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      While this novella does not depict any violence or explicit event, it focuses on some disturbing issues. Being a thriller, it seeks to place the reader in the untenable position of the characters, therefore could be a stressful read despite the knowledge an Edale Lane story will have a happy ending. Topics encountered in Nefarious Intent include child abduction, homophobia, and a mention of child pornography.
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        Nashville, Tennessee, October 2022

      

      

      “Here, Mommy,” Cloe said as she peeled out of her pastel jacket and plopped it in her mother’s lap. “Hold this. I’m getting hot.” Before Sandy could reply, her five-year-old was rushing back to the playground equipment to climb up into the slide tower.

      “You too?”

      Sandy turned to a blonde woman settling onto the bench beside her. Though she often brought her daughter to the park, she had never seen this woman before. The lady looked to be in her forties—old to have a pre-schooler.

      Nevertheless, she smiled and answered, “I’m doing good to keep shoes on her.” Sweeping her with a curious gaze, she asked, “Which one’s yours?” It would be rude to assume she was a grandmother, although it seemed more likely.

      “That one.” The woman pointed toward four boys hopping on and off a swirling playground spinner painted in bright red and yellow.

      Deciding it didn’t matter, Sandy’s gaze returned to Cloe, beaming with joy as she watched her play. Her little girl took after her—full of imagination and energy, silky brunette hair, rough-and-ready while possessing a dainty, feminine side—only she had her father’s blue eyes. Heaven only knew why Bryan preferred reptiles, bugs, and plants to his own child. The last she had heard from her ex, he was in Costa Rica, studying the effects of climate change on the rainforest. He had been an interesting man and easy to look at, but unfortunately, she discovered too late he hadn’t been husband material.

      If only Beca hadn’t joined the Marines, she thought in regret about her college girlfriend. It seemed she was fated to be drawn to partners who insisted on going globe-trotting. Then again, without Bryan, she wouldn’t have had Cloe, the joy of her heart.

      It was for Cloe that Sandy began writing children’s books four years ago. She wanted her baby and all the children of her generation to have wonderful stories of discovery, friendship, and diversity to shape their minds into accepting and affirming members of the LGBTQ community from a young age. Despite the scandalous underlying theme of acceptance for all colors of the rainbow, her Holly the Kitty books had turned into best sellers, for which Sandy credited her fabulous artist. Nashville Lifestyles magazine had featured her in a story last month, marking the release of number ten in the series with Holly the Kitty Goes to Graceland. A job she loved with the freedom to set her own hours, the most precious little girl in all the world, and enough money to be comfortable, left her nothing to complain about, even without a romance in her life. There would be time for that when Cloe was older.

      “Cody is into Paw Patrol,” the woman beside her commented, drawing Sandy from her contended musing. “What does your daughter like?”
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        * * *

      

      A man in a navy windbreaker wearing sunglasses and a generic ball cap leaned against a tree inside the back gate, observing the children at play. His interest passed from one little boy or girl to the next, but no one noticed him. There were plenty of mothers, nannies, and a few fathers present—pushing a kid on a swing, navigating the park with a stroller, sitting on a bench watching, or even walking a dog. He just blended in. He intended to.

      When a lovely young girl with dark hair bounded over to throw her jacket at her mother, he regarded her with interest. He had discovered the brunette kept a close eye on her daughter, but all he needed was a moment. Just the simple distraction of the woman sitting beside her would be enough. Like a tiger crouching in tall grass, he waited for his opportunity to pounce.

      The man roamed over to a second tree nearer the jungle climber with its two giant slides. The official playground space was open, padded with rubber mulch nuggets, and marked with landscape timbers. Patience was essential.

      A sense of anticipation swelled in his chest so intense he could barely contain it. If he made a wrong move, got the timing off, wasn’t quick or careful enough, he could be caught. Oh, he had concocted plenty of tales to spin if anyone suspected his presence to be nefarious, but that hadn’t happened yet. Executing the hunt produced a thrill even greater than the capture, though he reminded himself the goal justified the fantasy he now acted upon. The children must be saved.

      Behind the dark glasses, he scanned the area—the movements of the kids, where the adults were looking, commotions, noise from passing vehicles. With a split second to act, he must be decisive and calm to avoid detection.

      The boys on the spinner squealed in delight, a pickup truck revved its engine, and the mother was busy talking to the blonde woman just as the little brunette girl with a big grin ran around the back of the slide climber. In three strides, he was upon her. He clamped the damp handkerchief over her mouth and nose, scooped her up, made an abrupt about-face, and walked briskly behind the shade trees and out the rear gate. Not too fast to draw attention, and not too slow to give the parent time to look up. He had the sleeping child lying on his backseat and the car started before the first frantic calls for help.

      The kidnapper smiled to himself, heart pumping with the thrill and self-satisfaction of a job well done. He slowly backed out of his parking space and pulled into traffic.
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        * * *

      

      “All right, people, we have no time to waste,” announced Supervisory Special Agent Kade Walker of the FBI Memphis Field Office—Nashville Resident Agency. Despite the Iraq War veteran’s extraordinary organizational skills, all the team had done so far was chase dead ends. “We’ve had two child abductions in the last forty-eight hours. The clock is ticking on these kids. You know what it means if we go past seventy-two. Mathews, do another sweep of all security cams in the mall and its parking lot. Garcia, I want complete life histories on the families of these children. We still don’t know if we’re looking for one perp or two. See if there’s any connection between the victims we may have missed. Eastyn, Arredondo, go reinterview the couple from last night. Maybe they’re calmer now and can remember more. Chop, chop!”

      Field Agent Marlow Eastyn and her partner Alec Arredondo exited the main office for the lounge, where the distraught parents had spent the night. “What do you think, Eastyn?” the younger agent asked as he kept up with her deliberate pace. “There’s been no ransom demand, and while they aren’t broke, I don’t see them coming up with major cash. And with two in a row, I hate to think—”

      “Don’t start drawing conclusions,” she rebuffed like an instructor who had taught this lesson before, which she had, only not to Alec. The agency had transferred her old partner to the Memphis office, and she had to keep reminding herself Alec had spent five years riding a desk before impressing his way into a field agent position. He had a boost with the adorable dimples, but his outstanding performance on the shooting range made the difference.

      At five-foot-seven, she was Alec’s height with a similarly toned physique and traditional black suit and white shirt, only Marlow omitted the tie. Alec’s thick jet hair was cut shorter than her fine wedge bob the color of autumn leaves. Her fair skin would burn at the very mention of the sun, and she had always been self-conscious of her freckles, as she thought they made her look girly; her partner didn’t know what a sunburn was.

      She stopped with her hand on the knob and fixed Alec with an earnest gaze. “Do not, under any circumstances, even hint at trafficking, child pornography, or sexual exploitation in front of these parents. Do you understand me?” Her edgy tone was low and dangerous.

      His expression crumpled into submission. “Yes, ma’am. I wasn’t going to, though.”

      “You don’t have to ‘ma’am’ me,” she responded with less intimidation. “I’m not your mother.”

      Nor am I old enough to be. However, Marlow realized Alec was only being polite. She opened the door, and they walked in.

      “Have your found her?” Todd Taylor-Holland pushed up from his seat, his furrowed, wrinkled brow a reflection of his anxiety. His mouth hung open as if he needed extra air, while his thick fingers wiggled futilely before a broad girth. He was like a bear: big, hairy with a red tinge to his brown beard, and sweet, soulful brown eyes.

      Immediately, a smaller man with neat fawn hair and the same anxious expression was at his side, taking his arm. “Please tell us you have!”

      And that would be Brenden Talyor-Holland. Marlow recalled from the case notes Todd was a prominent real estate agent and his husband a nurse at the Nashville General pediatrics ward. They had adopted baby Aria after she had been abandoned in the ER waiting room. The hospital had spent weeks trying to find the birth mother to no avail. Brenden had fallen in love with her and didn’t want her to end up in an orphanage or foster care, so he and Todd put in the paperwork for adoption.

      Could the birth mother have decided she wanted the baby now? The only clue they had was from video surveillance at the mall. They traced a woman who walked out with an approximate two-year-old in her arms to a video of her entering without a toddler. Unfortunately, none of the cameras captured a clear image of her face.

      “Not yet,” Marlow informed them, adding, “but we’ve been on this around the clock.”

      “It’s my fault,” the big man exhaled in agony before plopping back onto the black couch.

      “No, it isn’t, Todd,” Brenden chided, as he lit like a butterfly beside his husband. “No one blames you.”

      “I blame me”.

      Taking seats in the chairs opposite them, Marlow and Alec gave the parents their full attention.

      “I know you’ve told the story already, but please, go through the details with us again,” Marlow requested.

      “We were at the mall last night,” Brenden began. “We were looking for a birthday gift for my sister and decided to eat in the food court. I left Todd with Aria in her stroller while I went to order dinner.”

      “I was watching her,” Todd insisted in the desperate tone of one drowning in guilt. “Her stroller was right by my chair. Then this guy stops by and asks for directions. He said he was from out of town, and the mall was so big he had gotten turned around. I took my eyes off Aria for a second to point out to him where to go, and she was gone.

      “I flew into a panic when I realized she was missing, and my first thought was she must have climbed out of her stroller. She doesn’t like being confined and excels at figuring out childproof buckles. She didn’t cry or anything. It’s like she just vanished!”

      “When Todd started yelling, I raced over,” Brenden said. “We searched everywhere, asked the people sitting around if they saw a toddler—Aria is two, you know, and can really move fast. We were sure she had run off exploring, but after half an hour and neither mall security nor we could find her, we called 911. The police came and then the FBI.”

      Marlow nodded thoughtfully. “And you can’t think of anyone who might have taken her—a relative, a friend, an enemy…”

      “No one,” Todd uttered dismally and buried his face in his hands.

      Marlow exchanged a glance with Alec.

      “What happened to the man asking directions?” she prodded.

      Todd and Brenden both responded with blank looks. After a moment, Todd said, “He wasn’t there anymore. We were busy looking for Aria, and I forgot all about him. I guess he walked off. Do you think—”

      “We’re following all leads,” Marlow assured them.

      She recalled the first missing child from the day before yesterday had been older—four instead of two—and a little boy. The mother, Aubrey Tillman, worked as a numbers analyst for an insurance company. The Taylor-Hollands said they had never met her, they lived on opposite sides of the city, and seemed to have nothing in common. They didn’t shop at the same stores or take their kids to the same playgrounds, and Aubrey’s child had been swiped from his daycare.

      The daycare workers had been frantic. They described a man with shaggy black hair and a beard wearing a flannel shirt claiming to be Quinn’s father there to get him. They had argued with him, insisting Aubrey hadn’t authorized him to pick up the child, and he would have to leave. The guy created a big scene, yelling, cussing, making accusations, drawing everyone’s attention. They had reported being distressed and even afraid, and a worker threatened to call the cops.

      When he finally left, they couldn’t find Quinn. One of the other kids had said his grandma took him, but she was only three and had never met Quinn’s grandmother. Aubrey’s mother lived in Paducah, Kentucky, but she called her just the same to check. No. Only now Grandmother was distraught as well and had sped to Nashville to support Aubrey. Now they had a string to tie the kidnappings together: the probability of a pair working in tandem.

      Marlow’s brain raced. Usually, when a couple kidnaps preschoolers, it’s because the woman lost a baby or wants one but can’t conceive, is mentally unstable, whatever, and the man in her life is helping her acquire it. But two only a day apart? And the older child was taken first… Rarely—but it does happen—a woman is involved in the sex trafficking of children. Please, God, don’t let it be that.

      The door opened, and Supervisor Walker stuck his head in. “Eastyn, Arredondo, with me.”

      “Excuse us,” Alec said to the couple and closed the door behind them.

      “Sir?” Marlow looked at him probingly.

      “We had another kidnapping an hour ago,” came his grave reply.

      Marlow swallowed, a sick dread stirring in the pit of her stomach. Three missing children in as many days was a devastating omen, and she feared the worst.
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      “They’re bringing the mother in now,” Walker relayed. “I want you to find out everything you can before we put her with the other parents. Talk to her in the visitor area—I’ll make sure it’s clear. We must gain some solid leads, Eastyn.” He held her with iron resolve in his gaze. “If this pattern holds, we have twenty-four hours or less to catch these perpetrators before another child is abducted. If that happens, the city will be in a panic. It’s hard enough to play down missing children to the media, and I already have half a dozen reporters breathing down my neck.”

      “We’re on it, boss,” Marlow avowed. “What do we know about this one?”

      “Here’s what we have so far.” He handed her a sheet of paper. “I’ve got to go check with the research team.”

      Marlow studied the scant report while she and Alec took the elevator down to the first-floor guest lobby. “It says five-year-old Cloe was taken from the Tulip Poplar Park playground. Her mother’s name is Sandra Wilde, an author, who was present and only looked away for an instant… distracted by a stranger. Sound familiar?”

      Alec’s face lit up. “It sure does! Sandra Wilde—you know who she is, right?”

      Marlow spared him a sideways glance as the elevator doors opened. “No. Should I?”

      “Well, I figured you would since you’re a lesbian and all.” He continued excitedly as they made their way to a seating area by the windows past the front desk. “She writes children’s books, the Holly the Kitty series being her biggest sellers.”

      “I didn’t know you had kids, Alec,” she commented, still completely unaware of who this woman was.

      “I don’t, but my sister does. They have all the Holly books. I gave my niece Holly the Kitty and the Hollywood Caper for her birthday.”

      “But why would you think I care anything about children’s books?” She stopped and turned to face him, bewildered by this line of conversation.

      “Because Sandra Wilde is famous. She’s been on ‘Good Morning Nashville’ and everything. She’s an ambassador for the LGBTQ community, for cryin’ out loud. Her books teach children that everyone is unique and being different isn’t bad and some kids have two mommies, or two daddies and some boys like to wear dresses and it’s all OK. Don’t you pay attention to your own people?”

      Marlow put a hand on her hip and frowned at him. “Of course, I do. The FBI is my people, and I pay damn close attention to them. And sure, I’m out and proud and all that crap, but I don’t have time for ‘Good Morning Nashville’ or children’s books. I have a job to do, and right now that’s catching these frickin’ kidnappers and get those kids back to their parents.”

      Then, like a sudden eruption of fireworks, Marlow made the connection. Aubrey Tillman’s name had been listed on Quinn’s birth certificate as the baby’s father. When they had asked her about it, she’d explained he was conceived during a regrettable night of drunken misadventure before she had started her transition. Quinn’s birth mother was killed by a drunk driver and Aubrey, as the surviving parent, gained legal custody. Her transition took three years, and she had been fully female in every regard for the past year and a half. First a trans woman, then a gay couple, and now a woman who writes LGBTQ books for children. Two may be a coincidence, but three form a pattern.
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      The man who had driven Sandy to the FBI building escorted her through the glass door. She was numb all over, engulfed in fog, sounds a distant blur as her pulse pounded in her ears. She didn’t know her hand trembled until she saw it shaking, and quickly grabbed it with her other one. So, this is what it feels like to be in shock.

      The bright lighting, white walls, and shiny floor almost sent Sandy into a whiteout, and she suddenly felt faint. Instinctively, she clutched the man’s arm to steady herself. She had never been so terrified in her entire life—not on the highway that night with headlights speeding straight toward her, not when she got caught skipping school or the first time her parents found out about her kissing a girl. Once she went skydiving with her college friends, and jumping out of an airplane was a cakewalk compared to this. The lifetime sum of her experiences had not prepared her for this level of terror. Cloe had been kidnapped.

      A hundred scenarios played a marathon on repeat of every horrific thing that could be happening to her baby this very minute. It was too much to process, too much to endure. Voices occupied the room, which suddenly seemed dark, and another set of hands helped guide her into a chair just before the strength in her legs gave out.

      “Ms. Wilde, can I get you a glass of water?” a kind voice offered. There was something strong and reassuring in the woman’s tone. Sandy tried to concentrate on her face, to draw herself out of the ocean of horrific imaginings that threatened to drag her down into the Mariana Trench of hopeless doom.

      “Thank you,” she eked out. Remembering to breathe, she blinked, and her vision came into focus. Crouched before her was a woman in a black FBI suit holding her hands, peering at her through compassionate whiskey-colored eyes. Her short hair was a shade darker than the freckles strewn across her cheeks and nose. She had an athletic build and an air of confidence that made Sandy feel safe.

      The woman nodded to a Hispanic fellow who she supposed also was an agent, and he sat beside her. “I’m a big fan of yours, Ms. Wilde,” he said with a friendly smile.

      Sandy turned to him as the woman stood and walked away. Unable to form her typical gracious response, she lowered her chin and stared at the floor.

      “I’m Agent Arredondo, and my partner, Agent Eastyn, is going to bring you some water,” he continued. The man who drove her there seemed to have disappeared.

      “Ms. Wilde,” he called her name again, drawing her gaze. “We’re doing everything possible to find your daughter. We believe you can help us. Can you do that?”

      Sandy pushed at the foreboding forest of ghoulish imagery that lurked at the edge of her awareness. “Yes.”

      Agent Eastyn returned, cracked the lid of the bottle, and handed Sandy the water, then took the seat on her other side.

      “Thank you.”

      The cool liquid soothed her parched mouth and throat. It awakened her mind to where she was, and Sandy resolved to remain present and in control of her faculties to answer the agents’ questions. Having never been a fragile person, she wanted to kick herself for surrendering to panic. She hadn’t meant to, never thought she would, but this was Cloe, and now she had to pull herself together to help get her back.

      “Tell us what happened, Ms. Wilde,” prompted Agent Eastyn.

      “Sandy.”

      “OK, Sandy; I’m Marlow. Just walk me through it, and if you need to stop, it’s all right.”

      Sandy took a steadying breath and began. “We were at the playground at Tulip Poplar Park—we go there a lot. It’s Cloe’s favorite. I was sitting on the bench watching her. She brought me her jacket because the sun was warm. This other mother was talking to me, going on about what her boy liked and asking about Cloe. We’ve been there hundreds of times; it’s a safe park, and I was watching her. I don’t know, maybe I glanced away for a moment. The woman was pointing at the boys on the spinner who were yelling and laughing—I think one toppled off onto the ground. Then when I looked back to the climber, I didn’t see her. I called, and she didn’t answer. Then I got up and jogged over, searched under the sliding boards, and yelled louder. She was just gone.”

      “You’re doing good, Sandy,” Marlow encouraged her in an assuring manner. “I’m sure you were terrified.”

      Sandy lifted haunted eyes to Marlow’s. She could see the sharp, no-nonsense cop in there, a professional determined to do her job not merely because it was a job but because she cared.

      “I was… still am. A lot of other parents helped me look for her, then maybe after five minutes, I called 911. A patrol car was there in no time, and they brought out a K-9 officer and dog. It sniffed Cloe’s jacket and followed her scent to an empty parking spot. An officer put up a barricade and said their forensic team would try to learn something about the car. Then an FBI agent questioned me—I wasn’t much help—and drove me here.”

      “OK, this is great,” Marlow praised again. Her reinforcement helped keep Sandy calm. “And nobody saw a stranger hanging around the park? Did anyone see a person leaving with a child?”

      “No.” Sandy dropped her chin. “No one saw anything, and here’s the thing, agents: Cloe knew never to go with strangers. She would have screamed if someone tried to take her, and nobody heard a peep.”

      “What about Cloe’s father?” Agent Arredondo asked.

      Sandy shifted her attention to him. “He’s not in the picture anymore. I don’t even think he’s in the country—Costa Rica or Brazil, some rainforest. I’m not dating anyone, no relatives in Nashville or jealous exes or angry enemies. I don’t have enough money to pay a ransom and have no idea what to do when they call demanding millions of dollars. It takes time to sell a house or hold a fundraiser, and I simply couldn’t put together that kind of cash on short notice. But so far, no one’s called.” She absently patted her front pocket, making sure the cellphone was still there. She wondered why the agents hadn’t asked about a ransom call first thing.

      “Tell us about the woman who was talking to you,” Marlow said.

      “Well, she was older than me—I’d say older than you, maybe in her forties—blonde hair about shoulder length, slender, petite, very chatty. I don’t remember ever meeting her before.”

      “Did she help you look for Cloe?” Agent Arredondo asked.

      The question made her pause, push back into the memory of the frenzied minutes of searching. “She wasn’t on my radar. Now that you mention it, I don’t recall seeing her at all after I started looking for Cloe.”

      “Sandy, we’d like you to work with a police artist,” Marlow directed. “We think there is more than one person involved in Cloe’s abduction.”

      A spark of anger ignited deep inside Sandy. Anger felt better than hopeless despair, so she didn’t fight it.

      “You suspect that woman pretended to be a parent, distracting me while her partner took Cloe. I knew she looked too old to have a preschooler!” Fury lashed through as Sandy raised her voice, biting off the words, “And I sat there being polite. I knew something was off about her, and still, it never dawned on me she could be up to something so despicable! I’ll give your artist a description, all right, and I hope you can identify her and lock her up today.”

      She puffed wrathful breaths through her nose as strength returned to her body. “But why hasn’t someone called demanding a ransom?”

      “We can’t answer that—not because we don’t want to but because the kidnappers’ motive is yet to be determined.” Shifting her posture, the agent seemed hesitant before continuing. “I know this is a personal question, but it may be relevant. You write children’s books with gay and lesbian characters, is that right?”

      “Yes.” Sandy furrowed her brows, worried about where this line of inquiry was going. How could her career have anything to do with Cloe’s abduction? She had received some hate mail and blocked a few people from her social media accounts, but overall, her work had been well-received, even praised.

      “How would you describe your sexual orientation and gender identity?”

      Sandy had been asked the question before. She straightened, uncertain and unconcerned about what these agents thought of her. If knowing would help them catch the kidnappers, she’d tell them when her last period had been and the consistency of her stools. She just wanted Cloe back safely.

      “I identify as a bisexual woman,” she replied in a formal tone. “I appreciate beauty where I find it in either the male or female form, but it’s the soul inside the body that attracts me the most. As far as I’m concerned, love is love, and that’s what I teach in my books.”

      Marlow nodded and exchanged a look with her partner. “Thank you, Sandy, for a straightforward, honest answer. I don’t really talk about it, but if it will put you at ease, I’m part of the rainbow brigade as well.”

      Sandy’s gaze swept her again, this time more discerningly. OK, that doesn’t surprise me. “Thanks for making me feel more comfortable on the worst day of my life.”

      With a smile of understanding, Marlow stood and reached a hand down to Sandy.

      She took it and followed the agents’ lead, glad her legs held her up. Marlow and Agent Arredondo were both an inch or two taller than her and appeared extremely capable.

      “We’re going to take you upstairs to the lounge to wait for the artist to arrive,” Marlow said. “There’s a couple you’ll want to meet. You see, Cloe wasn’t the only child taken in the past few days, and it’s possible the kidnappings are all related. Having a good likeness of this woman’s face will be an important step in getting Cloe back, maybe all three.”

      A fresh jolt of alarm shot through Sandy. “Three?”

      Agent Arredondo took her arm to guide her to the elevator. “Yes ma’am. You aren’t going through this trial alone.”

      Falling in on her other side, Marlow avowed, “I promise you we’ll do whatever is necessary to find them.”
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      Marlow and Alec informed Supervisor Walker about everything Sandy had said and that the sketch artist was on the way.

      “We’ll run the woman’s image through facial recognition and try for a match. Now we have age and size to go with it. Matthews, where are we with the mall footage?”

      “This is the best shot I have of the woman holding the toddler,” answered a Black woman wearing glasses. She pointed to a large monitor with a still of a woman slightly smaller than the surrounding people. In jeans and a pink sweater, she looked like anyone else in the mall. The smallest hint of her face informed them she was Caucasian, but she had long, black hair instead of blonde like the woman at the park.

      “She must have been wearing a wig at the mall, the playground, or both,” Marlow speculated. “But the size is consistent. What about the man from the daycare, and who distracted the Taylor-Hollands at the mall?”

      Analyst Matthews clicked her mouse, and the artist’s rendering of two men appeared side by side on the screen. “The one on the left is from the daycare and the one on the right is from the mall.”

      Scrutinizing the sketches revealed a man with shaggy black hair, a bushy beard, and a big nose beside a guy with trim brown hair, protruding ears, a fair complexion, and an average-sized nose. The beard concealed the cut of the first man’s jaw, and the long hair hid his ears, but the distance between the eyes, the angle of the cheekbones, and the width of the foreheads were the same.

      “These could be the same man,” Alec said just as she reached the same conclusion.

      Fingerprints from the daycare hadn’t led to anyone other than parents and employees, so the accomplice had been smart enough not to touch anything. Dusting of the baby Aria’s stroller only turned up Todd and Brenden’s prints. These drawings based on witness descriptions were the best they had to go on so far.

      “Boss, I just got a report from the NPD lab about a possible vehicle,” Garcia said.

      “Let’s hear it.” Walker moved briskly to the analyst’s desk to look over his shoulder.

      Garcia paraphrased from the email attachment. “Tire tracks in the parking space identified by the K-9 officer are consistent with the Continental ProContact TX 205/55R16 89V tires and 182.7-inch wheelbase found on several models of 2021 Subarus. Continued canvassing of the area turned up a jogger who noticed a white male placing a sleeping girl in the backseat of a small, dark-blue Subaru SUV. The witness didn’t think it was unusual but had admired the car. No licence plate or other identifying features.”

      “Matthews,” Walker barked. “Get me traffic cam images near Tulip Poplar Park—every street going in and out. We’re looking for a late-model dark-blue Subaru, male Caucasian driver. Garcia, pull up DMV records for all registered Subarus matching the description. Hustle! Let’s find that car and driver.”

      He breezed back over to Marlow and Alec. “Still no ransom demand?”

      “No, sir,” Marlow answered. “But there’s another angle we need to consider.”

      He cocked his head, presenting a concerned aspect.

      “All three of the parents whose kids have been taken are members of the Queer community,” she explained. “Aubrey is a transwoman, the Taylor-Hollands are a gay couple, and Sandra Wilde not only writes LGBTQ-affirming books for children but identifies as bisexual. We could be looking at some sort of bizarre hate crime.”

      The creases in the supervisor’s face deepened. “That, Eastyn, is a distinct possibility. You and Arredondo start researching all the anti-gay hate groups in Nashville—every nasty tweet, every rally, and fundamentalist fringe organization. If we can match these suspects’ faces or the Subaru to someone associated with one of the groups, then we’ll be making progress.”

      Marlow sat at her desk and started the search while Alec did the same. She was appalled by what she found in a short time: twenty-eight organizations identified as hate groups by the Southern Poverty Law Center, including nine general hate outfits, thirteen race-based, four religious-based, and two that specifically target the LGBTQ community. Then there were the informal, non-nationally recognized entities, both local and online, the religious zealots, the ‘family first’ varieties, and loads of politicians, bloggers, and talk radio voices who spouted hate and the necessity to ‘take back Nashville’, as if it was being held hostage by a foreign foe. She uncovered podcasters who equated queer people with pedophiles and claimed they were out to ‘steal your children.’

      However, she was pleasantly pleased to see even more of the opposite persuasion standing up for gay, nonbinary, and transgender rights. One article named over a hundred area pastors who denounced the state’s laws—both passed and proposed—that allowed or established discrimination against the LGBTQ community. Marlow identified eighty-nine support organizations in the US, many of which had representation in Tennessee. While it was clear more voices supported equality, it was the angry, fearful, loud minority who posed the threat.

      Clicking back to her haters roster, she recognized trying to compile a list of members, or non-members with equivalent ideologies, would be futile. Like the Ku Klux Klan, most of these folks preferred to remain anonymous.

      “What have you got?” she asked Alec after a while.

      “Going through postings from this past summer’s Pride Parade,” he said. “Getting pictures and signage from protestors.” He brought up photos with protest signs reading, ‘It’s great to be straight,’ ‘Homo sex is sin,’ ‘Repent of your Pride,’ and ‘You can’t have our children.’

      “That one.” Marlow pointed to the last sign. “Run facial rec on the folks holding it.”

      “You’ve got it.”

      While Alec performed the scan, the police artist walked in and handed Supervisor Walker a drawing. Marlow joined him to view the sketch.

      “This is good,” Walker noted, then called out, “Where are we with that car?”

      Garcia answered, “There are over five hundred potential matches registered in Nashville, but I’m trying to narrow it down.”

      “I’ve got a camera that shows a vehicle fitting the suspect’s heading south away from the park, approximately ten minutes before the NPD officers arrived,” Matthews said.

      “Can you zoom in?” Walker moved to her station. “It’s too fuzzy. Clear that up.”

      The driver was a white male with shades and a ball cap with his chin lowered as he passed through the intersection.

      “He knows where the cameras are,” Alec observed.

      “Easy to see them,” Marlow responded. “And he’s organized, planned everything out, probably practiced with his partner, drove back and forth to the daycare, the mall, the park, finding a route to avoid most of the cameras.”

      “There’s no woman in the car,” Matthews noticed. “She must have her own vehicle.”

      “The daycare and playground were part of the families’ routines,” Walker observed, “but how did they know the Taylor-Hollands were going to the mall?”

      “They could have been watching their house, lying in wait to follow them,” Alec suggested.

      “Unless they told someone they would be there shopping last night,” Walker speculated. “Eastyn, go ask them.”

      “Right.” Marlow hurried down the hall to the lounge but paused outside the door, peeking in through the glass. Aubrey had returned and sat hunched with her mother’s arm around her. Todd and Brenden were huddled on the couch, holding hands, but Sandy was apart and alone. She had no one.

      Immediately, Marlow’s heart went out to the grieving young mother. She had a powerful urge to rush in and wrap her in a comforting hug, allow her to cry on her shoulder, tell her everything would be all right. She couldn’t do that. The best help she could be was to remain focused on finding the kidnappers and getting her daughter and the others back.

      Squaring her shoulders, Marlow pushed into the room. Every eye brimming with desperate anticipation focused on her. “We have a few leads,” she announced, giving them promise. It was true, after all, and while she couldn’t divulge details, she could offer them hope. “Todd, Brenden,” she addressed, trying to keep her attention on them.

      “Yes?” The couple stood in unison, Todd dwarfing his husband, both nervous and eager.

      “Who knew you were going shopping at the mall last night? Did you post anything online, tell friends, neighbors? Was it a regular routine?”

      “That’s the mall we normally shop at,” Brenden confirmed, “but not every week at the same time or anything.”

      “I might have mentioned it to Sheila at the office before I left,” Todd added with a worried expression. He absently rubbed his beard. “But we’ve worked together for years, and she is so supportive of us and our adoption. She couldn’t be involved—I just know it!”

      “Can you describe her?” Marlow asked.

      “She’s African American, maybe fifty—it’s not polite to ask—tiny firecracker with a knack for finding buyers exactly what they’re looking for.”

      “OK.” Marlow agreed it wasn’t Shelia. “What about a dark-blue Subaru parked outside when you were leaving? Any car that didn’t belong?”

      “Actually, there was a dark-colored Forester across the street,” Brenden mentioned. “Remember, Todd? I said we should think about getting one of those little SUV crossovers because the hatchback would be so much easier with the stroller and baby gear.”

      “That’s right.” The big man’s brows knitted together before widening into surprise. “Was that them?”

      “I don’t know, but we’ll follow up on it just to be sure,” Marlow said.

      Before leaving the lounge, she paid a quick visit to Aubrey and her mother, asking if she had seen the car before, then moved to sit beside Sandy.

      “Hey, how’re you holding up?” Sandy looked pale and exhausted. Without thinking, Marlow took her hand and gave it a supportive squeeze. Her hand was cold, but smooth and feminine, with painted acrylic nails. The impulse hit her again to hug the distraught mother, and once again, she squelched it. This was no time to split her focus, so she slowly slid her hands away.

      “Oh, like a real trooper—not,” she admitted in an attempt at humor. Shaking her head, she added, “I’m a mess. Working with the artist was great; it gave me a job. Now, just sitting here waiting is killing me. Isn’t there something I can do?”

      Sandy’s dark eyes captivated Marlow with their mosaic of kindness, misery, and expectation. They searched her gaze for answers, for truth, for strength, and Marlow desired more than anything to place Cloe in Sandy’s arms.

      “Do you recall seeing a dark-blue Subaru Forester, maybe following you, parked near your home or at the playground?”

      Sandy shrugged. “I don’t know anything about car brands. Old movies, gardening, music—now I could answer questions about those. Cars never interested me that much.”

      Marlow instantly thought of the old black-and-white detective movies, Alfred Hitchcock, and Humphrey Bogart. “It would look like a small SUV, four doors with a hatchback,” she said.

      The bereaved mother responded with a defeated aspect. “I don’t know.”

      “It’s all right, Sandy,” Marlow comforted. “You did great with the artist and we’re trying to find that woman now.

      “Is this my fault?”

      “Hey, no.” Marlow took a step closer. “The only person to blame is the one who did this.”

      Sandy nodded. “I mean, was it because of me writing the books? I only ever wanted to make life easier for kids, to give Cloe a more loving world to grow up in. Did I draw a target on her back instead?”

      Marlow’s thoughts jumped to her own childhood. “Growing up, I knew I was different. If there had been picture books, portraying characters like me…” Marlow shook her head. “You’ve helped normalize individuals who were once considered freaks and shunned. Your books create a safe space for all kinds of kids, making them feel less lonely, building their self-esteem, and assuring them they fit in too.”

      Sandy mattered—to the world and to Marlow. Now the author was struggling with fear, grief, and uncertainty. As if Marlow’s very bones turned to steel, resolve stiffened in her core. She would get Cloe back for her and the other children too. She couldn’t bear the thought of Sandy’s broken heart if her daughter was lost forever.

      “You’re going to keep creating that better world. Don’t you ever doubt or blame yourself.”

      Sandy nodded, mustering up all the confidence she had.

      “Now, can I get you anything?” Marlow asked, wishing she could do more.

      From some deep reserve of steel magnolia stock, Sandy produced a charming smile. “No thank you, Marlow. I know where the vending machines are. You find Cloe.”

      Marlow laid a hand on her shoulder as a promise. “We will.”
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      Sandy had mixed emotions about Marlow leaving. She craved the sound of her voice and the reassurance of her presence, and she didn’t wish to be alone, yet she also wanted every agent out looking for Cloe. When she was by herself, it was too easy to be swallowed up with guilt, despair, and fear. She wished there was a way she could help. Would driving around town actively searching do any good? No. It was a large city of over half a million people. Besides, the kidnappers would have the children inside, away from windows, probably in a basement or closet… if they were even still alive.

      A shudder ran down her spine, and Sandy hugged herself. You can’t think that! You mustn’t go there, she reprimanded herself. Immediately, her ominous imagination returned to Cloe being alone locked in a small, dark, empty room. She must be so scared. Hold on, Cloe; it’ll be OK. Help is on the way. Just close your eyes and think of your favorite things. Mommy’s right here. She prayed her daughter could sense her vibrational arms holding her safe and receive her words of solace in her mind’s ear. It was all she could do.

      “Ms. Wilde?”

      Sandy lifted her head and looked around, spotting a tall woman about her age and an older one who looked much like her.

      “Come join us,” Ms. Tillman—if she recalled correctly—invited.

      The slighter of the men sitting on the couch beckoned to Sandy. “We are going to all hold hands and pray.”

      “I believe in miracles, Ms. Wilde,” Ms. Tillman stated, with a hint of optimism in her tone. Sandy could use a lifeline of hope about now. “We’ll ask the universe to give our children back to us.”

      Sandy joined the others as they formed a circle and held hands. Relief trickled in at the supportive human contact, and she didn’t feel quite so isolated anymore. The briefest flash of joy pinged off her heart at the thought of Marlow returning with Cloe, who ran beaming into her waiting arms. The image of picking her up, holding her tight, and twirling her around lifted Sandy from the pit, and she clung to it with every ounce of energy she could.
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        * * *

      

      “We have a partial license plate,” Matthews announced, spinning in her desk chair to inform the room. Supervisor Walker was instantly by her side. “This is the clearest image I can render from the traffic camera; it just won’t get any better, I’m afraid, but see? It’s a blue ‘In God We Trust’ tag, and the first three letters are ARC. Sorry, the numbers are too blurry to positively identify.”

      “This is good,” Walker praised with a pat of appreciation to Analyst Matthews’ shoulder. “OK, people, we’re looking for a blue Subaru Forester with a blue ‘In God We Trust’ tag, letters ARC. Find the owner pronto!” He clapped his hands in emphasis.

      “I’ve found a few possible hits with the facial recognition,” Garcia called out.

      Marlow stepped to his desk along with Walker to study the screen. The scan had matched six possible Nashville residents to the composite sketch of the man and four to the woman. After a moment, something burst off the screen at her. Pointing, she said, “Look here. The third guy is Joel Gerson, and this woman is Debra Gerson. Not the most common last name, so I’m guessing related.”

      “Alec, run quick background checks on Joel Gerson and Debra Gerson,” Walker commissioned. “Are they related? Does one of them have a blue Subaru Forester registered in their name?”

      “And look what else I found?” Matthews added. “That model car comes with Subaru Starlink, which means we can find and track it with GPS. We just need the VIN number. I’ve got the DMV database open now; just get me a name.”

      The air in the room hummed with the promise of the new lead.

      “Here we go,” Alec announced in triumph. “Joel Gerson, age forty-four, and Debra Gerson, age forty-five, have been married twenty-two years, and Joel has a Forester registered in his name, ‘In God We Trust’ tag number ARC-4506.”

      “I’m inputting the VIN number now,” Matthews declared triumphantly. “Got it! The car is in Brentwood and… it’s not moving.”

      “The address given for the Gersons is off Baxter Lane in Brentwood,” Alec added.

      Walker caught Marlow’s gaze, and she answered with a determined nod. “We’re on our way.”
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        * * *

      

      The man in the blue windbreaker and ball cap brooded. A petite woman with mousy brown hair fussed around the room and brought him a sweet tea. He didn’t feel like drinking or eating or anything now that the rush of danger, the thrill of victory had worn off, but he knew he needed to stay hydrated. He took the glass and gulped before setting it down.

      It felt as if ants were creeping through his veins as his knee bounced in perpetual motion. He stared at a spot on the floor and wiped his hands up and down his thighs.

      “It’s OK,” the woman said in a sassy, satisfied voice. “Everything is working out fine.” She played her fingers across his shoulders and sang, “No one suspects a thing.”

      But he wasn’t worried about being caught; he just wanted—no, needed—to do it again. The urge was more than a craving. For years, he had harbored fantasies, created a world that only existed in his mind, and he had spent increasingly more time there as he aged. Nobody knew. It was his secret, only now that he had acted on the simmering impulses, he hungered to do it again.

      No! It is only for the mission, only for the desired result—not for the thrill.

      The woman standing behind him wrapped her arms around his neck and leaned in. “You are a hero, but we should wait, lie low, or take a trip out of town for a while. If too many children turn up missing too close together, the whole city will be after us. The police, FBI, newscasters—they don’t understand. We can’t get caught. Then who’ll be brave enough to carry on our work?”

      Her words rolled around in his brain like marbles scattered across a tile floor. They bumped into one another, each choosing a different trajectory, some bouncing off furniture or walls and spinning back. Her advice sounded logical, but it didn’t satisfy the monster of his desire.

      “One more,” he proposed. “Then we can wait a while.”

      The woman pressed her cheek to his. “Patience.”

      He didn’t want to be patient. He needed the superhuman surge of adrenaline, the natural high he got each time he hunted. But it wasn’t enough. He was compelled to do more.

      “The adults who gloss over and sugarcoat the sin, the ones who teach and preach the abomination is normal—they must be stopped. They perpetuate lies.”

      “While we proclaim the truth,” she countered. “The world will come to its senses. They’ll heed our admonitions. We have taken the first of many steps. Just relax.”

      But he couldn’t—not with the greedy cells of his body and brain, the unrelenting desire driving him, propelling him like a cannonball toward the enemy. Then inspiration struck and his bouncing knee calmed. “I feel like ice cream. I’m going to drive to the store and get some. Do you want anything?”

      “Buttered pecan.” She brushed a kiss to his cheek and straightened. “See? We can enjoy a normal night.”

      “Be back soon.” The predator left, certain no night would ever be normal again.
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        * * *

      

      Alec drove while Marlow continued to dig up information on the Gersons. Her stomach reminded her she had worked right through lunch, and her back screamed at her for tossing and turning the six hours she’d attempted to sleep last night. The team had been working this case since Quinn disappeared from the daycare, canvassing neighborhoods, deep-diving into family histories, rooting out enemies, and for a while, waiting for a ransom call or keeping an eye out for a lost pre-schooler wandering the streets. They had run into a few early suspects, but nothing substantial until now. Instinct told her this couple was involved. Was it a child-trafficking ring? Some sickos who used the children in unthinkable ways?

      There must be a reason they are targeting kids of queer parents, she pondered. As potential crimes and criminal intents paraded through her mind, Marlow slammed them down. Nothing good would come from allowing her thoughts to be dragged down that twisted path, not now.

      Her phone vibrated, and she checked the message. “Go away,” she groaned and tapped out the words, ‘Not now, Bree. I’m working.’

      “What’s wrong?” Alec asked with a glance in her direction.

      “Nothing,” she muttered. “Just my whiny ex who hasn’t gotten the memo we broke up six months ago, and I’m not responsible for her anymore.”

      Another text. ‘And that’s why you’ll never have anyone.’ She sneered at the device and was about to shove it back in her pocket when a call from the office came through.

      “Eastyn,” she answered in her official tone, void of emotion.

      “The suspects’ car is on the move,” Walker’s voice boomed. “It just pulled onto I-65 north, heading back toward the city.”

      “Alec, take the next exit,” she instructed before returning to Walker. “Let us know when they’re getting close to 255.”

      “Will do. Should be about five or ten minutes. And I’m sending another unit with a warrant to search their residence. You two stay on the car.”

      “Right.” Marlow hung up the call. “Pull off over there. We need to be heading the other way.”

      “I’ve got it,” Alec assured her in a calm tone. “We’ll find them.”

      Positioned on the side of the on-ramp to Interstate 65 northbound, the two waited with the engine running. Marlow’s phone rang. “They’re coming up on your position,” Garcia informed them.

      “Thanks.”

      Alec pulled into highway traffic while Marlow scanned the cars for the right one.

      “It’s a hundred yards behind you,” Garcia said. Alec slowed until the blue Forester passed them.

      “I see it; we’re tailing it now,” Marlow confirmed. “Male driver, no visible passenger.”

      “Roger that.” Garcia hung up the call.

      “Do you think he’s going after another kid already?” Alec asked in disbelief.

      “There’re a hundred reasons he could drive to town on a Saturday. Don’t lose him and don’t let him make us.”

      She thought about Cloe and the other two children. Where could they be? What was happening to them? And she couldn’t get the image of Sandy out of her head. Just do the job, Marlow. It’s what you’re best at. Getting the kids back is the only thing that matters now.

      They followed the car into a trendy, art-centric neighborhood called 12South. “Hey, this is the way to Sandra Wilde’s house,” Marlow pointed out. “It was in the file, and I remembered it because I’ve been to the 12 South Taproom and Grill.”

      When the suspect pulled over and parked, Marlow checked the address with the information stored on her phone. Her heart rate quickened as she was struck with alarm. “That’s her house,” she said, pointing to a cute pastel craftsman with a large covered front porch topped by dormer windows. The lawn was neat with only a few leaves beneath the crepe myrtle. The backyard was encased in a six-foot privacy fence.

      “She’s still at the station, right?” Alec asked, the concern apparent in his expression.

      “Pretty sure,” Marlow answered. “And there’s no car in the driveway.” She pushed buttons on her phone. “Hey, Supervisor Walker, this fellow is parked outside Sandra Wilde’s house,” she reported. “She’s still in the lounge, right?”

      “They all are,” he said. “I checked on them not ten minutes ago. We got the warrant for the Gerson’s house. I’m taking Agent Phillips and a couple of crime scene techs with me. We should be to Brentwood in less than half an hour. Is the wife with him?”

      “No. Just him.”

      “Sit on him for now,” Walker ordered. “If he breaks into the house, then go get him. We can at least hold him for breaking and entering.”

      “Will do.”

      Surveillance: a lot of time sitting around doing nothing, followed by a quick burst of excitement—if they were lucky. It was all part of the job. But Marlow would sit for weeks or months if it meant rescuing children and putting away the felons who had taken them.
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      Marlow’s stomach rumbled. An hour had passed, and she had finished the bottle of water she’d brought with her. Forget lunch; it was almost dinnertime.

      “Is he just going to sit there?” Alec motioned at the car in frustration.

      As if on cue, the man in the blue jacket got out. He looked right and left. No one was around. The agents, parked half a block away, were not in his immediate area. He jogged across the street to Sandy’s house and rounded to the back.

      “What do you think he’s doing?” Alec asked. “Nobody’s home, and he already took the kid.”

      “He clearly wants something,” Marlow answered as questions swirled in her mind. She had a bad feeling about it. This was breaking pattern. No one broke in or robbed the other parents after their kids were taken. She had sensed this odd foreboding on a few other occasions, and each had ended badly.

      “Come on, let’s go.” She opened her door.

      “But Walker said—”

      “If he breaks into the house, we are to pick him up,” she completed. “We can’t tell if he’s broken in from here.”

      With an unconvinced roll of his eyes, Alec followed her to the home. “Check through the windows,” Marlow whispered. “I’ll take a peek in the back.”

      In a slow, silent motion, Marlow pressed the plank gate open an inch and peered through. Detecting no sound, she squeezed through and padded around the corner, keeping close to the hedges. He wasn’t in the backyard, which meant he had broken in. As he could be armed, she drew her gun and carefully searched for his point of entry. The back door was closed, but the damage to the jam showed it had been jimmied. At her first touch, it eased in; the latch had been broken. This was it.

      Marlow followed with silent, deliberate steps, her senses alert as she scanned for movement or noise. She wondered where her partner was and if he had seen anything, but she dared not call him. Stealth was necessary at this point.

      The smooth sliding of a drawer was followed by the clinking sound of silverware or utensils rattling. This detestable felon was sneaking around Sandy’s home, rifling through her things. It set Marlow’s teeth on edge and ignited something inside her. Gripping her pistol in both hands, she sprinted the few steps to the kitchen entry, assumed her stance with her weapon raised, and shouted, “Hold it right there! FBI. Put the knife down and raise your hands.”

      The man spun toward her, clearly stunned at being caught. His eyes flicked toward another way out of the kitchen down a hallway, but Marlow was pretty sure it didn’t lead to an exit. In standoffs such as this, seconds could feel like a lifetime. Her finger rested on the trigger, but she couldn’t pull it. Although he held a large carving knife, he posed no immediate threat at twelve feet away. He would comply, make a run for it, or charge her.

      Alec appeared, blocking the other doorway, bearing a pistol and a deadly expression aimed at the suspect. “I’d drop it if I was you. This little game is over. Where are the children?”

      When the man hesitated, Alec inched closer, staring across the barrel of his gun. “I said put it down!” he shouted in a burst of Latin temper.

      The man cringed, dropped the knife, and raised empty palms.

      Marlow holstered her sidearm and approached him with restraints. “Joel Gerson?”

      He blinked, his mouth still hanging open. “How do you…” She clasped his hands behind his back.

      He wasn’t remarkable—an average-sized guy in his mid-forties who was neither handsome nor hideous, someone you would pass on the street and never notice. “Mr. Gerson, you are under arrest for breaking and entering, attempted robbery, lying in wait, threatening an FBI officer with a lethal weapon—”

      “I didn’t—” he interrupted in protest.

      “And three counts of kidnapping,” she concluded in a sharp tone. “Where are the children?”

      She spun him around and shoved him against the counter, staring daggers at her sorry-ass, malicious prisoner.

      “What children?” The shock of being caught must have worn off because he smirked at her. “I haven’t the faintest idea what you’re talking about.”

      Marlow gritted her teeth and recited the Miranda warning to him. Then she added, “We aren’t the police. It’s against the law to lie to the FBI, and you’re just giving me one more thing to charge you with.”

      A contemptible smile lit his eyes. “I want my lawyer.”

      

      Alec made the call for a tow truck to haul Mr. Gerson’s car in for processing. Marlow put the suspect in a stark, uncomfortable interview room with a guard while they waited for his attorney to arrive. Soon after, Supervisor Walker and Agent Phillips returned with Mrs. Gerson and escorted her to a separate room. Neither spouse knew the other had been arrested.

      “I left the forensics team at the suspects’ residence,” Walker said. “There weren’t any children present, but we’re talking a drooly, teething, two-year-old and a four- and five-year-old; they’ll find something left behind if they were ever in the house.”

      “Has she said anything yet?” Marlow asked.

      “Not yet; only faking ignorance of the entire matter. Garcia pulled up a life history on her, though,” he said, handing her the report. “Find a weakness, Eastyn.”

      With a firm nod, she took the folder and prepared for the interview.
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        * * *

      

      “What’s happening out there?” Aubrey stood at the lounge window, peering out at the people shuffling back and forth. “I thought I saw someone in handcuffs.”

      The other mother’s nervous excitement rousted Sandy from her guilt. She had been kicking herself, blaming herself for every perceived misstep. I shouldn’t have taken Cloe to the park today. I should have been paying closer attention. Why did I let that horrible woman distract me? How will I live with myself if something happens to Cloe? Oh, God, why can’t I start this day over and do everything different?

      At the mention of someone in cuffs, Sandy shot up, her heart racing, and ran to the window beside the taller woman. “Where?” She pressed the edge of her palm to the glass and leaned in for a glare-free view but saw no one in restraints.

      “I think they took her down a hallway,” Aubrey said.

      In a flash, Todd, Brenden, and Aubrey’s mother had gathered around. “So, ask,” Todd urged, though to no one in particular.

      Sandy moved to the door, opened it, and stepped out. Immediately, a woman in a suit blocked her path. “Ms. Wilde, may I help you?”

      “Yes.” Sandy raised her chin and summoned her most authoritative voice. “I need to know what’s going on. Did you make an arrest? Have you found our children?”

      The woman laid a hand on Sandy’s arm and offered her an apologetic expression. “The investigation is still ongoing. We’re speaking with some persons of interest who may know where your children are. Believe me, you and the other parents will be the first ones notified once they’ve been located.”

      Sandy’s excitement deflated like an open balloon, and her shoulders slumped.

      “It may be asking the impossible to say, ‘don’t worry,’” the woman admitted. “I would be worried too and can only imagine what you’re going through, but please, go back in the lounge. I know you don’t want to be a hindrance to the agents who are working the case.”

      Instantly, Marlow’s image appeared before her eyes, her kind, professional voice in her ears. ‘I promise you we’ll do whatever is necessary to find them.’ She didn’t know Agent Eastyn, but there was a sincerity about her that Sandy trusted.

      Relenting, she nodded and trudged back into the waiting room. “They haven’t found them yet,” she bemoaned and collapsed into the nearest seat. She could tangibly feel the others sink into the same disappointed gloom. “At least they brought in some persons of interest to talk to, so maybe…”

      Too tired to say anymore, Sandy laid her head back and closed her eyes. Was her little girl being kept somewhere safe? Was she being abused or tortured? Was she shivering in fear, crying for her mommy? Was she… dead? Not knowing was the worst.
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        * * *

      

      Marlow sat across the table from Debra Gerson, who wore an indignant look and a pair of handcuffs. Her dress and manner were patently feminine, from her appropriate volume of cosmetics to her high-heeled shoes. She exhibited a superior demeanor implying she was above the situation and innocent of any wrongdoing.

      “Mrs. Gerson,” Marlow began in a reasonable tone. “I understand you and Joel have been married twenty-two years and have no children; is that correct?”

      The woman merely turned up her nose at Marlow and sniffed. Marlow continued, unphased.

      “And you sell Mary Kay cosmetics as a part-time entrepreneurial business?”

      She assessed Marlow with pitying disapproval. “Why? Would you like to buy some? Lord knows you could use them.”

      Marlow leaned back in her chair and shrugged. “I suppose we could do without formalities and cut straight to the chase. We have your husband in the other room. We arrested him after he broke into a private home in Nashville earlier this afternoon.”

      That brought a look of surprise and a spark of fury into her expression. “You’re lying. My husband went out to buy ice cream.”

      “Is that the code name you’re giving it? Want to know whose house he broke into?” Debra narrowed her brows as she caught Marlow’s gaze. “Sandra Wilde, the author’s.”

      And there was the shot of recognition, irritation, and perhaps a little fear in her eyes. “What’s wrong, Mrs. Gerson? Did your husband go off script? Was he not supposed to return to the victim’s home? What did he need there?”

      She turned away and steeled her jaw. “I have no idea. You’ll have to ask him.”

      “Oh, believe me, we are.” Marlow pulled out her cellphone, brought up the video feed from the other interrogation room, and turned the screen toward Debra. Her eyes grew cold as she watched her husband’s nervous body language.

      “How long do you think he’ll last before he blames everything on you? After all, for two of the kidnappings, he was only the distraction while you nabbed the kids. We have you on video surveillance at the mall.” Marlow leaned forward and demanded, “Where are they? You are both looking at serious prison time, but whoever talks first gets the better deal.”

      Clearly enraged with her husband, Debra crossed her arms and twisted to face the one-way mirror. Did she think she was running the show? Maybe she was. Marlow had to find out.

      Relaxing once more, Marlow flipped a page in her folder. “It would appear you are a Christian woman, Mrs. Gerson, a long-time member of Southside Holiness Church. I don’t believe you meant to do harm to the children. Why abduct them? Why steal them away from their parents?”

      She turned accusing eyes to Marlow. “I am a Christian soldier, fighting on the front lines for family values, and I would never hurt a child. We’re out to save them from those freaks, those disgusting perverts. People like that shouldn’t be allowed to have children, to corrupt their minds and violate their bodies. Pedophiles!” she proclaimed, jabbing a finger into the tabletop. “We saved them from a life of corruption by placing them with godly parents who will raise them right, in the fear and admonition of the Lord.”

      Debra straightened and pulled back her shoulders, righteous supremacy emanating from her countenance.

      “What do you mean, ‘placed’? Did you sell them?”

      With an offended snort, Debra jeered, “No, we didn’t ‘sell’ them. Good Christian parents from our Vision of Truth association adopted them. We must combat the evil gay agenda, and these fine couples—whom we fully vetted—are much better suited to provide the children with a safe, loving, stable environment than those abominations.”

      “Names, Mrs. Gerson. I need the names of the people you gave the children to.” Marlow had her pen and paper ready, even though the interview was being recorded.

      “Not on your life!” She clipped off the words with finality. “I’ll obey the laws of God before the laws of men.”

      “God never told you to kidnap preschoolers from happy homes and distribute them to strangers.” Irritation bordering on bitter ire tore through Marlow’s voice. “Did you meet these prospective parents personally? Were you present to place the children in their arms, or did your husband do that?”

      A crack split its way through Debra’s defenses, and Marlow recognized the first hint of doubt. “If you didn’t see the children delivered to their new parents, how can you be certain what happened to them?”

      “I saw their applications online,” she stated with confidence. “We checked up on them.” Leaning forward, she raised a finger. “I met one in person and was there when we presented him with Quinn. That sweet little boy doesn’t deserve to grow up confused about gender with that ‘thing’ as a parent. Both his father and mother? What could be more unnatural? He deserves better.”

      “You said ‘him,’” Marlow noted. “You mean both parents didn’t come to pick up Quinn, only a man?”

      “Well, you see, his wife is a nurse—a very honorable, appropriate profession for a woman—and she was scheduled for surgery and couldn’t be there. But she wanted to be. I’m sure she’s taking great care of him as we speak.”

      Marlow cocked her head. “Did you ever meet this nurse face to face?”

      Debra shrank back, more doubt creeping across her features. “Well, no, but—”

      “What about the other two—baby Aria and little Cloe? Did you see them handed to their new parents with your own eyes, or did your husband go alone?”

      “They are all good, traditionally minded couples who can’t have children of their own,” she declared defensively. “Like us.”

      “Mrs. Gerson, you are not an adoption agency,” Marlow scolded. “You can’t just take other people’s children and give them away to someone else, even if you did know them in real life—which you don’t! We need those names now. What if these people only pretended to adhere to your values? What if they were only looking to obtain little children for nefarious purposes, and it turns out you were an unwitting accessory to abuse? Don’t you realize what you’ve been involved in? This is felony kidnapping, child trafficking, and potentially accessory to murder. You aren’t saving any children; you’ve put their lives in danger. Do you know why your husband went to Sandra Wilde’s house, Mrs. Gerson?”

      Marlow’s bombardment had reduced the proud woman to tears. She shook her head, sniffed, and swiped under her nose with the back of her hand. “He said he was going for ice cream.”

      “He was going there to kill her. Does that ring any bells?” It was a guess, but Marlow suspected the odds lay with it. Anything to get this woman to give her the names.

      Shock-filled eyes met Marlow’s. “He… he said we weren’t doing enough. He said we needed to stop the adults who were corrupting the children.” She set trembling hands on the table. “I didn’t think he meant…”

      “Who would be corrupting them more than a woman who wrote books for children, declaring everything you oppose to be all right?”

      Marlow watched the woman’s resolve crumble. “The applicants’ contact information is in their emails. If you’ll give me my phone, I can pull it up for you. But you must be wrong,” she added fearfully. “Joel wouldn’t hurt that woman or the children.”

      While Marlow hoped that was true, she suspected it wasn’t.
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      After Debra identified the applicants’ emails, Marlow took the phone to Analyst Matthews. “Find out if these are real names and addresses,” she said, then marched unremittingly toward the other interview room.

      Alec caught up with her. “He asked for his lawyer, and we’re still waiting. He should be here any minute.”

      Marlow spared him a scathing look and opened the door. Her partner grimaced and followed her in. Joel glanced around. “Where’s Mr. Albright, my attorney? I have nothing to say until I’ve spoken with him.”

      “That’s fine,” Marlow snapped and snatched the chair across from him. “Then just listen.”

      She figured Alec was there to keep her from doing something stupid, but she was in control of her emotions—barely.

      “I’ve just had a revealing discussion with your wife,” she informed him. His stupefied expression told her he hadn’t expected that. It made Marlow want to grin. “She wasn’t happy to hear you deviated from the plan. Tsk, tsk.”

      He scowled at her and repositioned himself in his seat but declined to reply.

      “She gave up the names of your clients in this black-market baby scheme of yours and said it was all your idea and she only helped because she was afraid of how you’d react if she refused. Your wife…” Marlow paused to shake her head and run her fingers through her hair. “She’s pretty angry about you leaving her in the dark, and she’s ready to hang you out to dry, Joel.”

      He crossed his arms and sneered at her. “Her word against mine.”

      “And what is your word? Are you really on a grand mission from God to save children from the wrong kind of families and selflessly give them to worthy parents with nothing at all in the exchange for you?”

      He squirmed and stared furiously at the one-way mirror. His jaw worked side to side and his knee bounced.

      Just then, a man as well-groomed and dressed as a politician strode into the room with a briefcase. “You don’t have to say a word, Joel,” he announced with the booming voice of an evangelist as he rounded the table. “Agents, if I could have some time to confer with my client in private, as the law requires?”

      “Advise your client to tell us where the children are,” Marlow charged as she stood. “The other inmates don’t take kindly to pedophiles.”

      “You shut your mouth!” Joel roared. “I’m nothing like them. I’m a hero!”

      With the door closed behind them, Alec commented, “Do you think he protested a little too much at being called a pedophile? You found just the right button to push.”

      “I’d like to do more than push buttons with him,” she grumbled as they headed back into the workroom.

      “Phillips and Slater have recovered Quinn Tillman,” Walker announced as he held the phone away from his mouth. The room erupted into cheers. “A child’s services representative will meet them at the next address on the list to take charge of him and bring him here as soon as she’s certain he’s all right. Hopefully, we’ll have little Aria and Cloe within the hour.”

      “What did the people say?” Relief took hold of Marlow, but not entirely—not until the other two children were back with their parents.

      “They claimed they thought Vision of Truth was a legitimate adoption agency and didn’t know Quinn had been kidnapped. They’re coming in of their own accord for official questioning. And,” Walker added and held up a finger. Placing the receiver to his ear, he listened, nodded, and answered. “OK. Keep me updated.” Hanging up the phone, he continued. “They paid ten thousand dollars in fees to get him.”

      Marlow smirked. “And little ‘I’m such a good Christian woman’ Debra Gerson testified they weren’t making a dime but were giving the children to ‘good’ homes like they were stray mutts or something. Christ!”

      “Hey, boss?” Alec queried in an animated fashion. “Why don’t Eastyn and I go check out the last address? It’ll be faster than waiting for Phillips and Slater to get there.”

      “I was just about to suggest that,” he replied. “Get going.”

      Marlow grinned at Alec, and he gave her a wink. “You’re welcome.”

      

      It was a charming cottage in Silvan Park on the west side of Nashville. Marlow pondered another family who believed they were legally adopting a child. Why didn’t they get suspicious when no lawyers were involved? Are people that naïve? You just take some guy’s word for it? But with so much business being conducted remotely online—especially since the pandemic—maybe they trusted everything was in order.

      When a thirty-something-year-old woman dressed like a modern-day June Cleaver answered the door, Marlow and Alec held up their badges. “FBI ma’am,” Alec stated. “May we come in?”

      “Of course.” She ushered them inside. “What’s this about?”

      “Are you Shelly Anderson? Is your husband home?” Marlow questioned.

      “Yes, but Tommy went golfing today with one of his friends. What’s wrong?”

      “Mrs. Anderson, where’s the little girl? Where’s Cloe?” Marlow couldn’t wait any longer. She had been scoping out every inch of the house she could see from the entryway and not a sign of a five-year-old.

      “I don’t understand.” The woman honestly looked confused.

      “You and your husband applied to adopt a child, correct?” Alec prodded.

      “Yes, but the agency said it would be several more weeks before they would have one for us,” she explained. “We’re on the list.”

      “This would be Vision of Truth, operated by Joel and Debra Gerson?” Marlow’s pulse quickened. Where was Cloe?

      “Yes,” she answered innocently. “They’re a private Christian organization, not run by the government, who only place children in homes where conservative moral values are adhered to.”

      “But they haven’t given you a child yet,” Alec presumed. “Did you pay them already?”

      “Adoptions are expensive,” Shelly replied defensively. “We paid half in advance and the rest when we get her, our baby. They told us she may be three or four years old because that age is harder to place and so those kids are in greater need than the little babies. Officers, we just want to help, and the doctors said… well…”

      Something dawned on Marlow, and she broke in. “What’s your husband’s friend’s name, the one he went golfing with?”

      “Oh.” Her smile brightened. “Joel Gerson, from the adoption agency. They went to college together years ago. That’s how we found out about Vision of Truth.”

      The revelation hit Marlow like a ton of bricks. Tommy Anderson and Joel Gerson, old college pals, were in on this scheme together. Maybe they had some twisted sense of a mission against queer people, but something more menacing was afoot. If Cloe wasn’t here, where was she? And if Joel was sitting handcuffed in an interview room, Cloe wasn’t with him.

      “Mrs. Anderson, we need to speak with your husband right away.” Marlow worked to keep panic out of her voice. “Tell us what car he drives, the license plate, any other property you own, places he likes to go to hang out, friends and relatives he may visit. It’s urgent.”

      She cocked her head, seeming confused. “I told you; he’s at the McCabe Golf Course with Joel.”

      “No ma’am,” Marlow rebuked in a grave tone. “Joel Gerson has been arrested for kidnapping, and he’s sitting in the FBI building consulting with his lawyer. If you don’t want him blaming everything on your husband, you need to help us find him right now.”

      Shelly complied, supplying them with everything they needed to track down her husband. Marlow called headquarters and gave Matthews the information—cellphone, make, model, and plate number of his Chevy Silverado, and addresses of Tommy’s friends and family. In their discussion, Marlow learned Shelly was Tommy’s second wife and was ten years younger than him.

      Garcia ran a deep dive on Thomas Anderson to uncover accusations levied against him by his ex-wife and a prior arrest for performing lewd acts with a minor, although he’d weaseled his way out of a conviction. After that, he joined several Christian family organizations, including the church where he met Shelly. Marlow supposed it was more to make himself appear righteous than because he had seen the light.

      Cloe’s the perfect age for perverts like him, Marlow seethed to herself. I swear, if he or that Gerson creep has laid a hand on her, I’ll kill them.

      Alec drove while she remained in constant contact with the office.

      “His car is parked in front of an apartment building downtown near the river,” Matthews reported, and Marlow punched the address into their GPS.

      She stayed on the line with Matthews, who had traced Anderson’s phone to the fifth floor, until they arrived. Showing their badges to the building manager, they demanded access to any fifth-floor apartment with Thomas Anderson or Joel Gerson’s name on the lease. Between the agents’ tense, urgent manner and the guns clipped on their belts, she readily obeyed.

      Outside the apartment door, Marlow and Alec took their positions and drew their weapons while the building manager’s shaky hand eased the key into the lock and turned it. She gave them a nod and backed away.

      Adrenaline pumped through Marlow’s veins as she steadied herself to burst through, not knowing what she would find on the other side. Catching Alec’s gaze, she held up three fingers, two, one.

      The door flew open with them both shouting, “FBI!”

      “Let me see your hands!” Alec demanded.

      “Step away from the girl!” shouted Marlow. A large-screen TV was playing disgusting kiddy porn. Cloe still had on her play clothes from the park, praise God; but that didn’t mean…

      The suspect leaped up, clearly rattled, and grabbed Cloe, holding her in front of himself like a shield. He stumbled backward on shaky legs and cried, “Don’t come any closer. I’ll break her neck.”

      Marlow caught the wide-eyed terror on little Cloe’s face, and she whimpered, clawing at his hand around her throat. Marlow leveled her aim right between his eyes. She didn’t want to shoot him—not out of mercy but because she didn’t want to traumatize Cloe anymore than she already was.

      “Now you don’t want to do that,” Alec counseled. “Right now, you’re looking at minor charges for babysitting a kidnap victim. You don’t want to spend the rest of your life in prison for doing something stupid. Put Cloe down nice and easy, and we’ll talk about all the trouble your friend Joel is in. He’s already in custody, squealing about how everything was your idea, and he didn’t want to go along with any of it.”

      “Bullshit!” Tommy shouted. “It’s like you said; I’m just watchin’ the kid ‘til he gets back.” He loosened his grip around Cloe’s neck and set her feet on the floor but crouched behind her. “What’d that sorry SOB say about me?”

      “He told us where to find you,” Marlow improvised with her aim still trained on him. “He claimed you got him into all this: the kiddy porn, the fantasies, the kidnappings. Sure, he admitted to renting the apartment as your playground, but only because he made more money. Come on, now, Tommy. We want to hear your side of the story, but first, you have to let Cloe go.”

      Anderson glanced over his shoulder. The balcony was a good ten feet away. He couldn’t escape through the door as they stood in front of it. He had to know there was nowhere to run.

      Marlow’s trigger finger itched. If he made one wrong move, she’d blow his head off. She was confident about her marksmanship. Seconds ticked by.

      “What’s it going to be, Tommy?” Alec challenged. “Let her go and come with us or wait for my partner here to put a bullet in your head?”

      He swallowed, nodded, and raised his hands. “All right.”

      Cloe dashed across the room to grab Marlow around her thighs. Tucking her gun into its holster, she scooped the little girl up in her arms and hugged her. “Everything’s going to be all right now, sweetie. Your mommy is waiting for you at my office. Did the man hurt you?”

      A variety of expressions flitted over her face as she clung to Marlow’s neck. Then she shook her head. “Can we go see Mommy now?”

      Alec snapped cuffs on Anderson’s wrists. “You have the right to remain silent.”
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      Sandy waited anxiously while the other families enjoyed their reunions. Aubrey and the Taylor-Hollands had their little ones, but she was left waiting. It’s not fair, she thought as she paced the room, every nerve on end. Why isn’t my Cloe back yet?

      Aubrey’s mother—she still hadn’t learned the woman’s name—laid a compassionate hand on her shoulder. “Don’t worry, dear. They’ll have yours any minute now.”

      “Thank you; I hope so,” she responded and tried to force a smile. It didn’t work. She slumped into a sea of anxiety once more and continued pacing. A tot squealed, parents laughed and cried, and then the Taylor-Hollands said goodbye and headed out the door.

      Wait, no! You can’t all be going back to your happy homes while I’m still here worried to death.

      She wanted to go give them all congratulatory hugs, to smile and rejoice with them. She had hoped she would be that gracious. But you never know for sure how you’ll react in a stressful situation until you’re in it.

      Sandy felt like she was going to throw up. If she had eaten anything at all since breakfast, she probably would have. Every cell in her body vibrated with anxiety, every strand of DNA wound into tight spirals. How could she relax when her little girl was still out there?

      Then the supervisor—she thought his name was Waller or Walker—entered with a smile. “Agents Eastyn and Arredondo have Cloe and are bringing her here as we speak.”

      Sandy collapsed into the nearest seat, tears of joy and release flowing from her eyes. It was as if someone lifted a load of concrete from her chest, and she breathed. “Thank you so much!”

      With his smile still in place, the man answered, “You’re welcome.”

      Now all Sandy had to do was pull herself together before they arrived. She didn’t want Cloe to see her crying. Heading into the ladies’ room, she splashed water on her face, used the toilet, and came back to the sink to wash her hands. For a long moment, she stared at the mirror, evaluating herself. She hadn’t handled the crisis with the strength she’d wanted to, but that was something she would work on for next time. Next time? There better never be a next time!

      I have to be strong for Cloe, she told herself. I’ll need to comfort her, let her tell me about the ordeal, maybe play it down as being nothing to worry about—whatever will make it easier for her. ‘Nothing to worry about, sweetie; you just had a little adventure, and now you’re home safe and sound.’ If I’m stressed out, it will only make her more scared.

      She was sure it was the right thing to do, like you don’t go overboard fussing about a scraped knee or falling over on a bike. No big deal. Pick yourself up and try again. But Sandy couldn’t see herself ever going back to Tulip Poplar Park.

      When she returned to the lounge, it was empty. I wish I’d told Aubrey and her mother goodbye, she thought as she chewed on her lower lip. But they had traded contact information and promised to stay in touch.

      Sandy paced, the anticipation building, and she could hardly catch her breath for longing to hold her daughter. She couldn’t wait to have her safely home, snuggled up in bed, reading her a story. Then she could relax.

      Cheers coming from the main room down the hall blasted through her awareness, and Sandy dashed in their direction. She skidded to an abrupt halt when she saw that fabulous Agent Marlow Eastyn walking toward her with a big grin, carrying Cloe.

      “Mommy!”

      Her precious child beamed and stretched out to her. Closing the distance in a flash, Sandy enveloped Cloe in her arms, pressing her tight to her breast, and buried her face in her hair, relishing in the shampoo fragrance that lingered there. “Cloe, baby, I’ve got you,” she cooed and shut her eyes, overcome by relief and appreciation beyond words. It was like being in heaven, engulfed in a euphoric cloud of glory. She would remember this feeling for the rest of her life.

      Moments of uninterrupted bliss followed when they both simply hung on to each other. Then Cloe leaned back to peer into her face. “I’m tired and hungry. Can we have pizza?”

      Now tingling with delight, Sandy answered, “Yes, honey. We can have pizza.” She had to pull her into another hug.

      Glancing over Cloe’s shoulder, her gaze met Marlow’s. “Thank you so much,” she breathed in subdued gratitude. In that instant, she was in love. There stood her hero, the smart, fearless, tenacious woman who honored her word and brought Cloe back to her. But what had transpired? Had the man done something to her? She didn’t want to know, but she had to.

      “Pleased to be of service,” Marlow replied with an almost imperceptible nod. “Maybe you can write a book one day for parents to help them cope with situations like this.”

      “Maybe, not that I coped very well.”

      “Hey, you’re standing there under your own power, aren’t you?” Marlow’s smile was friendly, with a hint of admiration, as if she honestly believed Sandy wasn’t a complete wimp.

      “I suppose.” She allowed Cloe, who had become wiggly, to slide to the floor and held her hand. “Hey, I need to ask…” How to put this, especially in front of her daughter? No, privately would be better.

      “It’s all right.” Marlow closed the space between them and took her other hand. In an air of complete assurance, she said, “She wasn’t hurt, just scared. The guy was playing kiddy porn on the TV, trying to tell her what the people on screen were doing was good, but I doubt she’ll remember it. A nurse and social worker checked her out, and she’s OK. The kidnapper used chloroform on her, so she may be a little nauseous, but other than that, disaster avoided.”

      “But he was going to…” Sandy’s throat closed up, and she swallowed hard.

      “He didn’t have time. It was a whole big thing.” Marlow threw the comment out like it was nothing. “I can tell you later. Right now, I have to go grill some felons who are about to spend a lot of time in prison.”

      “Then let’s meet for coffee,” Sandy suggested. “Would tomorrow work for you, say 10:30? There’s a great coffee shop in 12South where I live.”

      A genuine look of surprised pleasure blossomed across Marlow’s face. “I’d like that very much.” She fell in beside Sandy and walked her and Cloe to the elevator. “And speaking of your house, you’ll need to call a repairman. I’ll explain on our way to the lobby.”

      As the three stepped into the elevator, Sandy thought to herself, You know, this could be the start of a great friendship… or possibly something more.
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