered. “You got what? Come on, Prichard, you know better than that. You’re trying to play a bluff, but it isn’t going to work.”

“You think I’m bluffing? Does the name Arnold Billington mean anything to you? Because, according to him, you’re the guy who gives the orders in this operation. He’s willing to testify in return for immunity, so that’s going to put you in a pretty bad position. Now, this is your chance to tell me what you know. You help me wrap this case up, and I’ll put in a good word with the judge when it comes to sentencing.”

“You’re insane,” Herrick said. “Arnold Billington? Do you honestly believe I would have anything to do with that scumbag? I don’t know what you think you’ve got, but he’s just throwing names out to try to cut himself a better deal. You’re going to have come up with something a lot more solid than that, but the trouble for you is that there isn’t anything. You can try all you want, but there isn’t any evidence you’re going to find that can connect me to any kind of wrongdoing.”

Sam laughed. “Oh, you are funny,” he said. “You’re an attorney, and you honestly think you’ve never done anything wrong that I could find and prove? Tell me, Mr. Herrick, how many laws does the average citizen break each day?”

“You know what I mean, Prichard—don’t pretend to be stupid. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to get busy. I have clients who depend on me, and one of them is due here any moment. Goodbye, Mr. Prichard, and please don’t call me again.”

The line went dead and Sam turned to look at his wife. She was staring at the monitor on her computer, and suddenly her face lit up in a smile.

“An unregistered phone just powered up at that location,” she said. “Herman is tracing the call, give him a moment—bingo, there it is. Listen.”


“—just got off the phone with him. He says Arnie Billington is planning to turn state’s evidence, and the son of a bitch is naming me as being the guy in charge.”





“You’re about to panic, Benji,”


 
said the distorted voice.

 

“How many times have I told you that it never pays to panic. Billington is no threat to you, and you know it. Prichard is playing you like a piano, and he’s got you tuned up so tight your strings are about to break. Relax and let me take care of things, okay? I’ll handle it. Now, stop calling me every time you get nervous.”




The call ended and Indie’s fingers flew over her keyboard. The chime that told her Herman had struck pay dirt went off, and she looked up at Sam with a smile.

“You’re not going to believe this,” she said, “but the phone he called is only a couple of blocks away from his office. I’ve got the address of the building, Sam.”

Sam’s eyes went wide. “Seriously? Give it to me.”

She gave him the address and Sam quickly committed it to memory, but then he scowled. “That area, it’s probably a pretty big building. The voice was distorted, so I won’t be able to recognize it. How in the world am I going to figure out who I’m looking for?”

“Yeah,” Indie said. “That’s a good question.”




Twenty-Three


Sam sat there for a moment, thinking, and then he took out his phone again. He tapped a speed dial icon and then held the phone out.

“Mom? Are you here?”

A sleepy Kim answered the phone. “Sam? Everything okay?”

“I think so,” Sam said. “I’ll know in a moment.”

He waited silently for a few seconds, and then he heard Kim gasp. “Beauregard says to tell you the answer is yes,” she said. “What was the question, Sam?”

Sam grinned. “I asked Mom if she was still here with me,” he said. “Kim, I’m about to make a move. I’m going to need Mom to go ahead of me and help me find the person I’m looking for, so I’m going to keep my phone on and connected to yours. If Beauregard says anything, I need you to tell me immediately, okay?”

“Of course, Sam,” Kim said. “I’ll be right here.”

Sam put the phone in his pocket, leaving it on and set to speaker so he would be able to hear it if Kim said anything.

“Okay, babe,” he said to Indie. “I’m going to have Harry come and sit with you, and Marianne can sit with Amber. Mel and I are going to take Harry’s car and go find our ringleaders. Coming, Mom?”

Without waiting for an answer, he got out of the car and started toward Harry’s. Harry and Marianne had come back a few minutes earlier, and Harry quickly agreed to Sam’s plan. He handed his keys over and Sam motioned for Mel to accompany him.

As he drove toward the address Indie had given him, Sam filled Mel in on the plan. At the mention of Sam’s mother’s ghost, Mel broke into a grin.

“Somehow, I get the feeling this is going to be freaking awesome,” he said. “I can’t believe we’re actually working with a ghost.”

“Hey,” Sam said with a mock scowl. “That’s not just any ghost, that’s my mom.”

It took almost fifteen minutes to get to the building, and Sam parked the car in its parking lot. The two of them walked through the front door and found themselves greeted by two men wearing business suits, but the weight of their pistols was evident under their jackets.

It wasn’t the suits or the guns that had captured Sam’s attention, however. It was the large seal on the wall behind them that proclaimed the building as the Northeast Florida FBI headquarters.

“Can I help you gentlemen?” asked one of the suits.

Sam pulled out his DHS ID and held it out. “I think you might actually be able to,” he said. “I need you to seal all the exits of this building, and make sure nobody enters or leaves. In the course of an investigation, I’ve determined that the ringleader of a kidnapping and baby-trafficking ring is here in this building somewhere, and I’m determined to sniff him out.”

The two agents on the front desk looked closely at his ID, and then up at Sam.

“Mr. Prichard,” the first one said. “It’s an honor, sir. Who are we after?”

“Yes, well, that’s the problem,” Sam said. “I’m actually not certain yet, but I don’t want anyone else to know that at the moment. What I need is for you to make an announcement to the entire building that it is sealed, and that my associate and I are in search of the mastermind behind a baby-selling operation. I want you to imply that we know exactly who we are looking for. Can you do that?”

Both the men smiled. “I think we can do that,” said the second.

A moment later, the announcement came through the loudspeakers in the ceilings on every floor. While it was going on, Sam turned away from the two agents and said softly, “Okay, Mom, that’s your cue. Somewhere in this building is a man who is about to panic. I need you to go find him, and then come back and tell Beauregard where he is.”

“We are all set, Mr. Prichard,” said the first agent. “How do you want us to proceed?”

“Actually,” Sam said, “I want to wait right here for a bit and see what happens. You have video monitors?”

“Yes, sir,” said number two. “You can come around here, if you want to see them. We have cameras on every floor, and we can see just about everything in the entire building.”

Sam and Mel moved around behind the desk and let number one show them all the different monitors. Each floor had a monitor of its own, and each monitor had six different images displayed on it. On the first-floor monitor, Sam could see himself and Mel standing with the two agents. On the others, there were a few people moving through the hallways, but nothing appeared instantly suspicious.

“Do you have a description of the suspect, Mr. Prichard?” number two asked.

“Nope,” Sam said. “I have no idea what he looks like, but he’s going to be giving himself away about any moment now. He’ll be nervous, he’ll be trying to figure out some way to get out of the building before we can get to him. That’s what we have to look for, so please keep your eyes peeled, gentlemen.”

All four of them leaned down to look closely at the seven monitors. There were seven floors to the building, and all Sam knew was that his quarry was on one of those floors.

Suddenly the thought struck him. “You guys have a computer room here? Maybe someplace where your people have access to all the various databases around the country?”

“Yes,” said number one. “That’s on the third floor. It’s the Cyber Crime Center.”

“I have reason to believe that our suspect is an accomplished hacker,” Sam said. “Would that mean anything to you gentlemen?”

“Well, nothing specific,” said number one. “I mean, almost everybody up there is a hacker of some sort. That’s pretty much how you get the job—you have to get caught hacking something you shouldn’t.”

“I get that,” Sam said. “All right, we’ll keep waiting for a few more minutes.”

Sam was kicking himself because he hadn’t asked that question before his mother started looking around. Considering their prime suspect was almost certainly a master at hacking computers, nearly as good as Indie herself, apparently, it was highly likely that he would be working in the Cyber Crime Center.

Minutes trickled slowly by, and then Sam began to get impatient. His mother had not returned yet, or at least Beauregard had not spoken to Kim with a message, so Sam was ready to go to Plan B.

Plan B consisted of Mel and Sam simply walking through the building and trying to look at everyone as if they were the prime suspect in whatever investigation was going on. It was almost certain that any guilty party would suddenly become nervous, maybe even frightened, at the prospect of being arrested. If that nervousness could be spotted…

“Sam?” Kim’s voice said through the phone.

Sam took his phone out and put it to his ear, shutting down the speaker function. “I’m here,” he said. “Any changes on your end?”

“Yes. Beauregard says to tell you that the person you are looking for is on the third floor, wearing a pink sweater. He also says to tell you to be careful, because your mom says the woman is armed and appears to be quite dangerous.”

Sam’s eyes went wide. “A woman? There’s a woman running this thing?”

“That’s what he said,” Kim replied. “Actually, he says to tell you that’s what your mother says. He hasn’t been there himself, so he can’t be certain.”

“Okay,” Sam said. “I think I can handle it from here on out.” He looked at Mel and motioned with his head for Mel to follow as he headed toward the elevator.

As soon as the doors were closed, Sam turned to him. “According to Beauregard, we are looking for a woman wearing a pink sweater. She is armed, so we have to be careful.”

“A pink sweater? The mastermind behind this thing is actually a woman?”

“That’s what Beauregard says, and I guess he got it from my mother. Mom, if you’re listening, I sure do hope you’re right. I’d hate to arrest the wrong person.”

They rode up to the third floor and stepped out of the elevator. Directly ahead of them was a door marked Cyber Crime Center, and Sam pulled it open. The two of them stepped in and looked around for a couple of seconds, each with a hand on his gun.

“Ten o’clock,” Sam said softly. “Pink sweater, and she’s definitely watching us. No, don’t turn to look…”

Too late. Mel, who was missing his left eye, had to turn his head to get a clear view of his ten o’clock position, and his good eye locked onto the pink sweater and the dark-haired woman who was wearing it. The expression on her face told him instantly that she knew she had been made, and then she raised a gun and fired twice in their direction.

There were more than two dozen people working in that section, and all of them suddenly began screaming and diving for the floor. Sam and Mel, both of whom were unhurt, split up and headed toward her from separate directions, and both had their weapons in their hands.

“You might as well give it up,” Sam shouted. “We’ve got you, and you know it. There’s no way out, so put down your weapon and you won’t get hurt.”

“Are you Prichard?” she shouted back. “God, I should have known. It was the phone call, right? You tricked Herrick into calling me, and then you traced the call, right?”

“Yeah,” Sam admitted. “It was surprisingly easy, considering how smart you’ve been about everything else.”

A shot rang out, and the bullet whizzed right over Sam’s head.

“Come on, now, I don’t want to have to shoot you. You still have the chance to make a decent deal for yourself, but if you kill one of these people there won’t be any hope left.”

“There aren’t any deals for somebody like me,” she shouted back. “Good God, man, I work for the FBI. Do you really think I would survive in prison?”

“Sure you can,” Sam said. “Under the circumstances, you would almost be certain to go to one of the very special places, someplace where you wouldn’t be in danger from the population. I can pull strings for you, make sure that happens.”

“Thanks, but no thanks. I think I’d rather just try to get out of here. You don’t really mind, do you?”

“Afraid I do,” Sam shot back. “The place is sealed up tighter than a drum. You’re not going anywhere, so you might as well put down the gun.”

“You don’t get it, Prichard,” she said. She wasn’t yelling anymore, just speaking somewhat loudly. “I can’t do the time. With everything that would come out, I would be looking at several dozen lifetimes. I’d rather take my chances with the Almighty.”

“It doesn’t have to be this way,” Sam said. “If you put down the gun, I can tell you about one situation that might even let you have something like a life. Come on, take a chance. Trust me.”

“No, thanks,” she said. “But I think you’re right about one thing. Doesn’t look like I’m going to be getting out of here. I’ve got you on one side and your partner on the other, and there’s no way out.”

A shot rang out, and Sam’s heart sank. He knew that people sometimes committed suicide rather than be arrested, but he hated any loss of life, most of the time. He lowered his gun and started toward where the shot had come from, but Mel called him from somewhere off to the right.

“Over here, Sam,” he said. “You wanted her alive, right?”

“I did,” Sam said. “Too bad she wouldn’t…”

Sam turned the corner around some cubicles and was suddenly speechless at the sight in front of him. The woman in the pink sweater was sitting on the floor holding her wrist, and Mel was standing over her and keeping her covered.

“How did you accomplish this?” Sam asked.

Mel shrugged. “She put the gun under her chin and was about to pull the trigger, so I fired a shot. I was really just trying to distract her, but—well, with one eye, your aim is a little off. I hit the gun and knocked it out of her hand, but I think I broke her wrist in the process.”

Sam came close and handed his gun to Mel, then knelt down to check the woman’s wrist. “It’s not broken,” he said, “but it’s going to hurt for a while. Unfortunately, I don’t have any choice.”

He got her up on her feet and then cuffed her hands behind her back. She let out a yelp when the cuff locked around her injured left wrist, but Sam figured it was the least karma she could expect.

A dozen FBI agents came swarming into the room, all of them holding guns in their hands. It took a moment for the situation to get under control, and then one of the agents stepped forward and walked up to Sam.

“Mr. Prichard,” he said. “I’m David Ainslie, Special Agent in Charge here. Are you actually trying to tell me this is your criminal mastermind?”

“There’s not much doubt,” Sam said. “She pretty much confessed, not to mention the fact she tried to kill me. Why?”

“Because that’s Rebecca Snyder,” Ainslie said. “She’s been running this section for almost fifteen years. I’m afraid I find it a little hard to believe, that’s all.”

He looked at the woman. “Becky? Is this true?”

“Oh, go away, Dave,” she said. “I’m so sick of this place it will be a relief to get out of here.”

Sam grinned. “Good,” he said. “Then let’s go.”

Getting out of the building proved to be like marching in a parade. People from all over the place were standing in the halls, watching as Becky Snyder was led to the elevator, and then out the front door to the waiting squad cars that had been called to take her into custody. Sam followed them to the police station and insisted on interrogating her himself, leaving Mel sitting out in the station lobby.

Sam walked into the interview room and sat down across the table from her.

“Rebecca Snyder,” he said. “Based on everything I’ve learned, you have been one busy lady. How many children have you arranged to have stolen from their parents over the years?”

She shrugged. “I didn’t keep count,” she said. “Maybe three hundred, altogether? I’m not sure, but that’s a good guess, I think.”

“Before I came in here,” Sam said, looking through some notes he had scribbled down, “I made a phone call. Considering you have absolutely no compunctions about killing, there is a slim possibility that you might be an acceptable candidate for a certain government agency that does not officially exist. As it happens, I know the director of that agency, and I suggested that you might fit the bill. Sometime in the next few weeks, he’ll be paying you a visit. If he thinks you might work out, you might never see the inside of a prison cell.”

He looked up at her. “However, the only chance you have at that opportunity is going to depend on whether you answer my questions today. I want to know everyone involved in your operation, and I do mean everyone. If you cooperate, this possibility is open. If not, I can guarantee you will go into general population in the most dangerous women’s prison we can find.”

Rebecca snorted. “You make it sound like I have a choice, then you take the choice away. Isn’t that just like a man?” She leaned back, stretching her neck, and then let out a sigh. “You want Herrick, right?”

“No, I’ve got him,” Sam said. “He’s being brought in even now. You were right about us tapping that phone call, but we also recorded it. Voiceprint analysis will prove it was his voice speaking to you on that call, so he’s looking at the rest of his life behind bars no matter what happens to you. No, I want the rest of them. I want the ones who willingly worked for you, and I want the ones you extorted into it. Some of those people might have a chance to recover at least part of their lives, and I’d like to see them get whatever chance they can.”

Rebecca looked him in the eye for several seconds. “Okay, you’ve made your offer. Now I’ll make mine. I’ll give you everything you want, all of those names, all the information, hell, I’ll even give you all the kids who were taken. But there’s one thing I want in return, and I’m willing to bet you can’t give it to me.”

Sam shrugged. “Try me,” he said. “You’ll never know unless you try.”

She leaned forward and put her elbows on the table. “Okay,” she said. “After you paid your first visit to Herrick, I started checking you out. Naturally, I came across that blog your wife writes, and I read every single story on it. According to her, you have a couple of ghosts that help you out. If you can prove to me that those ghosts really do exist, I’ll give you everything you want.”

The expression on her face turned to one of victorious glee as she leaned back again.

“Oh, heck, is that all?” Sam asked. “I thought you were going to ask for something difficult. What would you count as proof that they exist, Rebecca?”

“Hell, that’s easy,” she said. “Make them appear, right here in front of me. You can do that, can’t you?”

“Well, no,” Sam said. “I actually can’t. There are other ways to prove their existence, though. How about letting them…”

“Nope,” she said. “I want to see them, Prichard. I’ll settle for one of them, I don’t even care which one. Just show me a ghost, and I will give you all the information you want. It’s all on a file on the computer I use at work, but you’ll never find it without my help. That much, I can guarantee.”

Sam looked at her for a moment, then reached into his pocket and took out his cell phone. He punched the button and waited for Kim to answer.

“Hello? Sam?”

“It’s me,” Sam said. “I’ve got a question. Would you ask Beauregard if there’s any possible way he can make someone actually see him? Or Mom?”

Kim was silent for a moment, then she said, “He says it takes a lot of emotion, like rage. Remember when you saw your mother at Disney World? That’s what happened then—she was in a rage at that guy who was trying to give the poisoned water to all those children.”

“Hmmm. Is that the only way?”

“He says it is, as far as he knows. Why are you asking, Sam? Oh, never mind. Grace is there with you, and she just told Beauregard, so he told me. Hang on a minute, I think they are talking it over.”

Sam sat there holding the phone out in his hand for a moment, and finally he heard Kim’s voice again.

“Sam? I’m not entirely sure what’s going on, but it almost sounds like Beauregard and your mom are having a fight.”

“A fight? Oh, come on, not now… Oh, wait a moment. Never mind, Kim, I think I know what’s going on.” He continued to hold the phone out, certain that his mother and Beauregard were up to something, and then suddenly the hair on the back of his neck stood up. From the look on her face, Rebecca seemed to feel it as well.

“You know, Rebecca,” Sam said. “Sometimes, you might want to be careful what you ask for.”

“What the hell is that supposed to…”

Rebecca stopped talking suddenly, and her eyes went wide. She was staring at a spot just beside where Sam was holding up the phone, and she couldn’t even seem to blink. Sam slowly, ever so slowly, turned his head to see what she might be looking at, and there—just barely, but definitely there—he saw his mother standing beside him.

She was completely transparent, but she was quite animated. He couldn’t hear anything, but she seemed to be shouting and possibly even cursing at the woman across from him. It went on for almost a minute, and then she slowly faded out of sight.

Sam turned back to Rebecca. “Looks like you lost the bet,” he said. “The file name, please?”

Rebecca, her mouth hanging open and her eyes as wide as they could be, slowly turned her head to look at him.

“There’s a directory called CBT on my station’s computer,” she said. “Inside that directory are a dozen other ones, but you’re looking for one named Y Z Z. Open that one and look for the one marked, ‘the dog,’ and open it. The file is in that directory, and you’ll find it listed as ‘daycare.’ When you open it, all the information you want will be there in the spreadsheet.”

Sam had written down everything she had said, and now he looked up at her. “If you’re lying,” he said, but she waved a hand to cut him off before he could finish the sentence.

“It’s all there,” she said. “Everything. I even kept track of who adopted those kids. Once in a while, knowing that came in handy.”

“Then it was you who sent that woman Judith after Lisa Michelson. What was that all about?”

Rebecca shrugged. “Covering my tracks, what else? People were asking questions about the girl, so she needed to disappear. If I had known it was going to be bungled, I would’ve sent somebody else.”




Epilogue


Over the next three weeks, more than two hundred and seventy children were reunited with their birth parents. Another thirty-six could not be found, and there were eighteen whose birth parents were no longer living. Under those circumstances, and with no other next of kin, the court ruled that those children could stay with their adoptive parents.

The other group, however, did not have that option. In almost every case, the court ruled that the children must be returned to their natural parents, and Sam and Indie had taken Kenzie over to visit Lisa before she, too, would have to go back to her rightful parents.



Carl and Wendy were almost broken. They were doing their best to keep a brave face and smile, but knowing that Jim and Debbie Wilson would be arriving at any time to pick up

 

their


 
daughter was taking its toll on the entire family.



He and Indie had sat Kenzie down and discussed with her what was happening, and she was sad for her friend. The poor girl had no memory of her birth parents, but she was extremely fond of the ones who had raised her. She broke down and sobbed from time to time at the thought of leaving them, but it had been explained to her more than once that the court was not giving her a choice.

A car pulled up out front, and Sam stepped out on the porch to greet the Wilsons.

“Mr. Wilson? My name is Sam Prichard.”

Jim Wilson’s eyes lit up. “You’re the man who broke the baby ring wide open,” he said. “You’re the man who made it possible for us to find our daughter.”

“I had a lot of help,” Sam said. “It was actually my wife who first discovered that there was something fishy going on, and that simply led to the bigger discovery. I hope you don’t mind me stepping out here, but I wanted to—I want to let you know that your daughter has been very well taken care of, and that we’ve established beyond doubt that these people had no idea the child they adopted had been abducted from you. They thought they were being given a miracle, getting the chance to adopt a baby when there was a ridiculously long waiting list. Please don’t judge them too harshly, and please understand that your daughter is severely traumatized by all of this. It may be hard for her to adjust for a while, so I would ask you to be patient with her.”

Mrs. Wilson stepped forward. “Mr. Prichard, we’ve been working with several different organizations that deal with missing children ever since our daughter disappeared. Please believe me when I tell you that we understand exactly what this situation can do to everyone involved. We’ve seen it many times, even though this is our first time to ever be a part of it for ourselves. We want you to know that we want only the best for our daughter Sarah, and we’ll do whatever it takes to see that she gets it.”

Sam gave them a sad smile, then held the door open for them. Carl and Wendy were standing in the middle of the living-room floor, and Lisa was clinging to Wendy’s leg.

Sam made the introductions, and then they all sat down. At Wendy’s insistence, Lisa walked over to meet Jim and Debbie Wilson, her true parents, for the first time in her memory.

“Oh, my gosh,” Debbie said. “She looks just like Carlene.”

Jim nodded. “She does, yes.” He looked at Lisa and grinned. “Carlene is our other daughter,” he said. “She’s a couple years younger than you, but she would be your little sister.”

Lisa simply stood there and looked at them for a moment, then she swallowed. “I—I have a sister?”

“Yes, you do,” Debbie said. “She was born a couple of years after you were taken from us. You also have a little brother, he would be three years younger than you.”

“Do you have pictures?” Lisa asked, and Debbie quickly took out her phone. She tapped on its screen for a moment, then turned it around and handed it to Lisa.

“Just scroll through those,” she said. “We take lots of pictures.”

Lisa managed a smile at her, then took the phone and walked into the kitchen, where Kenzie was waiting for her.

For the sake of the child, psychologists had recommended that the birth family be introduced slowly. Lisa would not be leaving with the Wilsons that day, but this was only the first of several daily visits that were scheduled. The purpose was to give Lisa a few days to get used to the idea, but she would have to go home with them in less than a week.

Sam and Indie had been asked to be there for this first meeting, their friendship with Carl and Wendy having grown since the truth about the stolen babies had finally come out. They sat back and watched as Lisa and Kenzie went down the hall to play, and the two couples began getting to know one another.

“We know,” Jim said, “that you folks didn’t do anything wrong. We know that you are as much a victim in this as we were, and we have seen a lot of situations like this over the last few years. We have talked this over a lot…”

“We basically haven’t talked about anything else,” Debbie said, “ever since we found out that Sarah was still alive.”

“That’s true,” Jim said. “The thing is, Carl, Wendy, we have some idea of what you must be going through. We have had to watch this happen to other families over the last few years, and we know just how terrible it can be. In most cases, the adoptive parents never get to see the child again, but most of those cases just don’t seem right to us.”

It was Wendy who got up the courage to speak first. “What do you mean by that?” she asked.

Jim took a deep breath. “Look, we know that our daughter doesn’t even know who we are. She has grown up thinking you are her parents, and you have thought the same thing until just recently. There was no reason for any of you to think otherwise. But now, after all these years of searching for Sarah and believing she was still alive even though all the conventional wisdom said she probably wasn’t, we have the chance to know our daughter again. We certainly don’t want to give up that opportunity, but at the same time we hope to be fair with you. That’s why we want to discuss a type of joint custody arrangement with you.”

Carl’s head snapped back. “Joint custody? What would that mean, how would that work?”

“Well,” Debbie said, “we would work out the details as we go along, but it would mean she could stay with you for a month, and then come to live with us for a month. Or it might be better to do two months at a time, or three, but we would work that out between us.”

“But the judge said we just had to give her back,” Wendy said. “He said we would probably never even see her again.”

“And that’s the way it usually goes, yes,” Jim said. “But like we told you, we have become deeply involved with the missing children’s culture, and we’ve seen just how unfair it can be to the innocent victims. You are innocent victims, just like we were. We don’t believe you should be punished for that, and we certainly don’t believe that Sarah—Lisa—should be punished for it, either.”

Wendy’s heart was racing, and tears streamed down her face. Carl was merely sitting there in shock, so Sam leaned toward him and said, “Carl? Are you okay?”

“I think I’m going to be,” Carl said.

“Please forgive me,” Wendy said, “but I have to ask. Are you guys really serious about this? About this joint custody, I mean? This isn’t some kind of cruel joke where you’re going to suddenly change your minds, is it?”

Jim smiled at her, then nodded toward his wife. She opened her purse and took out some folded papers that she handed over to Wendy.

“We’re very serious,” Jim said. “You see, when we found out that Sarah was alive, at first we were completely overjoyed that she would be coming home, but then we heard the rest of the story. We heard about all these children who were stolen and adopted out, and now their lives are being torn apart as they are forced to go back to live with their natural parents. We sat down and talked it over, and we came to the conclusion that we would rather Sarah had two sets of parents that she could love and learn to love, than one set that disrupted the only family life she had ever known.”

Carl had taken the papers from his wife and glanced through them. After he had done so, he looked up at Jim. “I don’t have a clue what to say,” he said. “This is—this is more than we could ever have dreamed of.”

“Oh, don’t get the idea that this is going to be easy,” Jim said. “I’m quite sure there’s going to be an adjustment. For all of us, and we will undoubtedly disagree on some things where our daughter is concerned—and when I say ‘our daughter,’ I’m talking about all four of us. She’s not just your daughter and she’s not just our daughter; she’s the daughter to all of us by virtue of what has happened to her. We, the adults, have to be the ones to compromise and accept and adjust so that she won’t have to. Can we all agree on that?”

The happy, excited tears and the loud sniffing sounds caused the two young girls to come see what was going on. At first, they only peeked into the room from the doorway, but Debbie spotted them. She leaned close to Wendy and said, “Don’t look now, but we have an audience.”

Wendy looked toward the doorway and then motioned for Lisa to come closer. The two girls came into the room and sat down on the floor, as two sets of parents, aided by a third set, explained to a little girl that she wasn’t losing the family she had known. She was simply gaining another set of parents and some siblings.

There were other results. After rounding up the entire ring, Sam had finally taken time to go by and visit Mel’s uncle at the hotel, and the man had almost broken his arm, trying to shake his hand. There were lots of little details to get right in the case, and Sam spent several days at the FBI office working with Agents Linden and Schultz, the ones who had come to visit Carl and Wendy when they were doing the DNA tests. The two of them were delighted to assist Sam Prichard, and he even brought them into his confidence regarding Beauregard and his mother.

Kate had stared at him. “You’re kidding, right?” she asked. “You’re actually going to sit there and try to tell me that you have ghosts that help you out?”

With Harry lending a hand, he finally convinced the two agents that Sam wasn’t crazy, but the final proof came a few days later. Sam had told them all about the dirty cops whose bodies had been found at the animal hospital. The city had been rocked by their deaths, but now that they were gone, the truth about their activities was starting to come out. Sam had handed over the information about their murder victims, and things were finally beginning to get straightened out.

Beauregard and Grace had gone back to the alley behind Southtown looking for the victims, and they finally found them. When they told them about how the four officers had died, the relief on the faces of the ghosts was obvious and palpable. All of them seemed relieved to know that the real truth about those cops was coming out, and that reasonable doubt was now cast on all of the accusations that had been levied against them. While it was too late to save their lives, at least their families could rest easier once the Jacksonville Police Department acknowledged it was likely they were all innocent victims, after all.

The whole thing had taken more than a week to wrap up, and the final tally showed more than eighty people who were arrested and charged in connection with the case. Quite a few of those were being offered very light plea bargains because they had been extorted into participating, the same way Donna, Daniel and Amber had been. Sam spoke up for those people, but made it clear that he did not feel they were completely innocent. Their choices had still led to participation in one of the most heinous criminal acts he could imagine.

Amber was offered a deal for two years of probation in return for her testimony about how she cared for the babies. That suited Mel just fine, because the two of them had been almost inseparable since the case had broken. Sam was delighted for both of them, and let them know that he wished them both the best.

It finally all came to a head with the meeting between the Michelsons and the Wilsons, and Sam came to the conclusion that, while there might not be a perfect ending to such a story, the ending that came was at least one that was acceptable.

Later that night, as they lay in bed, Indie looked up at Sam’s face.

“I love you, Sam Prichard,” she said.

Sam looked at her and felt himself overwhelmed with emotion. He tried twice to speak, but finally he just pulled her close and kissed her.
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Preview Of Chasing Ghosts





Prologue


The tall, somewhat eerie-looking man stood in front of the old building, and bright lights illuminated his face. He was bald; in fact he was almost entirely hairless, with no eyebrows, no facial hair, not even a slight fringe around his ears. There were those who thought he seemed otherworldly, and he had found a way to capitalize on his appearance.

His name, at least professionally, was Ichabod Lane.

“And—you’re on!” said his friend Roger Meeks, who was directing the shot.



“Hello,” Ichabod said, “and welcome to a special live broadcast episode of

 

Spooks Tube


 
, the show that seeks out the most haunting and bloodcurdling videos available anywhere online in an effort to determine, once and for all, whether ghosts truly exist. I’m your host, Ichabod Lane. Tonight we have more genuinely disturbing and intriguing videos, taken by average people just like you and me. Phantoms seem to walk among the living, inanimate objects begin to move entirely on their own, and ordinary people find themselves confronted by voices and visions they cannot explain. Are any of these truly the work of spirits? Or are we looking at cleverly designed hoaxes, created to deceive even the most discerning minds like our own? That, my friends, is for you to decide.”



He turned his head and looked over his shoulder, then turned back to face the camera. “And after you have seen our latest examples, we’re going to bring you something very special. Behind me, you see the ruins of the Mayhew Asylum for the Criminally Insane, once part of the Georgia State Prison system. From the middle decades of the twentieth century, many of those who were judged to be dangerously insane were housed here, and many of them died in this place. In 1989, the asylum was closed and sealed, under the official reasoning that the building was in such disrepair that it was too dangerous for occupation. However, over the years there were many, many stories of horrific events that took place within its walls, events that could not be explained until you considered the possibility that they were the actions of spirits. More than three hundred inmates died within those walls, many of them found bleeding and wounded despite the fact they were in locked rooms at the time. Others were found strangled, the marks of hands upon their throats even though they were entirely alone when they died. Fourteen staff members perished there, and many of them were said to have been frightened to death. Almost half of them were found without a mark on their bodies, but their faces frozen in a mask of terror and their hair turned white.”

He paused for a moment, looking over his shoulder again before turning back to the camera. “Tonight, for the first time ever, our video cameras will take you inside the Mayhew Asylum. Our special thanks go to Russell Kincaid, special assistant to Governor Albert Tillotson, who secured for us permission to enter the building and show you what we find inside. Because of so many claims of haunting and paranormal activity around the old asylum, the governor’s office has decided it is time to prove that this is nothing more than an old building, but we can’t help wondering what we might find within. After all, other than inspectors and maintenance crews who come once or twice a year, we will be the first people to enter this place in more than three decades.”

He pointed to his right and the camera turned to show an ambulance and six Georgia Highway Patrol troopers. “As part of our agreement,” Ichabod said, “Mr. Kincaid has arranged for police and paramedics to stand by, just in case they are needed. Please stay tuned as we show you our most recent videos, and then we hope you will stay and join us as we venture into what may be the most haunted building in the entire world.”

“Cut, and go to the recorded lead for the first video,” Roger said to Sandy, who was working the video board. “Great work, Icky, you’ve got me quaking in my own boots. This show’s gonna put us right over the top! Spookstube.com will be the busiest website in the entire paranormal industry, and the advertisers will be lining up to fork over money.”

“Let’s hope so,” Ichabod said. “I had to stick my neck way out to get permission for this show. What are the numbers looking like?”

Roger turned to Sandy. “What have we got, girly?” he asked. “How many people are logged on?”

Sandy’s fingers flew over the keyboard for a second, then she looked up and grinned. “Right now, we’ve got thirty-seven thousand viewers online, and it’s climbing constantly. People are tweeting about the show, so it’s spreading like wildfire. Whoops, we just crossed forty thousand and it’s still going up. I’ll bet we break a quarter million within the next half hour, any takers?”

“Don’t bet on that,” Ichabod said. “You’ll jinx us. If we get over a hundred thousand live viewers tonight, that should mean several million hits on the archive version over the next few days.” He took a deep breath and let it out as a sigh. “Man, that would be a big shot in the arm for us. Then all we gotta do is figure out how to follow this up with something bigger.”

“We will,” Roger said, “don’t worry about it. I’m already working on some prospects.”

“First we gotta get through this,” Ichabod said. “How long do we have left in the first video?”

Sandy glanced at her monitor. “Looks like three minutes,” she said. “Number one is the clothes falling off hangers in the clothing store.”

Ichabod shook his head. “I don’t know about that one,” he said. “I mean, how hard would it be for someone to rig up some threads that would pull clothes off hangers? That’s just some grainy black-and-white security footage, so it’s not really clear enough to see details like that.”

“Don’t knock it,” Roger said. “I’ll grant you, some of the stuff people upload to us is obviously fake, but we do try to weed those out. Something like this one, we can’t say for sure so we leave it up to our viewers to decide. Considering the number of views it gets, an awful lot of people seem to think it must be real.”

Ichabod nodded. “Which one is next?”

Sandy pointed at the monitor. “That’s the one with the ghost caught on nanny cam in the baby’s room.”

“Now, that one creeped me out,” Ichabod said. “It just looks like a mist at first, but then it takes on a human form and you can even make out the face. When it looks like a hand reaches down to touch that baby, I get a chill down my spine every time I watch it.”

The girl nodded. “Me too,” she said. “I’ve tried to figure out how to fake one like that, and I can’t do it without some major software. That one looks real to me.”

“How long till I’m back on camera?”

“Um, almost five minutes,” she answered. “You gotta pee or something?”

Ichabod rolled his eyes. “No, smarty-pants, I need to brush my hair. No, I’m just thinking about the next lines, I want a good delivery.”

“You’ll be fine, Icky, you always are,” Roger said. “You’ve got the best presence I’ve ever seen for a spook show host.”

Ichabod shot him a grin, but walked over to his spot again and began preparing for when the camera would be focused on him once more. A few minutes later, Roger snapped his fingers to get his attention and Ichabod straightened up and looked into the lens.

“Three, two, one, you’re on!”

“Those were just a couple examples of the videos that our loyal users upload to us each day. If you’re new to Spookstube.com, then let me give you a brief explanation of how the site works. We provide a video platform where anyone around the world can upload their own videos of unexplainable events that appear to be the work of ghosts or spirits. As you’ve just seen, some ghosts seem to be mischievous, like the one who was pulling clothes down during the night in the clothing store, and others may even be benevolent, such as the one that appeared to be watching over a baby. We employ a staff to look through those videos and eliminate the ones that are obviously fake, because people will do just about anything to get their fifteen minutes of fame. Those that pass our inspection are then posted to the website, where our membership can review them and comment, voting for whether they believe what they’ve seen is true paranormal activity or the work of an obvious prankster.”

Roger pointed to Ichabod’s right, and he turned to face the second camera. This would put an eerie-looking tree behind him.

“The most highly rated of those videos are then presented on our program. This allows you, the viewer, to make up your own mind as to what you think of them, and the comments we receive suggest that many of you greatly enjoy watching those videos. Since this is the reason we are here, your enjoyment is the applause we’re looking for.”

At Roger’s signal, Ichabod turned back to the first camera, putting the old asylum behind him once again.

“And then, in our effort to bring you the most genuine, realistic approach to discovering paranormal phenomena, we are able to produce special episodes like this one. On past episodes, we have investigated one of the world’s most haunted hotels, a number of haunted houses and even a haunted jail, but this is the first time we have approached the investigation of a haunted asylum. The Mayhew Asylum for the Criminally Insane was originally built in 1944. It opened for operation in December of that year, and horrific atrocities began to occur within only the first few months. Most of those were attributed to actions of the inmates themselves, but the first recorded instance of paranormal activity was only in May of the following year.

“On May seventeenth, a thirty-year-old nurse named Betty Lindholm had gone into the room of one of the patients to administer medication. That patient’s name was Wilbur Hoskins, and he had been committed because he had murdered a number of neighborhood children over a period of years, beginning when he was only twelve years old. Shortly after entering the room, the nurse began to scream and orderlies rushed in to find her curled up in the corner of the room, insisting that she had just seen three inmates who had recently died, murdered by another inmate during an outbreak of violence.”

He paused and glanced back at the building dramatically, then turned back to face the camera again.

“According to her story, the three of them simply appeared in the room just after she entered it, and began walking toward her. Hoskins, who was chained to his bed and could not reach Nurse Lindholm, would only nod his head when asked if he had also seen the apparitions, but he never spoke again. Betty quit her job that day and would never return, while Wilbur Hoskins was found three days later, dead in his bed with marks that looked like handprints around his throat. His hair was white, despite the fact he was only twenty-seven years old.

“Over the years, Betty Lindholm was asked many times to describe what she had seen, but her story never changed. She recounted the story one last time on her deathbed, when she passed away at the age of eighty-six.”

Ichabod shifted his position and the camera zoomed in on his face. “What did Betty Lindholm actually see? What truly happened to Wilbur Hoskins? The answers to these questions may never be known, but perhaps we can gain some insight when we enter the old asylum in just a short time. But first, we’d like you to take a look at the next two videos that we’ve chosen for you to review.”

The red light on the camera went off, and Ichabod relaxed. He walked over to the table where Roger and Sandy were seated.

“Another great intro,” Roger said. “You’ve got seven minutes. You ready to do this?”

Ichabod grinned. “I’m not afraid of any ghosts, remember? I studied every story of ghosts hurting people that I can find, and the only ones that seem to have any semblance of truth to them are the ones where people actually hurt themselves because they panicked. I don’t panic. If we find something inside this building, I may get a creepy feeling, but I’m not going to come running out screaming like a girl.”

“I resent that remark,” Sandy said. “Why is it everybody talks about screaming like a girl? Didn’t any of you hear Barry scream when we did the one on the hotel?”

Barry, one of the cameramen, held up one hand and made a gesture with universal meaning. Sandy chuckled.

Ichabod gave a low laugh of his own. “Barry wasn’t screaming,” he said. “He was imitating a siren, so everyone would get out of his way.”

“That’s right,” Barry said. “High-pitched sounds make people move aside, I thought everybody knew that. I was just about out of battery, I needed to go grab a fresh one in a hurry.”

“Then why wouldn’t you go back in?” Sandy asked, sticking her tongue out at him. “Are you forgetting I was there? Saw the whole thing, Barry—you were screaming.”

“Okay, that’s enough,” Ichabod said. “What video are we showing right now?”

“It’s the one with the little toddler talking to somebody in his playpen,” Sandy said. “That one gets me, too, because you don’t see anything and at first it looks like the kid is just babbling, but then he holds out his hand and a toy just jumps into it. I’m sorry, something picked up that toy and gave it to him, something or somebody that he could see and we can’t.”

“They say babies and pets can see ghosts,” Roger said. “My dog starts barking at something in my dining room about once or twice a day, but no one else can see anything.”

“Mmm. Which one is after that?”

“After that,” she said, “we’ve got an attic door that opens itself. The guy who shot the video put a camera inside the attic stairway, so it’s a two-shot. On one side of the screen you can see the doorknob turning from inside, and the opposite screen shows it turning on the outside. Both of them show the door opening, but there’s nobody and nothing there. When the door opens, you can see the guy standing there from both the front and the back. I can think of a couple ways to fake it, but I have to admit it looks real.”

“A lot of them do,” Ichabod said. “Unfortunately, I think the truth is a lot simpler, and it’s that there are an awful lot of potentially good special-effects people with way too much time on their hands.”

“Yeah, whatever,” Roger said. “As long as the advertisers keep coming, I couldn’t care less. People love to be scared, and these homemade videos deliver.” He looked over at the police officers, several of whom were smoking nervously. “Hey,” he called out, raising his voice. “You guys ready for this?”

As part of the arrangement with the governor’s office, Ichabod and his camera crew were going to be allowed into the asylum only so long as three of the troopers accompanied them. Since it was difficult to find people who were genuinely unafraid in such a place, the governor’s office had sent extra troopers, just in case some of them chickened out.

“We’re as ready as we’re ever going to be,” one of them replied. He took another heavy drag on a cigarette, then dropped it and crushed it out with his foot. “You’re gonna let us see the footage before it gets aired, right?”

“That would be hard to do,” Roger said, rolling his eyes. “Didn’t your bosses tell you this is a live broadcast? Everybody watching is going to see whatever happens as it happens—there’s no delay. If any of you guys freak out, the whole world is going to know it.”

One of the troopers looked at him for a moment, then said, “Screw this,” and walked over to his car and got in. He didn’t leave, but he sat there with an expression that said he had no intention of getting out again.

Another few minutes passed, and Ichabod took his place once more. He looked into the camera’s lens, and when the light came on he was wearing a somber expression.

“And now,” he said ominously, “we come to the point you’ve been waiting for. It’s time to enter the allegedly haunted Mayhew Asylum, and you get to go with us through the magic of our video cameras. The crew is ready and our escort is prepared.” He turned to the three troopers who were milling about uncomfortably beside him. “Our escort is from the Georgia Highway Patrol. Please allow me to introduce Trooper Harold Sykes, Trooper Allen Stevens and Trooper Bill Emerson. Gentlemen? Are you ready?” All three of the troopers managed a smile and a thumbs-up sign, though none of them actually looked happy.

Ichabod smiled into the camera once again. “Then, let’s go.”

He turned and began walking toward the front entrance of the building, and a moment later he was passed by one of the troopers. The trooper stepped up to the door and used a key to open a large padlock that secured the doors with a very heavy chain. Another trooper stepped up to help the first remove the chain from the iron brackets that had been attached to the doors, and then another key was used to release the deadbolt that had been added some years earlier. When that was completed, the troopers opened the double doors and allowed Ichabod to step through.

Back at the production table, Sandy was watching the view from the cameras. Besides Barry, there were two other cameramen following Ichabod, the three troopers and Roger as they went through the doorway. Barry was the lead camera, focused on Ichabod, while Danny and Bruce kept their cameras panning around, trying to capture everything inside the building.

Ichabod stopped in the middle of a large room. The lights from the cameras let him see that the floor had once been done in a checkerboard tile, but many of the tiles were curled and some were even missing. There was debris all over the floor, some of it apparently from animals that had gotten in over the years.

“This was the main entrance lobby,” he said to the camera. “Visitors who came to see the inmates would have come here first, and it’s easy to imagine that it was once filled with chairs.” He pointed to his right, and Sandy cut to Danny’s camera, which was focused on a steel grating over a reception window. “They would’ve identified themselves at that window and stated who they were coming to visit. You’ll notice the door beside the window is made of heavy steel, just like the door in a prison. It’s evident just from this room that every effort was made to keep the inmates from escaping.”

He twirled a finger in the air and pointed at himself, the signal for Sandy to go back to Barry’s camera. When it was focused on him again, he said, “The echoes in here are subdued. In a room this big, you would expect the echoes to make every sound seem magnified, but it’s almost like the walls are covered with something that absorbs sound. As you can see, though,” and Sandy cut to Bruce’s camera as it panned across the walls, “the walls are merely concrete covered with plaster. Enough of it has fallen off to let the blocks show through, and it’s very difficult for me to imagine what could be causing the diminished sound.”

Barry’s camera lit up again, and Ichabod nodded to the trooper standing beside him. The trooper turned and unlocked the large steel door, and Ichabod proceeded into the hallway just beyond.

“We are currently in the medical facility of the asylum,” he said. “The rooms you see on either side of this hallway were used as doctors’ offices, examination and treatment rooms, and there was even an operating room where inmates could undergo surgery. More grisly is this room,” he said, stopping at a particular doorway. Danny’s camera shined its light into the room and Sandy cut to his view.

There was a large wooden chair in the center of the room, and it was bolted securely to the floor. There were many heavy leather straps on the chair, straps that would’ve secured every part of the body of anyone sitting in it. Beside the chair was a metal tray on a stand, and a few metallic implements could be seen lying on the tray.

Ichabod stepped past Danny and stood in front of the chair. “This was the lobotomy room,” he said. “Patients who were deemed incurable were brought here and strapped into this chair, and then a nurse would peel back the patient’s left eyelid. One of the doctors would then take a device called a leucotome, which was little more than an ice pick, and place it at the inner part of the eye socket. A moment later, he would strike it with a mallet, driving the point through the eye socket and into the brain. It would be driven in approximately five centimeters, and then twisted around to sever the connection between the prefrontal lobe and the rest of the brain. It would be moved a couple more times, and then withdrawn.”

He twirled and pointed and Barry’s cameras came on. Ichabod’s face filled the screen. “In almost every case, the person who had once been that patient would die during the procedure. The body would continue to live, however, but without any memory of who it had once been. That person was gone, and in some cases an entirely new personality would develop. In other cases, the patient would remain a vegetable for the rest of his life. The practice was abandoned in the mid-fifties, and the Mayhew Asylum continued to operate until 1989, when it closed its doors for good.”

He left the lobotomy room and stepped out into the hallway again, proceeding in the direction he had been going. They came to another steel door and it took the trooper a moment to find the appropriate key to unlock it.

As they stepped through the doorway, they found themselves in a moderately sized room with walls that only went up halfway. From there up to the ceiling, they were enclosed by steel grates, bars that were reminiscent of those on a jail cell. A single door in the far wall led into another large room similar to the front lobby. The camera lights shining through the bars picked up several items in that room, including an old piano, an old wooden upright radio and numerous chairs and sofas. There were also small tables with wooden chairs scattered around the floor.

In the room they were standing in, the walls were lined with a counter that went all the way around except for the doorway. A few chairs were still pushed up to it, and a couple more lay haphazardly on the floor. There were a number of drawers under the counter, some of them big enough for file folders, and a few old telephones sat upon it.

“I believe this must have been the nurses’ station,” Ichabod said. “There are a couple of small openings in the bars where medication was probably passed out, and I would imagine the nurses maintained their records here.” He indicated the room beyond the bars. “That, I believe, would have been what was called the day room. Inmates who were not on lockdown could gather there for social and recreational activities. It’s easy to imagine a group of them assembled around the radio, listening to music or the drama programs that used to play. Perhaps they listened to the news, keeping track of what was happening around the world that they were no longer a part of. Or, some of them would undoubtedly have known how to play the piano, so there may have been dancing and singing. It’s interesting to see that in a place as dismal as this must have been, there was the opportunity for fun and enjoyment.”

He nodded, and the trooper opened the door and allowed them into the day room. Ichabod walked directly over to the piano and touched a few of the keys, and the tones reverberated around the room. Unable to resist, he played an impromptu rendition of “Chopsticks,” prompting a few chuckles from the others with him. The piano was slightly out of tune from sitting for so long, but the song was recognizable. He looked around at the camera and grinned.

“I hope somebody could play better than I can,” he said.

He pointed to one side of the room, where another barred door led to a stairway.

“The inmates lived on the upper floors of the building,” he said. “Let’s go and take a look at some of the accommodations that were provided for them, shall we?”

One of the troopers started toward the door, but then stopped as a moaning sound came from somewhere above them. He stood still for a second, looking up toward the ceiling, then turned to Ichabod and Barry pointed the camera at him. “You guys hear that?” he asked.

A voice off-camera, one of the other troopers, said, “I heard something. Don’t know what that was, but I heard it.”

Barry turned the camera back to Ichabod. “We all know this place is supposed to be haunted,” he said. “Perhaps one of the residents is making his presence known.”

The trooper looked at him for a couple of seconds, then turned and proceeded on to the door and found the key. He turned it in the lock and then stood there for a few seconds more before sighing and pulling it open.

Ichabod stepped through immediately and started up the stairs with Danny and his camera right behind him. He looked over his shoulder at the camera as he climbed the first flight.

“The second floor is where the least violent inmates were kept,” he said. “An interesting tidbit of information about the Mayhew Asylum is that in June of 1949, several inmates from the third floor went on a rampage, and sixteen second-floor patients and several of the hospital staff were beaten to death. Since the first years of the asylum’s existence, it has been the location of hundreds of acts of violence, and many of them resulted in deaths. Is it any wonder, then, that there may be unhappy spirits wandering through the place today? Perhaps the sound we heard a few moments ago…”

“Oh, my God,” said a voice very close to the camera, and Ichabod spun to look up the stairs. There, at the head of the stairs, a figure stood, but it was somewhat transparent. Barry, the cameraman, was the one who had uttered the outburst, and Ichabod turned back to look at him.

“It just appeared there,” Danny said. “One second it wasn’t there, and then it was.”

Ichabod looked up toward the ethereal image once again. “Do you see it on camera?” he asked.

“It’s there,” Barry said. “I’m watching it.”

While the camera remained on the ghostly image above them, Ichabod took another step. When there was no change, he took another.

“Hello,” he said. “We can see you. Will you talk to us?”

The image suddenly dissolved, looking like nothing more than smoke or steam dissipating in an instant. Ichabod stopped where he was and stared at the space that was now empty, then turned and looked back at the camera again.

Ichabod turned to Barry, the cameraman. “Tell me you got that,” he said. “Please tell me you got that.”

“Crystal-clear, man,” Barry said. “Showed right up on my monitor, we got it.”

Ichabod looked up toward the top of the stairs again.

“Well, then, I guess he was shy,” he said. “Let’s keep going and maybe he’ll show himself again.”

He turned and started up the stairs once more, moving at a normal rate of speed. He was almost to the top when they heard a loud growling sound, and then a deep, gravelly voice called out, “Get out!”

The sound seemed to echo from everywhere. Once again Ichabod paused, but only for a second. He took another step, and that was when a loud gasp and a muffled curse rang out. Ichabod stared at the head of the stairs but the sound had come from lower, behind them. Bruce and Danny both turned their cameras and lights behind them, suddenly illuminating one of the troopers tumbling down the stairs to land on the floor below. He sprawled on his back but did not seem to be moving.

“Everybody freeze,” said Trooper Sykes, who had been in the lead. The other trooper, Stevens, moved between the cameramen and crew as he came into view on the screen, making his way down the stairs to his fallen compatriot. “Bill?” he called out. “Bill, you okay?”

There was no response, so when he got down beside the fallen trooper, he knelt. He stayed in that position for a few seconds, then reached out and touched the man’s throat. A second later, he looked up at the others and Danny’s camera zoomed in on his face.

“Good Lord,” he said. “This man is dead.”

Trooper Sykes hurried down beside him, and Ichabod and Barry looked up toward the top of the stairs again. The ethereal figure was gone, and the troopers were calling to them again to leave the building. Sykes knelt down and touched Emerson’s throat, then shook his head.

“Okay, I want everybody out of here,” he said. “Allen, you take them out and make sure nobody leaves.”

Trooper Stevens escorted them out while Trooper Sykes remained with the body. The other three troopers, including the one who was sitting in the car, and the paramedics rushed in as soon as Sykes called over the radio that one of their number was down and appeared to be dead. Stevens led them out, told them all to stay where they were and not to leave, then hurried back inside.

“Oh, God,” Sandy said. “We just broke four hundred thousand active viewers and Twitter is going crazy.”

Ichabod scowled. “It’s going to go higher,” he said. “Damn, this is not the way we wanted this to go.” He looked at Danny and Bruce. “Did you guys see or hear anything? You got any idea what happened to that cop?”

Danny shook his head. “He just yelled, and that was it,” he said. “I didn’t see anything.”



Bruce cleared his throat. “I heard something, like a

 

thwack


 
and then he said something, like cussing, and I looked around but I didn’t think to swing the camera. He had one hand pressed up against his face, and he was already starting to fall backward. By the time I got the camera on him, he was down on the floor, but I didn’t know he was dead.”



Ichabod shook his head, and that was when he noticed the light still shining on Barry’s camera. They were still broadcasting.

He snapped his fingers to get Barry to aim the camera at him, then looked into its lens. “We don’t know what’s actually happened,” he said, “but it seems that one of the state troopers who was accompanying us may have suffered some sort of an incident. I don’t know if he’s had a heart attack or maybe a seizure, but something has gone terribly wrong. We’re going to end this broadcast now, but we will be posting updates as we learn more. This is Ichabod Lane for Spookstube.com.”

“Cut it,” Roger said. “Sandy, make sure the archived footage is available online.”

“It’s there already,” she said. “The archives are instantaneous, it just records the live feed.”

“Then link it up,” Roger said. “Make sure everybody who wants to see it can. I’ll grant you this is a tragedy, but it’s a tragedy that’s going to make us a fortune.”

Ichabod scowled. “Roger,” he said. “Sometimes you are an absolute ghoul.”

“Me? No, none of us wanted something like this to happen, but it did. This footage is going to be copied and run on every news channel there is, and every single time they’re going to have to pay us. You got any idea how much publicity that’s going to generate for our show? I hate the fact that guy died, but I’m not going to let that stop me from taking the traffic that comes from it.”

“That’s good,” Sandy said, “because it’s going crazy right now.”

“You bet it is,” Roger said. “And, Ichabod, you want to know what the rules are? Just take a look at how many people are jumping on to see the show we just did. Our audience, that’s your ghouls.”

“Yeah,” Ichabod said. “Sometimes I actually hate this business.”




One


Saturday mornings were a wonderful time at the Prichard household. The last few weeks, since little Bo had reached his second birthday, he had developed the habit of sleeping in rather than waking with the sunshine, and that meant that everybody else could get a couple more hours of sleep, as well. Indie thought this was the most wonderful development, because the one thing she never got enough of was sleep.

Sleeping in was its own reward, but sometimes rewards came with strings attached. While she slumbered happily and peacefully, one of those strings was falling into place, a string that was going to change things for the entire family forever.

Her husband Sam was the instigator in this particular case, because he had managed to pretend that he had forgotten her birthday. Her grumpiness the last few days told him that he had pulled it off perfectly, and his daughter and mother-in-law were both helpfully pretending not to know when it was, either.

Now, while she slept in, Sam, Kim and Kenzie were busily decorating the house. Kim had gotten up early and gone to pick up the cake they had ordered, and Sam had managed to sneak in the presents they had bought from the trunk of Kim’s car. He had gotten his wife several things he thought she would like, including a new computer bag, a couple of new kitchen appliances and some jewelry he had seen her admiring on their last trip to the mall.

Kenzie (with her daddy’s help) had gotten her mom a new sweater, a copy of her favorite movie on DVD, a mother’s ring that had her own and Bo’s birthstones, and a T-shirt that said, “Escaped Mom! Please Don’t Rat Me Out!”

Kim had her own presents for her daughter, but she had kept her silence as to what they were. Sam didn’t mind; he was just grateful to have her as an ally. When the decorations were all in place and everything was ready, he pulled the lighter out of his pocket and lit the twenty-seven candles that stood up from the cake.

He looked at Kenzie and nodded, and the little girl went running for her mother’s bedroom. Sam could hear her shouting down the hall from where he stood.

“Mommy! Mommy, get up! There’s something in the kitchen!”

“Huh?” Indie asked as her eyes flew open. She glanced at Sam’s side of the bed and saw that he was gone, then threw off the covers and rushed past her daughter and down the hall. When she emerged into the kitchen with Kenzie running right behind her, she skidded to a stop and stared at all the shiny decorations that were hung all over the place.

“Surprise!” yelled Sam, Kim and Kenzie. “Happy birthday, sweetheart,” Sam said, and Kenzie added, “Happy birthday, Mommy!” Kim just went to her daughter and gave her a hug, adding a kiss on her cheek. “Happy birthday, Indiana,” she said.

Indie stood there and stared at the cake, then turned to Sam and playfully smacked him on the shoulder. “You let me think you forgot,” she said. “I was determined not to remind you this year, and you let me think you forgot.”

Sam laughed. “And I did it very well,” he said. “How else was I going to surprise you?”

“Well, it worked,” she said. “When did you have time to do all this?”

“Well, to be honest,” he said, “I got your mom to do most of it. The only thing I could do was to order things from Amazon when you weren’t looking. I mean, you haven’t let me out of your sight in two weeks.”

“That’s because I was hoping you were going to remember all on your own.” She beamed at him. “And I guess you did.”

Sam held a chair for her and she sat down at the table, then waited while Kim went to pick up little Bo from his crib. When she returned with the sleepy baby boy, Sam nodded and Indie leaned over and blew out the candles.

“Mommy, did you make a wish?” Kenzie asked.

“I did,” Indie said. “I wished that Daddy won’t get any new cases this week, so we can just relax and enjoy ourselves.”

They all chuckled, except for Bo. Sam had been busy in his most recent career as a consulting detective lately, but he had finished up his last case only a few days before. Nothing new had come in since then, and even he was hoping he could take some time off.

“Twenty-seven years old,” Kim said. “My goodness, it seems like just yesterday you were no bigger than this little guy. And I’ll tell you something else, I remember my twenty-seventh birthday very well. Any idea why?”

Indie looked at her. “Why you remember your birthday? Um, probably because it was your birthday?”

Kim giggled. “Okay, I guess I would’ve remembered anyway, but there was something special about it. Can you guess what it was?”

Indie shook her head. “Nope,” she said. “Just tell me.”

“Well, that was the day that I first heard Beauregard’s voice. You were in your playpen in the living room of that old house in Kentucky, and all of a sudden I heard this Southern drawl of a voice tell me that you were in danger. For a moment I tried to tell myself I was imagining things, but then I heard it again so I ran in and picked you up, and that’s…”

“That’s when the old chandelier fell right in my playpen,” Indie finished for her, rolling her eyes. “I have heard the story a few times, Mother.”

Sam looked at his mother-in-law. “And that was on your twenty-seventh birthday?” he asked.

“Yes,” Kim said. “It was a strange day, I can tell you that. After I got Indiana out of the playpen, all of a sudden Beauregard started talking and wouldn’t shut up.”

“That’s because no one had been able to hear me before that,” said a voice that only Kim and Indie heard. “I had to make up for a lot of lost time.”

“What?” Indie said, suddenly staring at her mother. “What did you just say?”

“I said that’s when Beauregard started talking and wouldn’t stop,” Kim said. “Why?”

“No, you said something about how no one could hear you, but you said it in Beauregard’s voice,” Indie said.

Kim’s eyes went wide. “I didn’t say that, sweetie,” she said, and then suddenly her eyes grew even wider. “Oh, my goodness,” she said. “I didn’t say that, but Beauregard did.”

“I can’t hear Beauregard,” Indie said. “Only you can hear Beauregard, remember?”

“Merciful heavens,” said the Southern voice, and Indie suddenly jumped up out of her chair. “Ms. Indiana? Are you hearing me?”

Indie suddenly started breathing heavily, and Sam reached out to put an arm around her. “Babe? Are you okay?”

“I don’t think so,” she said. “Beauregard? Is that really you?”

“Oh, my gosh,” said another voice, one that Indie recognized instantly as that of her deceased mother-in-law, Grace. “Beauregard, she can hear you?”

“Grace?” Indie squeaked. “I can hear you, too? How come I can hear you? Mom can’t, she can only hear Beauregard.”

“Not anymore,” Kim said, her own eyes trying to pop out of her face. “Beauregard, what in the world is going on? I can hear you like always, but now I can hear Grace. How is that possible?”

“I assure you, Ms. Kimberly, I do not know,” Beauregard said. “Nor do I understand why Ms. Indiana can hear either of us. This is indeed a strange occurrence, and I am at a loss to explain any of it.”

“Wait a minute, shut up, Beauregard,” Grace said. “You guys can hear me now?”

“I can,” Kim said. “Indie?”

Indie groaned. “I can,” she said. She looked at her husband. “Sam? Can you hear them?”

“I don’t hear anything,” Sam said. “You guys are just playing with me, right? It’s all a gag, right? You’re getting me back for pretending to forget your birthday?”

“I wish I was,” Indie said. She turned to her daughter. “Kenzie? Do you hear them?”

The little girl’s eyes were as big around as they could possibly be, but she slowly shook her head. “No, Mommy,” she said. “Mommy, are you okay?”

Indie slowly sank into her chair once again. She looked up at Sam, then turned back to her mother. “Mom? You said the first time you ever heard Beauregard was on your twenty-seventh birthday, right?”

Kim nodded. “Ye-es,” she said slowly. “You don’t think…”

“I don’t know what else to think,” Indie said. “I mean, I’ve known about Beauregard all my life, but I’ve never actually heard him before. Beauregard? Any ideas, here?”

“I am not certain,” Beauregard said. “However, I do seem to recall a tale my mother told once, about how some of the women in our family came into some kind of strange abilities at a certain point in their lives. I do not recall anything about a particular age, but it’s possible she was referring to this sort of thing.”

“So, I turn twenty-seven and all of a sudden I can hear ghosts? And how come we can suddenly hear Grace, when Mom couldn’t hear her before?”

“I’m afraid I do not have any answers,” Beauregard said. “Like you, I am merely observing this phenomenon.”

Sam, Indie and Kim sat at the table and simply looked at each other, while Kenzie’s eyes bounced from one of them to the next, continuing back around when she reached the end of the circle.

“Well, crap,” Sam said. “I guess that beats out any of the presents I got you.”

“What are you talking about?” Indie asked. “Sam, this isn’t something I want. I never, never wanted this ability.”

Sam looked at her. “Maybe not,” he said. “But it could sure make things easier the next time we use Mom and Beauregard on a case.”

Indie’s mouth was hanging open, but suddenly she closed it. “I guess you’re right,” she said. “If two of us can hear them, that might make it easier to use the information they learn. Oh, Sam, why did this have to happen to me?” She leaned against her husband and he wrapped an arm around her protectively.

“I don’t know,” he said. “But why don’t we just try to relax and get used to it. That work?”

“I guess so,” she said. “And Beauregard says that’s a good idea, anyway.”

Sam frowned. “Great,” he said. “In that case, why don’t we go ahead and let you open some of your other gifts.”

“Yeah!” Kenzie said. “Mine first, Mommy!”

Indie was thrilled with the gifts she received, and there was another moment of humorous consternation when Kim handed over a particular package. As Indie opened it, both ladies heard Grace say, “Okay, this is the one from me and Beauregard. We told Kim what we wanted to get you and she took care of it, but it’s from us.”

“Wow,” Indie said. “I’m probably the first person who ever got a birthday present from a pair of ghosts.” She explained to Sam what Grace had said, as she tore at the wrapping paper and then held up the box it had concealed. According to the picture on the outside, the box contained a picture frame with a pair of guardian angels overlooking the photo that would be placed inside.

Indie looked at it for a moment, then looked around the room. “Guys, I love it,” she said. “You are always watching out for us, so I guess you are our guardian angels.”

“That was the intent we were trying to express,” Beauregard said. Though none of the living could see them, Beauregard and Grace were both standing just behind the family, enjoying the festivities as they watched.

All of the other gifts had gone over just as well, although the mother’s ring seemed to be Indie’s favorite. It fit the ring finger of her right hand perfectly, and Indie held her daughter close as she thanked her.

“Okay,” Sam said. “Now it’s time for breakfast, and then cake for dessert.” He smiled as he looked at his son, who had dozed off in his high chair and was sleeping through all the excitement. “Should I go ahead and wake Bo up again?”

Indy shook her head. “No, let him sleep a bit. If he wakes up too early, he gets cranky later in the day. Let’s wait until breakfast is ready so he can start stuffing his mouth as soon as he comes awake.”

“Yes, I think that describes him in a nutshell,” Sam said with a chuckle. “Who’s up for pancakes?” There was a chorus of approval, so Sam got up and started mixing the batter.

“I still wish I knew how this happened,” Indie said. “I guess it has something to do with the twenty-seventh birthday. You think maybe we got cursed by a gypsy or something, Mom?”

Kim shrugged, rolling her eyes. “That would make as much sense as anything else I can think of,” she said. “Beauregard? Have you thought of anything else?”

“I’m afraid I have not, dear lady. However, I find myself pleasantly excited that you can now hear Ms. Grace. It means I shall no longer have to be her interpreter, and earn her wrath when I fail to convey her thoughts properly.”

“Oh, Beauregard, get over yourself,” Grace said. “I’m not that bad.”

“I did not intend to imply that you were,” said the old ghost. “Only that I prefer to remain on your good side.”

Indie chuckled. “So, now that I can hear you,” she said, “tell me something, Beauregard. How did it feel when you realized that Grace was going to be able to stay with you?”

“Feel? Why, at first I merely wanted to hold on to her, so that she would be able to remain close to her family, but then—ah, but then I found myself charmed. When I realized she could stay, I found myself quite pleased, to be perfectly frank.”

“Oh, be honest,” Kim said. “You had a crush on Grace for years before…”

“Before I died?” Grace asked. They heard a chuckle come from her, as well. “Don’t worry, I know about it. He told me that he used to float in my room and watch me sleep sometimes. It was kind of sweet, once I got over how creepy it was. I mean, if I had known it while I was alive I probably would’ve freaked out, you know?”

Kim and Indie laughed, and Sam raised an eyebrow. “What’s so funny?” he asked.

“Your mom says Beauregard told her that he used to watch her sleep,” Indie said. “She said it was sweet once she got over how creepy it would have been if she had known about it.”

Sam suddenly got a stern look on his face. “Mom? Beauregard? Both of you, now hear this: I do not want either of you hovering around our bedroom. Understood?”

Indie laughed again. “Beauregard says they wouldn’t dare,” she said, “and all your mother said is that would be disgusting.”

Sam nodded curtly. “Right,” he said. “And don’t forget it.”

* * *

Four hundred miles to the north, Roger, Sandy and Ichabod were sitting in three separate interrogation rooms at the local sheriff’s office. Because Trooper Bill Emerson’s death had occurred while they were filming, their cameras and computers had been seized and their contents copied. Forensic technicians were going through the footage, trying to determine just what could have happened to him, but none of the cameras captured anything. The only thing they saw on camera was the moment when Bruce had turned his camera on the fallen trooper, but he was already down and probably dead at that point.

Bruce, who was the only one to actually see the trooper fall, was being repeatedly questioned. He had been next-to-last in line, right in front of the trooper himself. The detectives interviewing him were making it clear that he was currently their number-one suspect.

“But I don’t know what happened,” he said for the twenty-fifth time. “I told you, all I saw was him holding his face and cursing, and then he fell. That’s it, I didn’t see anything else.”

“So you want us to believe,” said one of the detectives, whose name was Bennett, “that, for no logical reason, a perfectly healthy state trooper just dropped dead, and you didn’t see anything that might have contributed to it. Is that what you’re telling us?”

“That’s what I told you every time you asked,” Bruce said. “I didn’t see anything, not a damn thing, other than him grabbing his face and falling. That’s it.”

“Let’s try this,” said the other one, a man named Levine. “Maybe while you were going up the stairs, maybe you threw your elbow back and caught him in the face. That would make a guy cuss, maybe make him grab his face. Maybe it was just an accident, maybe you didn’t mean to, but it’s the only thing I can think of that would make any sense.”

“But I didn’t,” Bruce said. “Man, he was six feet away from me, at least. There’s no way in the world I could’ve hit him even if I tried. He was the last man to come up the stairs, and he was only on the sixth step when he fell back. I was on like the tenth or something like that.” He shook his head. “You want to know what happened to him? Go find that thing that was at the top of the stairs and ask whatever that was. It’ll know more than I do, I can guarantee you that.”

“Oh, knock it off,” said Bennett. “You and I both know there wasn’t any ghost or spook or whatever that killed Bill Emerson. I don’t know what you did, but it had to be you, you were the only one close enough.”

Bruce had had enough. He crossed his arms on his chest and looked at each of the detectives in turn. “I’m done. I’ve done everything I can to try to help you with this, but you keep accusing me. Well, screw you, I want a lawyer.”

The detectives looked at one another and they got up and left the room. Fifteen minutes later, since they had no evidence that would allow them to hold anyone, the door opened and a police officer escorted them all out of the building.

Everyone turned to Ichabod. He stood there for a moment, just looking at them, then shook his head.

“The first thing we need to do is not jump to any conclusions,” he said. “In all the years I’ve been doing this, I have never found any evidence that a ghost could actually harm anyone, and I’m not going to start believing it now.”

“Oh, come on,” Roger said. “What about all the stories of whole families getting killed in houses that were known to be haunted? What about the people who have been forced to leave their homes because they get bruised and beaten in the night?”

Ichabod rolled his eyes. “Dig deeper,” he said. “There have only been a few real cases that I’ve been able to find of a family being murdered in a so-called haunted house, and the family members that did it had documented histories of mental illness before they ever moved in. As for the people getting bruised and beaten, the only thing I’ve been able to find is how they ran into doors and walls while they were panicking. The ghost didn’t hurt them, they hurt themselves.”

“Yeah, well,” Bruce said, his face worried, “that’s all well and good, but I’m the one they’re trying to hang it on, not a ghost. If they don’t find out what really happened, I’m pretty sure they’re going to charge me with manslaughter at the very least.”

“Relax, Bruce, we’re not going to let that happen. Look, let’s just get back to the motel and start going over all the footage ourselves. We’re going to look at it differently than they are, and maybe we’ll see something.”

“And what if we don’t?” Sandy asked. “We can’t let them hang this on Bruce, he didn’t do anything.”

“Then, if we have to, we’ll hire investigators of our own. I want to know what actually happened to that man, and we are not going to give up until we find out.”

They had been allowed to drive their own van to the sheriff’s office when they were brought in the night before, so Roger went to get it from the parking lot. He pulled up a moment later and they all climbed inside. Twenty minutes later, they were back at the motel they were staying at, where they had other computers that had not been involved and therefore were not subject to seizure.

They gathered in Sandy’s room, because she was the one who took care of the computers. It took her only a few moments to bring up the footage from the cloud, and she put it on the large monitor so that everyone could see it clearly. Unfortunately, none of the cameras had been looking backward when Trooper Emerson had suffered whatever had befallen him.

From the audio on Bruce’s camera, they heard a muffled choking sound, and then the image on that camera dipped down toward the steps.

“Okay, that’s probably when you looked around at him,” Ichabod said.

Bruce nodded. “Yeah, I looked away from the camera,” he said. “I turned around like this,” he demonstrated, “and he was holding the right side of his face. To be honest, it looked like he was trying to get something off, like he was trying to knock off a bug or something, you know?” He shrugged. “But there was nothing there, or at least I didn’t see anything. Then he fell backwards and kind of rolled down the stairs until he landed on his back. That’s when I thought about the camera and turned it around to point at him.”

On the monitor, the camera swung around and focused on Emerson’s face, but he was lying perfectly still. Ichabod told Sandy to freeze the frame as he stood there and stared at it. A moment later, he looked around at everyone else.

“Am I the only one who thinks it looks like there’s a mark on his cheek?” he asked.

“No, I see it too,” Sandy said. “It looks like something hit him in the face, right?”

“Or something.” Ichabod sighed. “This is all we’ve got to go on, and it just isn’t enough.” He turned to Roger. “We need help, buddy,” he said. “We need to hire an investigator, maybe a private eye.”

“Hire a private detective?” Roger asked. “Where the hell are you going to find one that isn’t going to laugh in your face? I mean, think about it, Icky, even if you don’t believe a ghost could hurt somebody, that’s exactly what this looks like. I don’t know where you expect to find an investigator who’s going to keep an open mind.”

Sandy bit her bottom lip. “I might have a suggestion,” she said. She turned to the computer and typed SamPrichard.com, and the website appeared on the monitor. “This is a blog about a famous private eye named Sam Prichard; he’s the guy who stopped the terrorists from setting off a nuclear bomb in Lake Mead a few years ago. I stumbled across this a few months back and started reading it, because—get this—according to Mrs. Prichard, who writes the blog, he’s got the ghost of an old Civil War soldier who helps him solve his cases.”

Roger, Ichabod, Bruce, Danny and Barry all looked at one another before turning back to Sandy. “Are you serious?” Ichabod asked.

Sandy nodded. “Not only that,” she said, “but apparently Sam’s mother died a while back, and now she’s a ghost who is also helping.” She looked at them all, then shrugged and shook her head at the same time. “I’m not making this up, you can read it for yourself. According to Mrs. Prichard, Sam actually saw his mother’s ghost when they were going after some terrorist at Disney World.”

Ichabod leaned close and looked at the monitor.

“She’s right,” he said after a moment. “According to this, Sam Prichard actually has a couple of ghosts that act like his personal secret agents.”

“And if you read through the comments,” Sandy said, “an awful lot of the people who follow this blog are big fans of Beauregard and Grace. If we can get him to investigate what happened, with his track record of being right and with actual ghosts to help him, we can probably not only get to the bottom of what killed Trooper Emerson, our fans are going to absolutely love it.”

Ichabod and Roger exchanged a look, and then both of them nodded. “See if you can figure out how to get in touch with him,” Ichabod said. “Hiring this guy would probably be the smartest thing we could do at the moment.”

“Yeah,” Roger said mournfully. “And I bet it’s going to cost a fortune.”




Two


The kitchen was cleaned up and the dishes were in the dishwasher, and Sam was parked in his Adirondack chair on the back deck looking out over the ocean. Indie was sitting beside him, and Kenzie and Bo were happily playing in the wading pool Sam had built just off the deck. Kim had gone upstairs to take a shower because she was planning to go and get her hair done that day, so Sam and Indie had a few moments of relative privacy.

“Are they here?” Sam asked.

“I don’t hear anything at the moment,” Indie said. “Grace? Beauregard?” She waited a moment, then shook her head. “I think they’ve gone wherever they go,” she said.

“I’ve been thinking about this,” Sam said. “It’s got potential to be something really good, considering how often you end up going with me when I’m working a case lately. If they can relay information through you, that could save an awful lot of time and headaches.”

Indie nodded. “I’m thinking the same way,” she said. “But that doesn’t mean it isn’t going to take some getting used to. Remember, I spent most of my life thinking my mother was nuts whenever she mentioned Beauregard. If it wasn’t for the fact he’s always right, I probably would’ve thought she was some kind of split personality or something.”

“Don’t feel bad,” Sam said. “I thought she made him up because she was afraid people would laugh at her for being able to see the future. I wasn’t even sure I believed in him after we tracked down his descendants and found out she’s one of them.”

“Which means he’s my great-great-whatever grandpa, as well. Sam, you have to admit that your mom and Beauregard have done an awful lot of good lately.”

Sam barked a laugh. “I admit that, no problem,” he said. “They not only helped solve some major cases, they helped keep us alive. Good grief, Beauregard helped your mother fight off a killer, remember?”

Indie grinned. “I remember,” she said. “I don’t think I was ever so glad that he was haunting her as I was at that moment.”

Sam looked out over the water for a moment, then turned back toward his wife. “So, I guess we find out how well this is going to work when we get another case, right?”

Indie started to say something, then froze. “Oh, oh,” she said.

Sam narrowed his eyes. “What?”

“Beauregard just told me that our next case will arrive any second now. He says it’s going to be something wild, but that’s all he knows at the moment.”

Sam let out a sigh. “Well, I guess I can’t sit around being lazy forever. Any idea what it’s going to be about?”

She shook her head. “He says he doesn’t know, but that it’s going to be some kind of big adventure.”

Her phone, sitting on the table between the two chairs, suddenly chimed as an email came in. She and Sam glanced at one another, and then she picked up the phone and checked the notification.

“It’s from the blog website,” she said. “Something on the contact form.” She tapped the screen and began reading aloud.

“Dear Mr. and Mrs. Prichard,” she began. “My name is Sandra Hawkins and I am the video editor and IT manager for Spookstube.com, a web-based video program that looks for evidence of the existence of ghosts. My bosses, Roger Meeks and Ichabod Lane, have asked me to reach out to you because we are in need of your services as an investigator. Last night, while filming our latest episode that involved going into an abandoned mental hospital outside Atlanta, a Georgia state trooper who was accompanying us died under mysterious circumstances. The police think that one of our crew members caused his death, but we believe something else happened. Unfortunately, none of our cameras captured what actually took place. As a longtime fan of your blog, I know you have ghosts that apparently help you solve crimes. We would like to hire you to find out just what happened to the trooper and clear our crew member. Please give us a call at 822-557-6855 at your earliest convenience. If you would like to see the footage we recorded when the trooper’s death happened, please click the link below.”

Indie looked up at Sam and then tapped the link. A browser window opened and the video began to play. It started at the point where Ichabod was nearing the top of the stairs, and they saw the ghostly figure that was standing at the top of the stairs for a brief second before it vanished. They heard the growl and the voice ordering everyone out, and then the camera suddenly dipped and they could hear other sounds. A moment later they heard what sounded like someone falling down the stairs, and then the camera swung around to bring the tumbling trooper into view. A second passed, and another trooper rushed past the camera and checked the man who had fallen, then looked up and said that he was dead.

“That’s kinda creepy,” Indie said. “It doesn’t look like there was anybody close to him when it happened.”

Sam nodded, chewing the inside of his cheek. “Beauregard still here?”

Indie blinked. “He’s here,” she said. “He says this is the case he was talking about, of course.”

Sam furrowed his brow in thought. “If a state trooper died, there should be something online to confirm it. Let’s make sure of this before we go any further.”

“Good idea,” Indie said. She got up and went into the house, returning a few moments later with her laptop. She opened it up and tapped the keys for a moment, then looked at the results as they displayed on the monitor. “Herman has found eleven references already,” she said. “Trooper Bill Emerson, a sixteen-year veteran of the Highway Patrol, died of an apparent trauma to his trachea. Results of an autopsy are not yet available, but a preliminary examination indicates that his trachea was crushed and the poor man suffocated. It happened while he was escorting a film crew through the Mayhew Asylum for the Criminally Insane, a long-abandoned mental institution that was once part of the Georgia penal and mental health systems. Foul play is suspected, and police confirmed that one of the film crew is a person of interest in the crime. Trooper Emerson was thirty-nine years old and is survived by his wife, Christina Emerson, and their sons Michael, sixteen, and James, twelve.” Indie looked up at Sam. “The poor man had a family.”

Sam looked at her for a couple of seconds, then picked up his own phone. “Read that number off to me again,” he said. “We might as well call them now.”

“Eight two two,” she read off, and Sam punched the numbers into the phone. When he was finished, he hit the speaker button and held the phone out so that Indie could hear, as well.



“

 

Spooks Tube


 
,” said a female voice. “This is Sandy, how can I help you?”



“Sandy,” Sam said. “This is Sam Prichard.”

There was a second or two of silence on the line, and Sam looked at the phone to make sure he hadn’t lost the connection. “Hello?”

“Yes,” Sandy said. “Yes, I’m here. Sorry, I just—I mean, I just sent the email like two minutes ago, I didn’t expect to hear from you this quickly.”

Sam grinned. “And you might not have,” he said, “except for the fact that Beauregard sort of warned us that it was coming. I’m calling you for more information about the case you want our help with.”

“Yes, yes,” Sandy said. “If you can hold on just for a moment? Let me get the guys back in here, they just went to their own rooms to get some rest but they won’t want to miss out on this.”

The line became muffled, as if Sandy was holding the phone against herself. Sam and Indie heard what sounded like a door opening and closing, and then knocking followed by indistinct conversation. A moment later, the sound became clear once again.



“Mr. Prichard?” asked a male voice. “My name is Ichabod Lane, and I’ve got Roger Meeks here with us. You’ve already spoken to Sandy, and the three of us are the owners and producers of the

 

Spooks Tube


 
web series. I take it you know the gist of our problem?”



“Well, we read Sandy’s email and watched the video she sent us, and we’ve already seen one of the news stories about it. Do you have any kind of explanation for what might’ve happened to the trooper?”

“No, sir,” Ichabod said. “If you saw that video, you know as much as we do. He was the last in line coming up the stairs, and he was far enough back that it would have been impossible for our cameraman to have done anything to him. Of course, the investigating detectives don’t see it that way.”

Sam bit his bottom lip. “You’re currently in Atlanta?”

“Yes, sir,” Ichabod said. “We’ve been told not to leave until this is settled, of course. Mr. Prichard, we need help, and we need the help of someone who isn’t going to laugh when we say that no living person could have done this. However, we were in a location that is known for a history of horrific deaths that seem to have been caused through supernatural means. When the Mayhew Asylum was running, there were a number of people who died while locked into rooms that could not have been entered unobserved, and a lot of them were strangled or had similar trauma to Trooper Emerson.”

“You’re honestly going to tell me you think a ghost did this?” Sam asked.

Ichabod gave a sigh. “If I’m going to be honest,” he said, “no. I personally don’t believe that, simply because I’ve never found any evidence of a ghost doing any harm to anyone other than by scaring them into hurting themselves. That being said, however, I cannot account for anything that could have caused the injury the paramedics say they found. In the video, you would’ve seen what appears to be an apparition at the top of the stairs we were climbing?”

“Yes, we saw it. Did it give any indication that it was hostile?”

“Not directly, no,” Ichabod said. “It just was there, and there wasn’t enough visible detail to make out anything like a facial expression, so I can’t say that it seemed hostile any more than I can say it seemed friendly. My point was simply that there is something there, something that can’t be accounted for by natural reason.” He paused for a couple of seconds, then went on. “On your blog, you claim to have ghosts that work with you, and you even mentioned that they have been known to interview other ghosts. That’s the help we need, sir. We need somebody who can ask the only witnesses what might’ve happened.”

Indie raised a finger and Sam looked at her. “Sam,” she said, “Beauregard says we need to get there as soon as possible.”

Sam chuckled. “Well, Mr. Lane, I’m sure you heard that. We’ll be headed your way within the hour. This is my cell phone, so if anything happens before we arrive, please call and let me know.”

“Yes, sir,” Ichabod said. “Um, sir? Can I ask what this is going to cost us?”

“Mr. Lane,” Sam said. “I am not actually a private investigator, anymore, I’m only a consultant. How about you cover my expenses and five hundred bucks?”

Sam could hear the sigh of relief Ichabod breathed. “I think we can do a little better than that,” he said. “I hope you’ll forgive the question, but we aren’t exactly getting rich in this business.”

“Really? I suspect that, if we break this case, that may change. We’ll see you in about eight hours, and talk more then.”

“Yes, sir, I’m looking forward to it.”

Sam ended the call and looked at Indie. “You up for this?” he asked. “You, me and our two special agents?”

Indie grinned. “You’d better believe it,” she said. “This is going to be fun.”

“Fun? Babe, you do realize that we are about to publicly admit that Beauregard and Mom exist, right? I’m not sure I would trust that will be fun, considering what it’s going to do to our privacy.”

“Oh, don’t be a big baby about it,” she said. “Besides, I’ve already outed them on the blog. Why do you think we have so many followers?”

She got up quickly and went to get her mother, and the two of them explained what was going on. Kim quickly agreed that she would watch the children while they were gone, and Sam and Indie went to pack some clothes.

“How long do you think we’ll be gone?” Indie asked.

“I figure at least a couple of days, but it could take a little longer. Even if Mom and Beauregard were to find out right away what happened, we may still have to prove it. Figure three days, and if we need to stay longer than that we’ll pick up whatever we need.”

They sat the children down and explained that they were going on a trip, and that Grandma Kim would be watching them. Mackenzie was a little irritated that she wasn’t getting to go along, but Bo simply took the hugs and kisses and waved bye-bye as they went out the door.

Sam had already loaded their bags into the Mustang, so they climbed in and he started it up. It was nearly ten o’clock in the morning by the time they got on the road, and Sam enjoyed the feel of the powerful car as he shifted through the gears on his way to the interstate.

Beauregard and Grace were in the backseat, or rather, they were floating in the backseat area. Beauregard’s long legs were actually extended into the back of Indie’s seat, and Grace was keeping her own tucked in underneath her. If Sam and Indie had been able to see them, her lower legs would have been inside the backseat of the car.

“This is exciting,” Grace said. “Indie, this is going to be a lot of fun.”

“I think I agree with Sam,” Beauregard said. “I do not know that fun is precisely how I would describe it. Remember, my dear, a man has died.”

“I know, I know,” Grace said. “On the other hand, dying isn’t nearly as scary as it used to be, not to me, anyway. I mean, he’s still out there somewhere, right? We might even get to talk to him.”

“That is certainly possible. It all depends on whether he was prepared to move on, or if he is bound to the place where he died.”

Indie looked into the backseat, but of course she saw nothing. “Is that how it usually happens?” she asked. “You get stuck where you died?”

Sam glanced at her but said nothing, figuring out that she must be talking to their invisible companions.

“That has been my experience,” Beauregard said. “I was bound to the cabin for a very long time, until Ms. Kimberly began to hear me. From then I seemed to be bound to her, but even that restriction has faded over time.”

Indie relayed his response to Sam. “That would probably be miserable for the poor man,” she said. “Especially since he had a family, because he wouldn’t even be able to go and see them.”

“It can indeed be a lonely and miserable existence,” Beauregard said. “However, many of the emotions and feelings we have when we are living seem less important after death. It is likely that, in a place such as this asylum seems to be, there would be other spirits like himself. Perhaps that would provide sufficient companionship. In my old cabin, I had no one else to talk to until Ms. Kimberly began to hear me.”

“Yeah,” Indie said, “but remember that a lot of those people were pretty crazy. It might not be fun hanging out with them for the next hundred years or so. Do you know how long it takes before a ghost can move around freely?”

“I have no idea. For me, it was well over a hundred years, and yet Ms. Grace seems completely unaffected by any restriction. I had thought she might be bound to Ms. Kimberly, and when she was not, I thought she might be bound to me, but neither has proven to be the case. I would suppose it must be different for each spirit.”

“I suppose so,” Indie said. “On the other hand, the thought of some of the ghosts that must be in the asylum being able to wander around freely is rather disturbing. I mean, it’s likely that most of them were inmates, right? Crazy ghosts on the loose could be pretty frightening.”

“They certainly could,” Beauregard said. “There are ways in which we of the incorporeal world can affect the living, and when I consider that I seem to be the same person I was in life, I must believe that the same would be true for those who were incarcerated there. There could be genuine dangers in this place that we are going to visit, at least for you and Sam and any other living folk who will be joining us.”

Indie fell silent for a few seconds, then turned to Sam. “Beauregard says it’s possible that the ghosts in the asylum could be dangerous to us, Sam, to us and any other living people who go in.”

“Babe,” Sam said with a sigh, “I’ve seen enough horror movies to know that.”

* * *

The road rolled along beneath them, mile after mile falling behind. They stopped once around two in the afternoon for gas and to grab a bite to eat, then continued on the way. Indie talked with Beauregard and Grace occasionally, relating to Sam everything they had to say, but most of the time she just enjoyed the ride and the scenery passing by outside her window.

It was just after six o’clock when they arrived at the hotel where Ichabod and the others were staying, and where Indie had arranged a room of their own. Sam checked them in and then called Sandy’s cell phone to let her know that they had arrived.

“That’s wonderful,” Sandy said. “Have you guys had dinner yet?”

“No, we actually just got here,” Sam replied. “Is there someplace nearby that’s got decent food?”

“Dinner is on us,” Sandy said. “Why don’t you meet us in the lobby in about fifteen minutes? You can’t miss us, we’re the ones with the big bald guy.”

Sam chuckled. “Fifteen minutes,” he said. He ended the call and turned to his wife. “They want to take us out to dinner,” he said. “It better be someplace casual, because I’m not in the mood to get dressed up.”

“I agree,” Indie said. “It’s been a long drive and I don’t want to change clothes until I can get a shower.”

“What about our sidekicks?” Sam asked. “Should we bring them along?”

Indie burst out laughing. “Are you honestly under the impression you could keep them from coming with us? Besides, Sam, our clients are probably going to be interested in meeting them.”

Sam blinked. “Meeting them? Babe, nobody can see them.”

“No, but they can certainly answer questions, through me. I’m sure if we try, we could even put on some sort of demonstration, to prove that they are real. Wouldn’t you think?”

“Hmmm,” Sam said. “I suppose we could. Have one of them hold something where we can’t see it, then let Mom or Beauregard tell you what it is. How about it, Mom? You guys up for a little magic show?”

Indie grinned. “She says you need to work on your imagination,” she said. “According to her, she and Beauregard can come up with something a lot more interesting than that.”

Sam rolled his eyes and chuckled. “Well, let’s go find out what it might be.” He picked up the key card and held the door for Indie as they headed toward the lobby.



Spotting the
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crew was just as easy as Sandy had said it would be. Ichabod, who was almost six and a half feet tall and completely hairless, stood out like a beacon. Indie chuckled when Grace commented that the sunlight coming through the windows and bouncing off his bald pate was almost as bright as a beacon, and quickly repeated it in a whisper to Sam.



“Mom,” Sam said, “please behave yourself.”

Apparently recognizing Sam and Indie was just as easy, because the whole crew started toward them as soon as they stepped out of the elevator. Ichabod approached Sam immediately, holding out a hand, and Sam took it warmly.

“Mr. Prichard, right?” Ichabod asked. “I’m Ichabod Lane, and before you ask, no; my real name is Bob Olson, but that just doesn’t lend itself to any kind of spooky television.”

“Sam Prichard,” Sam said, “and this is my wife, Indie.”

“Mrs. Prichard, it’s good to meet you,” Ichabod said. “I’d like to present our executive producer, Roger Meeks; our producer, Sandy Hawkins, I believe you’ve spoken to her on the phone; and our camera crew, Barry Sanchez, Bruce Richardson and Danny Milner.”

Sam and Indie shook hands all around, and then Ichabod suggested they simply have dinner together in the hotel restaurant. The couple agreed and followed the crew inside, where a hostess addressed Ichabod by name and escorted them to a pair of tables that had already been pushed together.

The waitress appeared almost immediately and they busied themselves with choosing their orders for a few moments. When that was finished, the entire crew looked expectantly at Sam.

“I’m sure you probably won’t be all that surprised,” Ichabod said, “but we’re all very curious about the ghosts that seem to work with you. Would they happen to be here now?”

Sam glanced at his wife, who nodded. “They’re here,” he said. “I’m going to let you folks in on a bit of news that no one else knows just yet. Up until this morning, the only one who could hear Beauregard speak was Indie’s mother, my mother-in-law. Beauregard has been with her for many years, and my mother was taken out of this life only about a year and a half ago. When she died, she somehow managed to remain and we believe that has something to do with Beauregard’s presence at the time. Until this morning, my mother-in-law could only hear Beauregard, and he would relay anything my mother had to say; suddenly, however, both she and my wife can hear both of the ghosts.”

The entire crew sat there in silence for several seconds, staring at Indie. It was finally Sandy who managed to speak up.

“Just, all of a sudden?” she asked. “I mean, was there something special that happened this morning?”

Indie grinned. “Well,” she said. “It happens that today is my twenty-seventh birthday. My mother told us this morning that the first time she heard Beauregard was also on her twenty-seventh birthday.” She bit her bottom lip for a couple of seconds. “If you read through all of the blogs, then you know that Beauregard is actually my great-great-great-grandfather, or something like that; I’m still not too sure on all the greats, but he’s an ancestor. He says that he can remember his mother or somebody saying that the women in the family had some sort of gift that came at a certain time in their lives, so we think this might be it.”

“That’s incredible,” Roger said. “Can you hear other ghosts?”

“Not so far,” Indie said. “Until today, the only one my mother ever heard was Beauregard, but now she and I can both hear both of them.” She blinked and grinned. “Grace says to tell you that you are wearing two different kinds of socks, one with a gray stripe and one with a blue stripe.”

Roger’s eyes went wide and he looked down toward his feet. “She’s right,” he said. “I just didn’t pay attention when I was matching them up, I guess.”

Ichabod grinned at Indie. “That’s a cute trick,” he said, “but you might’ve noticed his socks when he was sitting down. I don’t mean to come off like a skeptic, but I’m not the biggest believer in the ‘friendly ghost’ theory. In all the research I’ve done, ghosts are rarely willing to expose themselves to the living if they can avoid it, unless they happen to be angry.”

“Beauregard says that’s probably true in most cases,” Indie said, “but neither he nor Grace are likely to be considered normal even in the ghost world. They have spoken with a lot of other ghosts, and have never found another that can speak to a living person on a regular basis—although many of them wish they could.” She tilted her head for a second, as if listening. “Grace says that you should each hold one object in your hand, something that neither Sam nor I can see. She and Beauregard will tell me what those things are, and she hopes that will be enough to convince you that they really are here.”

Ichabod sat still for a couple of seconds while the others began digging things out of their pockets. His eyes were locked on Indie’s, but finally he slipped a hand into a pocket and came out with a closed fist. He very carefully held his hand in such a way that neither she nor Sam could see what was in it, then opened it.

Indie’s face turned red, and she broke into a large, somewhat embarrassed smile. “A condom?” she asked. “That’s what you pull out of your pocket to show a ghost?”

Ichabod’s eyes became big and round. He turned his hand so everyone could see that he was holding a foil pouch containing a condom. “Sandy and I are engaged,” he said. “We’re not ready for kids, not just yet.”

“Blabbermouth,” Sandy said. “Okay, what am I holding?” She looked into her open hand, curled around something that Indie couldn’t see.

“A ring,” Indie said. “Beauregard says it’s a gold ring with a small blue stone.”

Sandy held her hand out flat, and everyone saw the ring with the fake sapphire. “I bought it at a gift shop for my little sister,” she said. “It isn’t real, but it looks nice.”

“Okay, how about me?” Roger asked. “What have I got?”

“You’re holding a key,” Indie said. “It’s a brass key, and it has a green sticker on it but the writing has faded away.”

Roger chuckled and held up the key. “It’s the key to my storage locker,” he said. “The sticker used to have the locker number on it.”

Barry was holding a small round battery, and Danny had a cigarette lighter. Bruce, however, had decided to get creative. He was holding a few pieces of change, and asked Indie to tell him what the total was.

“You’ve got a quarter, a dime and three pennies,” she said. “That comes to thirty-eight cents.”

Bruce tilted his hand and let the coins spill onto the table. “Dead on the money,” he said. “No pun intended.”

“Okay,” Ichabod said, “I suppose we’re satisfied. I’ve seen mentalists do things like that in the past, but they usually have something prepared to help them pull it off and I don’t think you had any chance to set it up. To be honest, I’m actually pretty impressed. You’re the first people we’ve ever spoken to who have an amicable relationship with someone in the spirit world.”

“I’m curious,” Sam said, “why you aren’t using any kind of technology to try to confirm that they were here. On all the TV shows, they always have EMF meters and digital recorders, things like that. Why didn’t you have any of that with you?”

Roger chuckled. “Because those things are actually pretty bogus,” he said. “EMF meters look impressive when the LEDs light up and the buzzers go off, but it’s easy to make that happen. All you have to do is point it at an outlet, or a battery—just about anything with an electrical field will set them off. Most of the ghost hunter shows use them as props, but if you were actually there when they were filming you’d notice that anytime the EMF meter goes off, it’s actually pointed at one of the other people involved. That guy probably has a cell phone in his pocket or something.”

“And as for recorders,” Ichabod said, “an awful lot of the things they seem to pick up are really just static that can be manipulated to make it sound like somebody speaking. They take the recording and put it into a computer, then play around with the static until they get something that sounds like words. That’s why an awful lot of it doesn’t make any sense.” He looked at Sam. “Have you ever tried any of those things with your ghosts?”

Sam shrugged. “No, it never occurred to me,” he said. “See, it took a long time for me to even believe that Beauregard existed. I always thought he was a figment of my mother-in-law’s imagination, something she made up because she was afraid people would look at her funny when she was able to predict things in the future. It wasn’t until we went looking for his descendants that I started to believe in him, and the clincher was one time when I almost died and actually met him face-to-face. My mother was there, as well, and it’s kind of hard to doubt after you see them for yourself.”

“Hey, that’s right,” Sandy said. “Beauregard can predict the future, I read about that in the blog. Has he had anything to say about this situation?”

“Well, he did tell us we were going to get a new case today,” Sam said. “That was early this morning, before we got your email. He hasn’t actually said anything specific about the case, however.”

“That’s okay,” Ichabod said. “Mr. Prichard…”

“How about just calling me Sam,” Sam said.

“Okay, Sam. I’ve been talking with the police detectives involved in the case and I told them that we were bringing you in on it. One of them, a guy named Bennett, got pretty pissed off about it, but the other one says he’s heard about you and he’s okay with it. He said we can meet with them tomorrow morning, if you want, but he doesn’t think we’ll be able go back into the asylum anytime soon. We were hoping that your ghosts could find out what really happened to Trooper Emerson, because right now the only suspect the police have is our buddy Bruce.”

Sam started to speak, but Indie held up a hand. “Beauregard says we don’t have to wait for permission,” she said. “He says if we take them out to the asylum, he and Grace can go in and see what they can learn tonight.”

Ichabod’s browless eyes grew even bigger. “I hadn’t thought about that,” he said. “We can’t get close to the building tonight, but I don’t suppose the gates are going to keep them out. What do you think, Sam?”

“I think it’s worth a try,” Sam said. “They’ve gone out and gotten information for me on their own in the past. They can come back and tell Indie what they find, and she can tell us.”

“After dinner, then,” Ichabod said. “And, speaking of which…”



Two servers appeared at that moment with trays holding their meals, and they dug in. The conversation continued, mostly about the
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program and its business model, and both Sam and Indie found themselves fascinated.



“So, you make your money on advertising?” Sam asked.

“The sponsors, yes,” Roger said. “Our biggest sponsor is a life insurance company, if you can believe that. Smithers Insurance, they claim we’re the best advertising they get. I guess when people are thinking about spirits of the dead, it also makes them think about their future. Smithers gives us a big part of our budget every quarter in return for the commercials we run for them and the ads on our website. We also have some affiliate relationships with a few companies, and we try to tie different items to each episode. For instance, this asylum has had a half-dozen books written about it, so we have links to all those books on our website and every time somebody buys one, we get about a dollar in commission. Doesn’t sound like much, but it adds up over time.”

“I’m sure it does,” Indie said. “I have ads on the blog and they make me a couple hundred dollars a month.”

Sam looked at her. “They do?”

She grinned at him. “Mad money,” she said, patting his hand. “You just don’t worry about it.”

They finished eating and Roger asked Sam if they needed to go back to the room for anything before heading out to the asylum, but Sam said they were ready to go. Roger led the way out to the van in the parking lot, and they all climbed inside. When everyone was seated, he started the van and drove out of the parking lot, heading out into the countryside around the city and toward the haunted asylum.

“This is kind of exciting,” Indie said. “I never thought we’d actually go looking for ghosts this way. I’m just hoping that we can find out what really happened to the trooper.”

“Not as much as me,” Bruce said. “If they don’t figure it out, I’m afraid they’re going to try to charge me with something just to look good.”

“I looked at the footage Sandy sent along with her email,” Sam said. “From what I saw, it’s highly unlikely that a jury would ever believe you could’ve done anything to him.”

“We feel the same way,” Ichabod said. “Unfortunately, I can tell you from past experience that juries are not always able to tell reality from fantasy, and a good prosecutor can spin a web that will catch them up in whatever narrative he wants to create.”

Sam looked at him. “You sound like you’ve been on the receiving end,” he said. “Can I ask what the story is behind that?”

“I’ll tell you later,” Ichabod said. “I’m not trying to stall, but the asylum is just around the next bend. I don’t want to lose focus on the situation we’re dealing with at the moment.”

They rounded the bend, and the old building came into view. Indie let out a low whistle.

“Babe,” she said. “If I have ever seen a haunted building, that’s got to be it.”

Sam was staring at the structure through the gates that were locked in front of them. It was a very large, Gothic-style institution, and surrounded by trees that had suffered the ravages of weather for many, many years. Windows in the building were broken and many were covered with bars, which lent an air of danger to the vista. The overgrown lawn was simply another testament to decades of neglect, and a sudden flash of heat lightning broke the night, bringing memories of horror films of the past.

“I can’t say I would disagree,” he said. “And I’m kind of glad we don’t have to go in there tonight.”
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