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Lena Hayes is in the middle of the biggest fight of her political career. Her proposed piece of legislation will hold oil fracking companies accountable for the harm leveraged against their workers, and the families of her small North Dakota community. But with the oil company looking to stop her at any cost, Lena will have to confront the demons of her past in order to beat them. 
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Chapter 1 – 2 Hours Ago
** A link to the FREE prequel "Stolen: The Beginning" is available in the front of this book**
 
White lace curtains draped over the window, softening the sunlight that warmed the room. A pink comforter lay neatly spread over a twin mattress, which was adorned with stuffed animals and plump pillows. Posters of different creatures from around the world were taped to the walls: an elephant, a panda bear chewing on bamboo, and a kangaroo. In the corner was a bin full of dolls, where an assortment of arms, legs, and heads were thrust from the box in sporadic directions. 
Kaley Hayes lay on her stomach, sprawled out on the beige carpet of her room. A variety of crayons circled the coloring book that stole her attention. She popped her tongue out of the corner of her mouth in concentration as her small fingers gripped the green crayon that shaded in the mermaid tail. After she finished the narrow tips of the fin, she smiled, feeling accomplished about staying within the lines.
Music blared from across the hall. Her sister’s loud, screaming music was a steady background noise that filtered through Kaley’s open door. She picked up the red crayon and wrinkled her nose from the distraction. She went to work on the hair, looking to the cover of The Little Mermaid movie that was propped up against the wall.
Gwen’s door suddenly flung open, and the noise from her room spilled into the hallway. Kaley watched the back side of her sister disappear into the bathroom, where she slammed the door shut. Kaley frowned and screamed above the screeching musician. “Gwen! Turn that down!” 
The bathroom door flung open, and Gwen stuck out her head. “What?”
Kaley rose from the carpet and stepped into the hallway, pointing to the cause of distress. “It’s too loud.” 
Gwen rolled her eyes then ducked back into her room, out of sight. A few seconds later the music quieted to a more appropriate level. When she returned she let out an exasperated sigh. “Happy?” 
Kaley returned to her picture on the floor and picked up the red crayon, a coy little smile on her face. “Yes.” 
The front screen door squeaked as it opened. Footsteps thumped over the floorboards, and Kaley saw the shiny black boots of the deputy appear out of the corner of her eye. “Everything okay in here?” 
“Yes,” both Kaley and Gwen answered simultaneously. 
“Sounds like you were arguing.” The deputy placed his hands on his hips, the leather of his soles squeaking against the polished wooden floors as he shifted glances between the parallel rooms. 
Kaley kept her head down, focusing her efforts on the smaller, harder-to-color spaces that were the end strands of the mermaid’s hair. “She was just playing her music too loud.”
“I’ve been known to get that complaint from my wife at home.” The deputy smiled and watched Kaley color. “Are you guys hungry? Need anything to—”
A horn honked outside, and Gwen quickly sidestepped the deputy and hurried toward the front door. “I’ll see you guys later!”
The deputy took chase, and the excitement triggered Kaley to jump off the floor and follow. She was the last to arrive, but the policeman had already blocked the exit. “Mom said you’re not allowed to go anywhere!” Kaley crossed her arms and joined the blockade of the front door. “And Uncle Jake said so too.” 
Gwen shrugged her shoulders innocently. “I’m just heading to a friend’s house.”
 “I’m sorry, Gwen.” The officer shook his head. “But I can’t let you leave. It’s still too dangerous for you to be out there alone.”
Gwen waved her hands in frustration. “I won’t be alone. I’ll be with like six people.” She gestured to the truckload of teenagers parked outside. When the deputy turned, she squeezed past him on the right and sprinted toward her friends. 
“Gwen, wait!” The deputy jogged after her, but before he took two steps she was already in the back of the truck. The driver sped down the dirt road that split the acres of gentle rolling hills that surrounded their house, which was the only structure for miles. The truck tires kicked up dust, and the tailpipes spewed exhaust that lingered long after the truck disappeared onto the highway. 
The deputy reached through the open window of his squad car and grabbed the receiver on his radio, stretching the coiled cord into a straight line. “This is unit five over at the Hayeses’ residence. Gwen just took off with some friends, and I need to stay here with Kaley. Can someone run her down for me?”
“Roger, unit five. What’s the vehicle description?”
“Blue, two-door truck. Didn’t catch the license plate, but it’s got eight teenagers piled in the back. They’re heading west on Highway 9.” The deputy tossed the radio back into the car and turned to Kaley. “You can head back inside.”
Kaley rocked back and forth on her bare feet on the small patch of concrete of the front doorstep. “But what about Gwen?” She puffed out her lower lip and tried to find the truck on the horizon, but she couldn’t see it anymore. 
“Don’t you worry about it.” The deputy walked over and knelt down to her level, his green eyes smiling along with the reassuring grin plastered on his face. “We’ll find her. Now”—the deputy turned her around and marched her into the house—“I think you have a certain mermaid to finish, and I can’t wait to see how it turns out.” He tickled her side, and she squirmed away, giggling.
Still laughing, Kaley sprinted back to her room and plopped down on the floor by the coloring book and crayons. She picked the red one up and returned to the mermaid’s hair. Gwen’s music was still playing in her room, and Kaley looked over to the open door. She arched an eyebrow, knowing how much Gwen hated when she went into her room. But with Gwen not here...

Kaley left the crayons and picture on the carpet and darted across the hall into Gwen’s bedroom. She stepped over dirty clothes and turned off the stereo. On her way out she saw the desk where Gwen kept her makeup. Lipsticks, powders, and eye shadow were strewn messily across the surface. She shifted course to the grown-up stuff, and her eyes widened as she opened the different caps, exposing an array of refulgent colors. After opening nearly all of them, she finally settled on the bright-pink lipstick. She twisted the bottom and puckered her lips as she looked in the mirror, just as Gwen and her mom did when they put it on. 
Like her efforts with the coloring book, Kaley managed to stay within the lines of her lips and giggled when she checked the finished product in the mirror. She set the lipstick down and rummaged through a few other things, when she heard the rumble of another engine out front. Kaley quickly put the caps back on the makeup, thinking it was Gwen, but froze when she heard the shouts out front.
“Hey! You’re not supposed to be here. You’re—”
Three gunshots popped into the afternoon air, and Kaley felt a deep thump that rippled through her body with each percussive blast. She curled her tiny fingers over the edges of the doorframe as she craned her neck into the hallway. Her jaw dropped. From her position she saw the deputy’s head lying in the grass through the open front door. He was looking at her but was motionless. 
A hand with a gun suddenly appeared and aimed it at the deputy’s head. The echo of the next gunshot pulsed worse than the first three, and Kaley ducked back into her sister’s room. She sprinted for the bed and wiggled her way underneath the mattress.
As she lay on her stomach, her heart thumped against the carpet. Her lower lip trembled, and silent tears rolled down her cheeks. The squeak of the screen door’s hinges preceded heavy footsteps that grew louder and more sporadic in their frequency. There would be a lot of quick steps in succession, then one or two steps really far apart. 
Kaley slowed her breathing and covered her mouth to try and mask the breaths. Through the narrow opening at the front of the bed she saw a pair of black worn, dirty boots stop in the hallway between her and Gwen’s bedrooms, scarier looking than the ones the officer wore.
The boots shuffled forward a bit, the thick toes of the shoes turning from her room to Gwen’s room and then back to her room again. The wooden floors groaned as the right boot leaned into her room, then again as it leaned into Gwen’s room. It paused for a moment, then both boots disappeared farther down the hall. 
Grunts and moans echoed from her parents’ bedroom, followed by thunderous crashes, bangs, and thuds. Kaley covered her ears from the cacophony and shut her eyes, her little cheeks beet red. The ruckus continued for a few minutes, and when it stopped, Kaley lowered her hands and opened her eyes. 
The pair of boots thumped quickly down the hallway, screeching to a stop, then stepped inside Gwen’s room. Soiled footprints dirtied the carpet, and Kaley’s eyes followed the trail intently as she slapped her hand over her mouth, whimpering into her palm. 
A harsh kick to the side of Gwen’s desk sent the makeup to the floor, and the man grunted. The boots stomped the cosmetics then kicked the dirtied clothes in quick, sweeping motions across the room. Then, finally, the boots stopped, the heels facing Kaley. As they remained still, Kaley saw the scuff marks etched into the old black leather. 
Kaley shut her eyes. She hoped that this was all some sort of dream and that she would wake up in her bed in the middle of the night. Her mom would come into her room and gently stroke her hair, telling her that everything was going to be all right. But when she opened her eyes she was still under the bed, and the pair of boots hadn’t moved. 
And then, just as quickly as they’d appeared, they walked out of the room and thumped down the hall, where they quieted and then disappeared after the squeak of the screen door and the quick whoosh it made when it slammed shut. Trembling, Kaley stretched her right hand forward. Her head and back scraped against the mattress springs, and she emerged from under the bed. 
The house was quiet, and she examined the mess the pair of boots had caused. The colors from Gwen’s makeup were crushed into the carpet like messy rainbows, pictures had been knocked from the walls, and clothes were still piled messily across the floor. 
Kaley avoided the boot prints that stained the carpet, and walked softly on the tips of her toes toward the bedroom’s door. From her sister’s room her eyes followed the trail of dirt to the front door, where she saw the deputy lying in the grass. Red goo covered his face, and his tongue hung from his mouth. A rush of wind rustled the grass and blew some strands of the officer’s hair. He looked dead. And not like a TV dead, but a real dead. Like her Grammy Shelly. Except she never saw Grammy like that. She was scared, but despite the fear, she felt herself pulled toward the dead body and didn’t stop until she reached the screen door.
Maybe he’s just sleeping. Kaley raised her tiny hand up to the screen door’s handle and pulled it open. But when she took her first step outside a hand reached for her neck. She screamed, but it was cut short as fingers curled around her throat and mouth. All she saw when she was lifted off the ground were the pair of worn black boots that carried her away. 



 
***
1 hour ago
Main Street was still littered with the trash and destruction from last night’s riots. Broken glass shimmered on the sidewalk under the afternoon sun. Windowless storefronts were gutted of their goods, and what loot couldn’t be carried was left on the pavement, strewn about in the street. 
The shells of blackened and charred cars that had been burnt the night before were still parked in the road. The tires melted to the asphalt and glued the vehicles into place. Dozens of uniformed workers with FEMA vests scoured the streets, taking stock of the damage with city officials and business owners. 
An armored Humvee rolled down the center of Main Street, a soldier manning the fifty-caliber rifle mounted on the roof. It patrolled the area slowly, part of the National Guard’s efforts to deter any citizens from inciting further damage. 
News vans were clustered outside of two locations. The first was the sheriff’s office where deputies and emergency personnel heavily trafficked the area. The second was a smaller building where Lena Hayes Law Firm was written over bullet-riddled windows. 
One of the reporters near the law firm office thumbed through a few notes then handed them over to her field producer. She cleared her throat as the cameraman counted her down. 
“Mary Kentos reporting for ABC nightly news. The town of Barta, North Dakota, has fallen under siege. And it’s not from a foreign invader, but by the very citizens of the town itself. Last night a vote was held regarding state legislative bill forty-five C, which would tighten regulations on oil companies looking to exploit the state’s natural resources, but more specifically the millions of barrels of oil nestled in the Bakken Oil shale right beneath my feet. Currently, there is only one major oil company in North Dakota, which quickly purchased the majority of the land rights the state made available to frack—New Energy Incorporated. The company has been under fire for the past two years and was brought to civil court by over sixty families who say that their children grew sick after the chemicals used in the fracking process leaked into their water supply. It was a long, drawn-out court battle, but in the end it was New Energy Incorporated who won the fight. 
“The lawyer for that case was Lena Hayes, and if her name sounds familiar it’s because she was recently elected to the state legislature just a few months ago. The one issue she championed for during her campaign? Fracking reform. One of the main reasons for her running for public office was the lack of regulations to hold companies like New Energy accountable. But while State Representative Hayes may have had the fight of her career against the company in the courtroom, she’s having the fight of her life against them with her proposed bill. But this time it’s not just the oil company that’s been against her, but also the families of the employees of New Energy. Here, now, is one of the women leading the charge against Mrs. Hayes, Becky Foreman. Becky, thanks for speaking with us today.”
Becky Foreman smiled when the camera panned out and included her in the shot. When she leaned into the microphone she nearly knocked it with her teeth. “It’s my pleasure.” She flashed a bright smile that popped against the dark tan of her skin. The heavy layers of makeup meant to conceal her age only added years to her face.
“You disagree with the bill that Representative Hayes is introducing, and that was passed during last night’s town hall.”
Becky’s large-hooped earrings dangled back and forth as she nodded. “One hundred percent disagree. The oil companies have brought us jobs, income, and a chance to better ourselves and our families.”
“One of Representative Hayes’s counterpoints to that argument is the damage done to the environment. In fact, since 2006, there have been over eighteen million gallons of oil and chemicals spilled, leaked, or misted into North Dakota’s air.”
“Well, I’m breathing just fine.”
“And what do you make of the sixty children that have grown ill over the past two years, half of which are still hospitalized with organ failures?”
“Look, what happened to those kids was tragic. But they’re getting the help they need. It’ll build character for them.”
Mary paused a moment before she continued. “Another stat we found from Mrs. Hayes’s depositions was the number of workers killed in the Bakken oil shale field, which has risen to seventy-four deaths in the past eight years. In fact Reese Coleman, an employee of New Energy, was found dead on their property just this morning.” Mary turned back to Becky. “Doesn’t that concern you since your husband works in those fields? Shouldn’t the companies be liable for these deaths if they’re happening on their property?”
“Our men know what they’re getting into.” Becky lifted her chin then gave a curt nod as she faced the camera. “In fact, our—”
Mary pulled the microphone away, pressing her finger to the device in her ear. “I’m sorry, Becky, but we’re going to have to stop you there.” The camera zoomed back in on Mary’s face. “I’m getting reports that shots were fired at Lena Hayes’s home, and an officer has been killed. I’ve also just learned that Lena Hayes’s daughter, aged seven, has been taken from her home.”



 
***
Present
The front yard was filled with squad cars, their red and blue lights fighting for attention under the bright sun. Dozens of officers stood in the grass, every eye transfixed on the body on the ground, concealed under a white sheet. Stains of red spotted the lawn, and the yellow evidence markers highlighted the brass shell casings ejected from the murder weapon. 
Flashes of cameras captured the evidence, and forensic techs dusted the squad car and front door handle for fingerprints. Another tech snapped a picture of the tire tracks that had left a divot in the front yard during the getaway. 
Lena Hayes stood in the kitchen, watching the scene unfold through her front windows. Her eyes drifted to the dirty boot prints on the polished wooden floor, each one tagged as evidence, which led through the living room and down the hallway to the bedrooms. To Kaley’s bedroom.
“Mrs. Hayes?” The deputy with the notebook and taking her statement touched her on the elbow, and she jumped slightly, forgetting he was there. 
“What?” Lena asked.
“I asked if you remember what your daughter was wearing when you left this morning.”
Lena rubbed her forehead. “Um, she had on a light-blue dress. With, um”—she squinted her eyes shut, trying to remember, her voice quivering—“green tights.”
The deputy nodded and scribbled the description down. “And do you have any family members in the area that may have taken her, or—”
“That’s enough, Deputy.” Sheriff Jake Cooley placed his arm on the officer’s shoulder. “I’ve already filled out a description detail for the Amber Alert. Why don’t you go and help finish tagging evidence.” The deputy nodded and left. Jake tilted the tip of his cowboy hat up and reached for Lena’s hand. “How you doing?”
Lena started to speak but stopped herself when she realized that the word that almost left her lips was “fine.” It was an engrained response that she’d forced herself to spew over the past few weeks—the past few years, if she was being honest. But right now, she was far from fine. “I don’t know.”
Jake pulled her close, and she curled her arms up along his back and clutched his shoulders. “We’re gonna find her, Lena. I promise you that.”
“Hey! Don’t touch that!” The angered boom echoed down the hall from the bedrooms. Lena was the first to move, and Jake wasn’t far behind. 
A cluster of forensic techs stood outside Kaley’s door, all of them with their gloved hands raised defensively in the air. “Mr. Hayes, we need to get in your daughter’s room.”
Lena pushed them aside and saw her husband hovering over the coloring book and crayons that Kaley had left on the floor. His hand was clenched over one of the stuffed animals the techs had tried to bag for evidence. “Honey, we need to let them in.”
“Give us a minute, guys.” Jake motioned the techs to hit the road, and he mouthed, “Let me know if you need me” to Lena as he left.
Lena mouthed a silent thank you and then took a step forward and joined Mark on the edge of the bed, where he’d sat down. She placed her hand on his back and massaged the tense muscles along his neck. She placed her other hand on the stuffed elephant’s head, smiling. “This was her favorite.”
Mark lowered his head, silent tears bursting from his eyes, and his face twisted into an ugly scrunch from grief. He leaned into Lena, and she held him, the two grasping on to one another, and the stuffed elephant hit the floor. The outburst only lasted a short while, and once finished, Mark lifted his head from her shoulder, wiping his eyes. “Why would anyone take her?”
Lena shuddered. The past two years had garnered her more enemies than friends. She wasn’t sure if Kaley’s abduction was linked to the tension created from the bill. She hoped it wasn’t. Her family had been through enough since her inauguration. Both she and Mark had been attacked, her office in town had been shot up, and Gwen had suffered bullying at school. Gwen. Thank God she wasn’t at the house. If she hadn’t left, Lena would be missing two daughters instead of one. “Jake has every officer across three counties searching for her. With all those eyes someone will see something.” 
But even she wasn’t sure if all those eyes would be enough. The state was sparsely populated, and it wouldn’t be hard for whoever took Kaley to stay off the radar. “C’mon.” She held out her hand, and he reached for it, both of them leaving the room together. 
In the hallway, Mark pulled his hand back, rubbing the gold wedding band on his finger. “I’m gonna go take a walk out back.”
“Okay.” As Lena watched Mark walk out the door she felt her fingers twitch. For her, idle hands were never good in times of stress. While Forensics flooded Kaley’s room she went to her own bedroom to assess the damage. 
The bed was flipped up against the wall. The oak dresser had been tossed to its side, with the drawers yanked out and smashed to pieces. Her clothes were strewn about the floor. The lamp was broken, the mirror shattered, and broken picture frames and jewelry littered the carpet. The only thing that hadn’t been moved was the gun safe in the closet, which was too heavy to be lifted by one person. It was as if a tornado had blown through, but the only thing it had taken was the only thing that mattered.
Lena scratched the crook of her left arm, feeling the light bumps and permanent scars that rested just beneath the cloth of her blouse. She closed her eyes and focused on her breathing, ignoring the lumbering beast locked away in the cage of her mind, its hot breath tickling her repressed desires. It made her sick that even now her mind returned to that weakness.
She bent over and picked a few pieces of clothes off the floor. She flipped the mattress down from the wall and piled the strewn clothes across it. When she fisted a cluster of socks she felt the hard, rounded edge of something inside. 
When Lena pulled out the heavy gold-plated coin, the rest of the clothes slowly spilled from her fingertips and back into the messy piles on the floor. It’d been ten years since she satisfied that itch, let the beast out of the cage to run free. Kaley wasn’t even born yet. Her oldest daughter, Gwen, had taken the brunt of that trauma, and though those days were long past, the nightmares kept those memories fresh.
Lena had convinced herself that all of the late nights and missed weekends to work on her case against New Energy was her penance. She wanted to provide justice to the victims and their families, keep their community, and her family, safe. It could have easily been one of her own children in a hospital bed, fighting for their life while the New Energy executives used every legal loophole in the system to keep from footing the bill. But maybe even after all of those fights it still wasn’t enough to rid herself of the mistakes of her past. She just never thought this would be the price. 
“Lena.” Jake popped his head in the bedroom. “We found something.”
Hope lifted her off the bed. As she rushed to the hallway she imagined Kaley sprinting through the living room. But when she stepped from her room the only thing she saw was a plastic bag that Jake clutched wearily. “What is it?” Lena felt her skin flush cold, and she shivered uncontrollably. 
“We found this on Deputy Keen’s body. It looks like it was left by the kidnapper.”
With a shaking hand Lena grabbed the evidence from her brother’s fingertips and flipped it over in her palm so she could read the message written hastily on the strip of paper. The demand was short and simple. Kill the bill in thirty-six hours, or I kill the girl. She re-read it a few more times, the flood of anger thawing the icy grip of fear. By the time she lifted her head her cheeks were flushed red. “You know who did this, Jake.”
Her brother was never much of a talker, but he shared the same stoic rage of their father when he was upset. The muscle along his jawline twitched as he ground his teeth. After a moment he turned to his deputies. “I want a unit over to New Energy’s headquarters, and I want a search warrant for the facility. Now!” 
The deputies scattered at his order, and Lena once again felt the twitch in her idle hands. She curled her fingers into fists and lowered her voice. “They don’t care about warrants.”
“I can’t storm in there after what happened last night,” Jake said, though his tone wasn’t convincing. “Tensions are still high from the riots, and the last thing I need is a standoff between my deputies and a bunch of pissed-off oil workers. We’ve got a lot of eyes on us right now.”
“I don’t give a shit about who’s watching us!” Lena dropped the whisper, and a few heads in the front of the house turned from the outburst. Jake reached for her arm, but she yanked it out of his grip. “They have my daughter.” She lifted the note and then flung it to the ground. “Who else wants the bill dead more than they do? You and I both know they’ll do whatever they have to do in order to win.”
“Lena—”
But before he finished she stormed back into her room. She flung away clothes, checked under sheets, and sifted through open drawers until she found Mark’s spare car keys. She smacked her shoulder into a few of the techs in the hallway on her way out.
Jake’s footsteps followed her through the living room and out the door. The sedan’s lights flashed as Lena unlocked the car and ignored the awkward stares of the officers on the lawn. She climbed into the driver’s seat then locked the doors shut before Jake could open one.
“Get out of the car, Lena.” Jake pounded on the window then screamed something at his deputies, which she didn’t hear over the engine as she floored the gas pedal.
Tires kicked up and trailed dust down the dirt road. She tightened her grip on the steering wheel. Her idle hands needed something to do.
 



Chapter 2 – 35 Hours Left
 
Ken Lang leaned back in his chair, his dark-brown eyes glued to the speaker on his phone. The blue-checkered tie he wore drifted lazily to the right. He drummed the tips of his fingers together in the air, his elbows on the armrests of the chair, his shoulders tucked high next to his ears, offering the illusion that he had no neck. 
“We hired you to do one thing, Lang, and you failed miserably.” Mr. Alwitz’s voice resonated in the room. The phone on the desk sat next to the morning newspaper, where the front headline read, “Hayes Passes Bill, Riots Ensue.” 
Ken leaned forward, straightening out his back and running a hand over his slicked-back jet-black hair. “The win was by the smallest of margins. And we can spin the town riots in our favor. We’ll attack Hayes’s leadership. If we can convince enough representatives that they’ll have the same riots in their towns if it passes, we can kill it in the state assembly.” Ken shifted his eyes from the phone to Scott Ambers, who sat in the corner of the room, away from the conversation, on his own phone call.
“If we attack her, we run the risk of turning her into a martyr. It’ll only garner her more support.” Alwitz let out a grizzled breath. “Did we pull the article for today?”
“Yes, I cut it last night after she confessed to her old addiction.” Ken cast an uneasy eye back toward Scott. “Are you sure it’s best to talk about such things over an open line?” He paused, and Scott finally looked over. “I just want to make sure we only have people on these calls that absolutely need to be here.”
“We want Scott there, Ken. Think of him as a second pair of eyes. An applicable hand for our thoughts.” 
They don’t trust me. Ken’s resume told the story of a shark that could smell blood in the water sixty miles away. But the gap in employment over the past three years raised eyebrows. So did the torched bridges he left smoldering when he’d thought he’d left the “consultant” business for good. “Still, I think it’s best—”
“Where are we at with our”—Alwitz paused—“alternative course of action?”
Scott hung up his cell phone and rose from his chair in the corner and walked leisurely over to Ken’s desk. Unlike Ken, he wore jeans instead of dress pants, no tie, and his broad shoulders stretched his sports jacket. His hands were weathered and tan, and his face looked like a misshapen potato. “The wheels have been set in motion.”
Ten years working in the lobbyist and consulting arena for some of the world’s most powerful companies had provided Ken with some very thick skin. But when Scott Ambers spoke, a crawl went up his spine. He cleared his throat. “I’m still not sure this is best for our goal. There are a lot of working parts involved, and it’ll only be a matter of—”
“If you had just killed the bill in the first place like we hired you to do, then we wouldn’t be in this position at all!” The anger lingered through the pause that followed, and Alwtiz changed subjects quickly. “What are we going to do about Reese Coleman’s body?”
Ken leaned back into his chair and crossed his arms while Scott took the lead. “We’re cooperating with local officials. There’s video of someone dumping the body on our property. Shouldn’t be anything to worry about.”
“And we’re certain Coleman didn’t know anything?” The first hint of fear edged Mr. Alwitz’s voice. “Nothing that can be traced back to us?”
“No.” Scott knuckled the table, hunching over and rounding his large shoulders. “But I’ll need a replacement for him.”
“Take Lang.”
Ken quickly straightened out in the chair. “You didn’t hire me to run errands. I’m better off here handling the situation with the bill.”
“You’re better off where we tell you you’re better off. We hired you to do whatever it takes, Ken. And if that means getting out of the office and getting your hands dirty, then that’s what you’re going to do. Or do we need to cancel the check we sent you?”
Color drained from Ken’s face. The one reason he returned to the art of back-door deals, shady characters, and a broken moral compass summed up in one sentence. “No. That won’t be necessary.”
“Good. Scott will fill you in on the details after the press conference.” The call ended.
Ken glanced over to his new handler, unsure of what additional responsibilities he’d just inherited. But Scott simply said he’d return in an hour and that Ken needed to change. The door slammed shut, rattling the walls on his way out. Ken unbuttoned his top collar and removed his tie, tossing it on the desk. He reached for a picture of a woman and boy framed in silver. He traced their faces then set the picture down and removed his wedding ring. He didn’t want them to be a part of the road he was about to walk down.
The phone rang, and he answered. “Yes?”
“Mr. Lang, we have a problem outside.”



 
*** 
The engine’s roar hummed through Lena’s body. Her arms were straight and stiff against the steering wheel. The speedometer tipped ninety, and the tires chewed up the pavement quickly and spit it back at the squad cars that followed her. Their lights had flashed in her rearview since she left the house. In the very back of the convoy, a few of the news vans that were parked on the highway near the dirt-road entrance to her property followed as well.
Flames burst from the gas runoff on the horizon. It was a constant sight, polluting not just the air, but the scenery as well. A few more miles, and she saw the cluster of white portables that made up the sleeping barracks for the workers who pulled multi-day shifts and the handful of office workers the company kept on site. But amongst the dozens of workers there was only one man she wanted to find.
Lena turned off the paved road and slowed her speed over the loose gravel, dirt, and grass that comprised the makeshift roads of New Energy’s property. Dirty, oil-smeared faces stared at her under hardhats as she passed, the caravan that followed her grabbing the majority of the attention.
A cloud of dust engulfed the car as Lena slammed on the brakes, sliding forward a few feet before finally coming to a stop. She flung the seat belt aside and jumped out of the car as the police vehicles parked close behind. 
The door to Ken’s portable flung open, and Lena watched his mouth slowly drop at the sight of the police and news crews. 
“Where is she?” The vein along Lena’s neck pulsed, and the dirt that the vehicles kicked up clung to the sweat on her chest and face. She ignored the police’s commands behind her as well as the confused questions from the gathering crowd of oil workers. “What did you do with my daughter?” 
Ken held out his hands. “Mrs. Hayes, I didn’t have anything to do with—”
Lena leapt the small staircase and socked him in the jaw, knocking him off-balance. The strike triggered the officers into action as they rushed to stop her. “I know you took her! I know it was you!” Her fist ached, but she managed to land two more strikes, one in his stomach and the other on his arm, before Ken snatched her by the wrists and flung her against the portable wall.
A light flash of color dripped from Ken’s lip against the smooth tan of his skin. “I didn’t touch your daughter!”
Three officers stormed up the small steps to the platform where Lena and Ken fought, and peeled them apart. But even in retreat she continued to fight, slamming her elbows into the chests of the officers as they carried her away. “I know it was you! I know it was you!” She felt her lips and tongue mouthing the words, but the shrill cries were from a voice she didn’t recognize. It wasn’t until Jake gripped her by the shoulders that she finally calmed.
“What the hell are you doing?” Jake turned around to the reporters and cameramen piling out of the news vans, rushing toward the scene. “Get them back!” He pulled Lena away from the chaos and shoved her behind the cover of his truck. 
Lena’s heart beat wildly, and she took deep, heaving gasps of air. “I know he’s behind it, Jake. You saw the note. It has to be him.” She watched Ken rubbing his jaw by two deputies. 
“Even if he did, what would this accomplish? Huh? Christ, Lena!” Jake kicked the tire of his truck and paced back and forth in quick circles. “You want to give them more fuel for the fire?”
Lena frowned. She’d known her brother longer than anyone, and it wasn’t like him to back down from a fight. “What is wrong with you?” She tried to hide the hint of disgust in her voice but did a poor job. “You know what these people have already done to our family. You know what they’re doing to our town. To your county. You’re just going to let it happen?”
Jake’s nostrils flared, his eyes wild but focused on her own. “Don’t put that on me. You know I’ve done everything I can to help. You don’t have any right to say that! None.” 
Lena deflated, the adrenaline subsiding and the aches and pains of the altercation starting to set in. She leaned back against the warm metal of the truck. He was right. He’d proven his loyalty to her time and again. After her failed third attempt at getting clean, Jake was the only one left who picked up the phone. Whatever was holding him back now, she didn’t have the right to question. “I have to do something, Jake. I can’t just sit around and wait.”
“Then don’t,” Jake said, the anger in his voice gone but his tone still stern. “You can still help bring her home.”
The bill. Lena had dumped over two years of her life into this fight. But even with all of the hours she’d sunk into that piece of legislation, all of the sweat and tears and blood that had been spilled to breathe life into it, there wasn’t any hesitation in her mind about what she needed to do. 



 
***
The week’s excitement didn’t seem to have an ending. Jake stood with his hands on his hips, his head down, nodding, as one of his deputies gave him the rundown of the situation with New Energy.
“Mr. Lang said he didn’t want to press charges,” Deputy Longwood said.
Jake grunted. “Of course not. He wouldn’t want to make himself look like more of an ass than he already has.” He rubbed the coarse stubble on his chin. “Get the news crews out of here, and then head back to the station.” Jake looked around, checking to see if anyone was listening, then pulled Longwood over to his truck. “I need your help with something.”
“Of course, Sheriff. Whatever you need.”
“I want you to take lead on the Reese Coleman case. I’m not going to have time to look into it anymore with Kaley missing.”
 “You can count on me, Sheriff.” 
The genuine pride in the man’s voice was enough to know that Jake had picked the right person. “I know. But listen. There’s a good chance that the oil company had something to do with Kaley’s disappearance. With a dead body on their property, the bill passing in town last night, and the riots happening, they have to be feeling the heat. Before you do anything I want you to run it by me first.”
“Yes, sir.” 
When Longwood left, Jake saw Ken Lang by his car, pressing a white handkerchief to the bloody lip that Lena had given him. Jake smiled and climbed behind the wheel of his truck and started the engine. The cabin was old but clean. The previous sheriff had kept the vehicle in good shape. The only addition Jake provided was an upgrade to the radio system and the gun rack on the window behind him, where his trusted lever action .223 Remington with a shining walnut finish stock was perched. On his way out he made sure to drive a little too fast and close to the reporters still lingering on the property. One of the cameramen looked as if he shit a brick.
But if Jake was hoping to escape the cameras when he returned to Barta, he was wrong. He saw a cluster of reporters outside his station a mile down the road. Before he got too close he stopped and let the engine idle for a minute. He eyed the rifle behind him and wondered if a few rounds near their feet would clear the area, but decided against it. 
Jake parked the truck and lowered the brim of his hat to shield his eyes from the flashing cameras and lights from the swarming mob that circled the moment he stepped out of the vehicle. Twice a microphone smacked his cheek, and he swatted it away like a fly buzzing around his face. 
“Sheriff, does the kidnapping have to do with the oil reform bill that was passed last night?”
“How are you handling the aftermath of the riots?”
“Is the Reese Coleman death tied to the disappearance of your niece?” 
Jake picked his head up at the last one. But instead of addressing them individually he gave a blanket statement. “I’ve called the governor, and he’s sending more resources to help with repairing the damage done after the riots last night. The body of Reese Coleman is being examined by our medical team at the hospital, and they should be giving us an update on the autopsy soon. We’ve also issued an Amber Alert for Kaley Hayes, and I have every sheriff in every county across North Dakota looking for her. I would like to remind everyone watching that if you see anything at all, please contact the authorities. That’s all the time I have for questions.” 
Jake ignored the flood of questions that followed and stepped inside the station where all hands were on deck. The fallout from the riots the night before had caused him to seek the aid of Stark County, and the moment he discovered that Kaley was taken, his station became the central command post for every search party across the state. A few glances were tossed his way as he walked toward his office, but for the most part everyone kept their head down and worked. He liked that. 
The jeers from the prison cells across the bullpen, however, were a different story. Nearly twenty arrests were made last night during the riots, almost all of them oil workers that were pissed about the bill. “You can’t keep us locked in here forever, Sheriff.” Jim Foreman clung tight to the iron bars. His nose was bloodied and his hair disheveled. According to the report from Jake’s deputies it was he who started the fistfight in the town hall that sparked the riot. “I still haven’t gotten my phone call.”
“I know.” Jake shut his office door behind him and hung his hat on top of the coatrack. He sat behind the old wooden desk, which had been in the sheriff’s office since the building was constructed. Fifteen sheriffs had sat behind that desk, and all of them had been re-elected until their retirement. It had become a bit of a superstition to never try and remove it. 
“Sheriff?” Deputy Longwood poked his head through the doorway and accompanied it with a knock. “I got an update from the morgue on Reese Coleman’s body.”
“Let’s have it.”
“It looks like the cause of death was blood loss. In total he was shot twice. The bullets the doctor pulled out were .223 rounds. He removed one from his right shoulder and one from the back of his left leg. The doc said it was the leg injury that caused the most blood loss. He also said there was a bit of wear and tear on Coleman’s feet. Like he’d been running for a long time before he was shot.” Longwood looked up from the note and leaned against the door. “That’s all we have for now.”
“So someone chased him down, shot him, and then let him bleed out.” Jake grimaced. “Vindictive.” He looked up to Longwood and nodded. “That’ll be all, deputy. Thank you.”
Longwood turned to leave but then stopped himself just before he shut the door. “Oh, Sheriff, before I forget. The rig manager at New Energy came and spoke to me. Scott Ambers, I think his name was? Anyway, he said that he gave you video of Reese Coleman’s body being placed on their property?”
Jake frowned in confusion. “No, he never gave me anything. Must be mistaken.”
“Oh. All right. Thanks, Sheriff.” 
The deputy had left the door open when he stepped out, and Jake walked over to close it, along with the blinds to his window. He returned to his chair behind the desk and turned on his computer. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a thumb drive, which he plugged into the port. He double-clicked the file and opened a video.
Security footage from New Energy played on the screen, and at first only an open field of grass was shown. But at the sixty-second mark a masked individual carrying a body wrapped in plastic tarp stepped into frame. A few seconds later Reese Coleman’s corpse was dumped on the ground. 
Both the man and Coleman’s body were in the frame together for less than a minute, but Jake re-watched the video a dozen more times, studying every frame, every second, until he was sure, absolutely, one hundred percent sure, that there was no visual evidence that would reveal his identity.
 



Chapter 3 – 34 Hours Left
 
 Lena watched from the backseat of the squad car as Mark’s car was parked off to the side of the house in the grass. Despite her protest, Jake wouldn’t allow her to drive home. The deputy that drove opened the car door, and Lena climbed out silently.
The dozens of squad cars and police officers had vanished since she left. All the evidence gathered and tagged. The only officers that remained were there per Jake’s orders, but for protection or surveillance after her recent outburst, she wasn’t sure. 
When she stepped back inside the house Lena saw Mark with a mop in his hands, wiping the boot prints from the floor. He tossed the mop’s handle aside and rushed toward her, squeezing her tight before she was even two steps inside. They kissed, and after a moment Lena raised her eyebrows. “Where’s Gwen?”
“She went with one of the deputies to grab us some dinner. I don’t think she wanted to stay here after what happened.” Mark reached for Lena’s hand again and lowered his voice. “You shouldn’t have gone over there like that.”
“I had to do something.” Lena let his hands go and sat at the kitchen table. She rubbed her palms together, feeling the grime of the past twenty-four hours. When Mark finally sat down to join her she spoke. “I’m going to do it.” A knuckle popped as she squeezed her hands. “I’m going to kill the oil legislation.”
Mark offered a hollow nod. He rubbed his eyes and leaned back in his chair. “Did you call Janine?”
“Not yet. I’m going to meet with the families first. Let them know.”
Mark’s arms hit the kitchen table with a thud. “Lena, that’s not a good idea.”
“They have a right to know before I make a public announcement. I’ve spent two years—”
“You don’t think I know that?” The chair slid backward forcefully as Mark stood. “Who do you think has been on that road with you for the past two years?” He raised his arms and let an exasperated laugh. “That’s all you’ve done, Lena. Work, sit with the families, be in court, spend the nights in your office. And do you know who took care of the girls, the bills, the house, everything else while you were sucked into that world?” He kicked the leg of his chair, and it skidded farther across the floor. “How much more are you going to give those people?”
The outburst caught Lena off guard just as much as her own reaction to it. “Well, I’m sorry I didn’t have time for your pity party, Mark.” She flattened her palms on the table, leaning under the lamp that hovered above. The spark of frustration had given way to anger now, and once it had the momentum she couldn’t stop. “I’m sorry I was too busy trying to prevent more people from getting sick, more workers from dying. But you know what? Let’s talk about how hard it was for you to cook dinner last week!” 
It was a nastiness that Mark hadn’t ever really seen firsthand. He knew about her past, and before they married she told him everything. Every ugly, cringe-worthy, and harrowing fact of the life she had put behind her. But this was his first real glimpse.
Speechless, Mark retreated to what was left of their bedroom, slamming the door shut to punctuate his exit. Lena punched the table, cursing under her breath, and rubbed the same fist that she’d used in her fight with Ken. She reached into her pocket and removed her phone. 
She heard the engine of a car pulling up out front, and at first she just thought it was Gwen and the deputy back from getting food, but when she heard the voice, she dropped the phone and sprinted out the front door.
“Gwen!” Nick stumbled out of the rear taxi door and face-planted into the dirt and grass. He pushed himself up with four shaking limbs then pawed the dirt on his cheek. “Gwen!” 
The deputy outside held up his left hand while his right gripped the handle of the pistol still in its holster. “I need you to get back in the car and leave. Now.”
Nick’s tattered clothes, the disheveled hair, and sunken-in, bloodshot eyes—one look at him and Lena knew his mind was already gone. He was either in the middle of a bender or had just finished one. “Gwen!” Spit flew from his mouth, and the vein along his neck pulsed quickly. 
The deputy placed a hand on Nick’s shoulder once he got to his feet, but Nick batted it away. The deputy pinned Nick’s arms behind his back and wrangled him into submission.
“Where’s my daughter?” Nick squirmed under the weight of both officers as they handcuffed his wrists behind his back and lifted him off the ground. “Where’s Gwen?”
Even from a distance Lena could smell the rancid odor of unwashed skin and stale alcohol. What would have been a repugnant smell for most only agitated her own addict within. “Get him out of here!” 
The sound of her voice triggered Nick’s first coherent glance. He locked eyes with her and whispered her name. “Lena.” His voice sounded parched for water. When he looked to the house he eyed it like a wanderer in the desert that stumbles upon an oasis. “You have to let me see her. You have to. I saw what happened on the news.”
The train of coherent thought didn’t last much longer, and Lena watched him cry and mumble unintelligible pleas, but it was only an act. A convincing act fueled by whatever narcotics had beaten his mind to mush. Lena motioned her hand aside. “Get him off my property.”
The officer yanked Nick backward, and he kicked the air, thrashing wildly against both officers, who threw him in the back of the squad car, where his outburst continued as he viciously rocked back and forth, forcing the deputy to add more restraints.
Dust kicked up on the dirt road to the house, and Lena watched the squad car she knew carried Gwen grow closer. Her heart skipped a beat, and she lunged for the officer peeling the latex gloves off his hands while Nick continued to howl in the backseat. “You have to get him out of here. Now. My daughter cannot see him.” She shoved the deputy toward the driver-side door, and he fumbled for his keys. “Go! Hurry!”
The deputy started the car and turned around in the yard just as the second deputy pulled up to the house. Lena watched Gwen eye the second police car with curiosity but wasn’t sure if she saw Nick in the backseat or not. She climbed out of the car, a plastic bag with Styrofoam boxes in her hand. She turned around in time to watch the police car disappear. “Who was that?”
Lena relieved her daughter of the plastic bag and kissed her forehead as she put her arm around her, guiding her back to the house. “No one. The deputy just got called back to the station. Shift change or something.” 
Gwen pulled herself away, pointing to the trail of dust that was all that remained of Nick’s presence. “That was my dad, wasn’t it?” There was an angered curiosity in her tone. He was a man she knew like a very old dream. It was nothing but pieces of fragments. Luckily, Lena had pulled them both away before he could do any real damage.
“I don’t know what he was doing here, but— Gwen!” Lena chased after her daughter into the house, unable to reach her before she slammed the bedroom door shut, locking her out.
Lena pounded on her daughter’s door, which failed to penetrate the loud blasts of music that seeped through the door’s cracks. “Gwen, open up.” But the request was denied, and the music only grew louder. She gently clawed the door and pressed her forehead against the cold wood. Each thump of bass from inside rattled her head and body. She looked to her left and saw Mark standing with only half his body in the hallway, his arms crossed and his head down. 
Whoever took Kaley had struck an exposed nerve in her family that had remained untouched for years. And the pain it caused seemed to be making up for lost time. 



 
***
Jake lingered outside the hospital. He drummed his fingers nervously on the dash of his truck. He took a breath, stepped out of his truck, then trudged through the automatic emergency room doors. He checked in with the nurse and then followed the signs on the first floor to the morgue, where the doctor still had Deputy Keen’s body on the shining steel slab of a seven-by-three-foot table. 
The deputy had been stripped down, nothing covering him except a white sheet. His face had already grown pale, and Jake was glad that his eyes were closed. This was the first deputy who’d died in the line of duty in the history of his county. “What do you have, Doc?”
The doctor kept his eyes glued to the clipboard and the body, circling the steel table like a shark. “Time of death was between ten and eleven this morning.”
Jake removed his hat, calculating the time difference between time of death and when his people arrived on scene, which gave the kidnapper at least an hour head start, two if it was closer to ten o’clock. 
The doctor stopped and pulled down the white sheet, revealing the three bullet wounds in the body’s chest. “The bullets retrieved were armor-piercing rounds. I’ve already tagged them for evidence along with the deputy’s uniform and weapon.” He pointed to each shot individually. “This was the first shot, entering his lung, which also exited out the back. The second was through the liver. But the third is what killed him.” He tapped the wound over Keen’s chest. “Straight through the heart.”
Armor-piercing rounds were hard to come by, and if they were purchased recently, it couldn’t be too hard to track down where the kidnapper bought them. Jake pointed to the bullet wound in the side of Keen’s head. “He was already dead when the kidnapper did that?”
“Yes.”
Jake removed his hat and ran his fingers through the short crop of thick brown hair. It took a special kind of anger to shoot a dead man in the head, a hate that ran deep. “Anything else?”
“No.” The doctor squeezed the clipboard tight to his chest. “I’m sorry about your niece, Sheriff. I hope you find her.”
“Thanks, Doc.” Jake stepped into the hall, putting his hat back on as he closed the door to the morgue behind him. His boots clacked against the polished tile, and he made it two steps before he saw her enter through the double doors at the end of the hallway.
Kelly Coleman had a cluster of tissues fisted in her left hand, and her eyes were bloodshot red, matching the flushed complexion that spread from her cheeks down to her neck. She kept her head down, nodding absentmindedly as a hospital staffer spoke to her. 
Jake looked back to the door of the morgue and realized that Reese Coleman’s body was in one of the containers in the room he’d just left, sitting on ice. Kelly still hadn’t noticed he was there, and for a split second he thought about turning around, but he couldn’t take his eyes off her. She said something, and the man nodded, placing a sympathetic hand on her shoulder, then walked out the doors they’d entered, leaving Kelly and Jake alone in the hallway. 
It was hard to tell her first reaction when she finally saw him. Neither party moved for a moment, and it was Kelly who took the first step forward. She crossed her arms as she approached and wiped her nose on her shoulder. Once they were finally within a foot of one another she looked everywhere but his face. “What are you doing here?”
Jake removed his hat, giving his hands something to do. “Lost a deputy today at Lena’s house. Kaley was taken.”
The guarded reserve slowly melted. “Oh my God.” Kelly shook her head, pressing her palm into her forehead. “This is unbelievable. First Reese, now this?” A thick wad of phlegm rattled her nose when she took a sharp breath. Her face scrunched up in the anticipation of grief, but it was short lived. “I’ve tried calling you.” She scuffed the floor with her shoe, her head down.
Another hospital worker walked past, and Jake looked around. The hallway was growing busier, so he pulled her into a separate room and shut the door. The empty hospital bed and quiet of the room allowed both of them to speak their minds freely. “I’m sorry I didn’t call. It’s been a little busy lately.” That wasn’t the truth, but now wasn’t the time to say it. Despite the grief she was experiencing, he knew that deep down Kelly had already started planning their wedding together, a life the two of them would share, their kids’ names, but he never wanted any of that. Not with her at least. “I have Longwood working Reese’s case, and he’ll be reaching out to you soon if he hasn’t already.”
“He called this morning.” Kelly wiped her cheek. “To tell me about the body.” Jake’s silent gaze triggered another response. “I didn’t tell him anything about us. I haven’t told anyone.” The words were stale with resentment.
“I didn’t think you would.” Though Jake suppressed the sigh of relief. “Do you remember anything different about him the days before he disappeared, anything he might have said or done?”
Kelly shook her head, shrugging. “Nothing out of the ordinary. He complained about the overtime, how sore he was.” 
“Did he ever mention anyone he worked with? Anything else he was doing for the oil company?”
“Longwood already asked me all this stuff.” Kelly waved her hands and took a step back, irritated. “There wasn’t anything he was doing that wasn’t… Reese.” She slowly circled and then rested her back against the wall. Her head hung low between her shoulders, and her eyes were closed. But when she lifted her head the lines on her forehead creased. “He smelled different.”
“What do you mean?” Jake asked.
“I mean he’d always smelled bad when he came home. All oil and sweat. But it was different the last time I saw him. It was a harsher smell. Like he’d bathed himself in chemicals.” Kelly fisted the tissues. “He talked a lot of shit about his boss. Some new hard-ass they appointed rig manager. Reese said he didn’t have any business on the rig, but that it was above his pay grade.”
“Scott Ambers?” Jake asked.
“Yeah, that was him.”
The bastard just keeps turning up like a bad penny. Jake nodded absentmindedly and then approached her with her back still against the wall. “Look, we need to keep our distance for a while. You need to process what’s happened, and I need to focus on finding my niece.” 
Fresh tears rolled down her face. “I can’t do this, Jake.” Her shoulders shook, and she buried her nose in the cluster of tissues. “Somebody killed my husband. The same husband I’ve been cheating on for the last four months. I mean just look at me. I’m a fucking mess.” And without a word she buried her face into his chest, wrapping her arms around him.
At first Jake didn’t reciprocate the embrace, but the longer she lingered, the more his resolve eroded. He placed his arms around her and when she looked up at him the tears had disappeared, but her cheeks were still wet. She grabbed the back of his head and pulled his mouth toward hers. 
It was only for a moment, but the moment was too long. Jake pulled back. “Christ, Kelly.” He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and that was all it took for her to break down.
Kelly reached for the door but turned around before she left. “Go to hell, Jake!”
The door slammed and a rush of wind blasted Jake in the face. He didn’t know why he followed her in such a hurry, but when he stepped into the hallway calling after her he was pissed that he did. “Kelly, I—”
Deputy Longwood was at the morgue door, and Kelly had already jogged to the end of the hall and burst out through the double doors. Longwood did a double take at Kelly’s exit then turned back to Jake. “Everything okay, Sheriff?”
A flush of heat spread in Jake’s chest and crawled up his neck. “Fine. You going to take another look at the Coleman body?” He hoped the switch to work chat would end any suspicions, but Longwood wouldn’t drop it.
“What were you speaking to Kelly about?”
“She was upset about her husband is all.” Jake pointed to the morgue door and started his exit down the hallway. “Let me know what you find, Deputy.” When Jake walked into the parking lot and climbed behind the wheel of his truck he punched the dash in three quick jabs. His hand throbbed, and he started the car, hoping Kelly could keep quiet long enough for him to clean his mess up.
 



Chapter 4 – 32 Hours Left
 
Ken adjusted his tie in the mirror of his office. His face was still flush, and the makeup artist had done what she could to hide the cut from Lena’s assault, but it was still visible. He brushed his fingers through his thick head of hair when his eyes caught Scott in the edge of the mirror. He sat in the corner, looking up toward the only window the portable provided. His phone buzzed, and he pressed it to his ear. He held it there for a moment, and then without a word he lowered it. What he was still doing here for the press conference, Ken didn’t know, but his presence didn’t help to ease the bundle of nerves still tangled in the pit of his stomach. 
 The tie refused to cooperate, and Ken yanked it off in frustration. “Could I have a minute, please?” Without a word the man lumbered to the door and left, which momentarily let in the dull roar of the press corps outside. 
Ken crumpled the tie in his fist and closed his eyes. He felt his left hand shaking. He closed his eyes and took a breath.
When he opened his eyes his hand steadied. Slowly, he wrapped the tie around his neck once more. With his tie complete he took one more slow breath, and reached for the door handle. “Here we go.”
Sunlight and camera flashes blasted his vision as he descended the portable’s steps and made his way to the podium, which sprouted a half-dozen microphones. “Good afternoon. I’ll start off with a brief statement, and then we can move on to questions.” He cleared his throat and quickly glanced down at the paper. It was already memorized, but he needed the extra moment to steady his thoughts. “New Energy Incorporated is deeply saddened by the events that transpired last night. It is the foundation of our company’s beliefs that the will of the people be heard, but it must come in the form of peaceful demonstrations and engaging political debate. New Energy in absolutely no way condoned any of the rioting last night by those who opposed or were unhappy with the results of the vote regarding bill forty-five C. With the violence that consumed Barta, one thing is clear: the people do not want this legislation to pass. New Energy remains steadfast in our stance to ensure those voices that oppose this bill are heard.” 
Ken cleared his throat again. “And we would like to extend our deepest condolences to State Representative Lena Hayes in the disappearance of her daughter. Whoever is behind this atrocity should turn themselves in, and New Energy Incorporated will do everything within our power to aid law enforcement for the quick and speedy recovery of that young girl. Thank you. I’ll now take questions.” 
Hands shot in the air along with a roar of shouts as the reporters jockeyed for attention. Ken pointed to a balding man in a shirt and tie. “Does New Energy have a comment on the body of Reese Coleman, who was found on your property just hours before the vote?”
“Because the investigation into Mr. Coleman’s death is ongoing, we are not allowed to comment on that issue at this time. We’re doing everything we can to help Sheriff Cooley and his department and will follow their lead on how they would like us to approach the matter publicly. Yes, you in the front.”
The woman wore a white blouse with a blue blazer. Her bright-red nails accentuated her grip on the recorder in her hand. “The bill still has to pass the state assembly and be signed into law by the governor, who has already publicly supported the bill. Has New Energy reached out to any of the remaining state legislators?”
“We’re committed to, just as we have always been committed to, the advancement of this state through economic development and working with local community leaders to better the lives of their citizens. We still believe that this bill will hinder those relationships and stunt this state’s growth to a crawl. In regards to what the governor and the other state legislators will do, it is up to them and their constituents.”
Ken fielded at least a dozen more questions, and with every answer he felt more comfortable back on the main stage. The job fit him like an old glove, his fingers stretching out the material that had grown snug after years in mothballs. And the ease in which he slid back into the role made him sick. “That’s all the time I have, but again I just want to encourage everyone to do what they can to help find Kaley Hayes so she’s returned to her family safely and quickly. Thank you.”
Ken ducked back into the portable, and security handled the press’s departure. The moment the door closed he ripped the tie from his neck and flung it on the ground. He unbuttoned his collar and let the heat from the afternoon sun escape from inside his shirt. He reached for the trash can and hunched over, dry heaving. 
Eventually vomit flooded his mouth, and he tossed what was left of the small breakfast he’d eaten that morning. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and collapsed into his chair at the desk. Lies always tasted the same, no matter how hard he tried to spin them, though he didn’t remember it being this hard.
The picture of his wife and son faced him, and he reached for it, clutching the frame tightly as he saw his reflection in the glass over their faces. The sight gave him a surge of strength, which he needed the moment Scott walked in.
“Press is packing up.” Scott pointed to Ken’s attire. “You’ll want to change.”
“I’ll be out in a minute.” Wordlessly, Scott returned outside, and Ken set the picture of his family back on his desk. He rubbed his fingers together. They were slick with sweat, and whatever Scott Ambers had planned for him was sure to make them dirty.



 
***
News crews dotted the side of the street, clustering at both Lena’s office and the police station. Amidst the cameras and reporters were construction crews and National Guard soldiers called in to help keep the peace. Lena watched a soldier on the back of a Humvee, where he was stationed behind one of the big guns she’d only seen in television and the movies. 
The pair of squad cars that escorted both her and Mark into town flashed their lights and honked their sirens whenever the swarming locusts of news crews crossed their path, but the reporters barked their questions through the glass, their arms and hands smacking into the side of the police cruiser as their cameramen tried to capture a clip of Lena’s face. 
Brakes squealed as the car came to a stop, and the officers stepped out of the car, clearing a path toward Lena’s front office door, which was surrounded by clusters of bullet holes from the riots the day before as well as the assassination attempt two of the oil workers nearly pulled off before the vote on her bill. 
Lena drew in a breath before one of the deputies opened her car door, and when she stepped out the muffled questions of the reporters turned into a deafening roar. 
“Mrs. Hayes, do you believe that your daughter’s abduction has to do with your involvement in the bill that was passed last night?”
“What demands has the kidnapper made?”
“What’s going through your mind at this moment?”
“Are there any new leads in your daughter’s case?”
“What would you tell the person who took your daughter if they were here right now?”
Lena stopped. She turned to the reporter who’d asked the last question, his microphone extended away from his body as far as his arm would reach, bending over the police line that was set around her office door. A quiet hush fell over the crowd, and Lena took a step forward, her eyes locked onto the reporter who’d spoken up. “My daughter is innocent in all of this. I will find her. And I will take whatever measures are needed to make that happen.” 
A brief silence followed, interrupted only by the quick snap of pictures, but the moment Lena pivoted back to her path to the office, the dam burst, and every reporter restarted the machine-gunfire pace of questions. 
Once inside, Janine, Lena’s assistant, wrapped her arms around Lena, squeezing tight. “How are you holding up?” She pulled back, her large brown doe eyes expressing genuine concern. 
“I’m fine.” Lena brushed a few strands of hair that had broken free from her ponytail out of her face. “Have all of the families arrived?”
Janine nodded. “Most of them. I have them set up in the second office.”
“Give me a minute, and I’ll be in shortly.” Lena forced a smile, which seemed to ease Janine’s distress, and the assistant disappeared. Mark lingered by the door, and Lena walked over to the boxes of old case files from the suit against New Energy. Those stacks represented two years of her life, and it made her think of what Mark had said. “I know how hard it was for you.” She turned around to look at him. “You were practically a single parent for the past two years.”
Mark arched his eyebrows and tilted his head to the side. “I may have over exaggerated a few things.” He smirked, the laugh lines of his face crinkling, and it made her feel better. He twirled the gold band of his wedding ring as he walked over. He kept his head down until he was less than an inch away, so close she could feel him without actually touching him. “What you’ve done, and whatever you choose to do, has always been the right thing.” He lifted his head, his eyes red and glassy. “There isn’t anyone that could have fought against those people for so long and gotten this far.” 
When he kissed her the crowd of families in the other room was the farthest thing from her mind. She reciprocated the kiss and pressed fiercely into his lips then rested her cheek on his shoulder. “I’m sorry about before.”
“Me too.” Mark gently squeezed the back of her neck and then kissed her forehead. He stepped away, slowly, heading toward the back room to where Janine had disappeared. “I’ll be in there waiting for you when you’re ready.”
Once he was gone Lena turned back to the boxes stacked near her desk. She opened one and removed one of the dozens of files inside. She flipped to the section that outlined the medical conditions of the children that had grown ill. Liver failure, heart congestion, weakening immune system, immediate transplant needed for patient survival. Lena set it aside and opened the next file, which was more of the same, as was the file below that one, and the next one, all the way to the box’s bottom. 
In the next room were the faces to all of that paperwork, faces that Lena had promised justice to. She wasn’t sure if they’d understand as parents—if she were in their position she wasn’t sure if she’d understand herself. But hypotheticals weren’t going to bring Kaley back. 
After a long deep breath, Lena opened the door into the next room, where every face turned to her in silent anticipation. The sullen faces of the mothers and fathers parted as Lena stepped through to the other side of the office. A few hands grazed her arm in condolence as she passed, but no words were spoken. 
Dark circles pulled tired faces down like anchors. Countless nights in hospital chairs with the sight of their sick kids had caused lines of stress and made them weary, tired, and beaten. The win from the vote last night was the first piece of good news that any of them had received since before their children were diagnosed. And what she was about to tell them would smother that small piece of hope before it even had a chance to thaw the pain that had frozen them for the past two years.
“Thank you all for coming.” Lena’s voice cracked, and she cleared her throat. “I know it was short notice, and I understand that each of you have your own issues to deal with, but I wanted you to hear this from me personally.”
“We’re praying for you, Lena.” Katie Speath raised her head, her once-brown hair turned gray, and her cheeks weathered and gaunt well beyond her forty years. “And for Kaley.” A series of nods and soft hums echoed her sentiment.
Guilt made Lena’s stomach churn, and she bowed her head. “I appreciate that.” She lowered her eyes and saw the dirt at the tip of her boots. The sight triggered a flash of the kidnapper’s footprints in her house. “And it’s one of the reasons that I called everyone in here today.”
Color drained from Lena’s cheeks as she lifted her head. Her knees wanted to buckle, but she managed to stay upright, using the desk to her right for support. “I know how much all of you sacrificed to help get me elected, and I want you to understand how much respect and admiration I have for each of you.” Her mouth went dry, as if a piece of cotton had rolled on her tongue. When she swallowed it was hard and gritty. 
The dozens of bodies in her office shifted uneasily now. Arms crossed over chests protectively, and the once-softened expressions of condolence had shifted into hard stares of treachery. 
“Whoever took my daughter left behind a note with demands. It said that if I wanted Kaley back, then I’d have to end my support for the oil regulation bill in the next thirty-six hours. If I don’t, they’re going to kill her.” Lena’s voice wavered, and she pressed her leg harder into the side of the desk for support, bracing for the inevitable backlash.
Her years as a lawyer, but even more so her years as an addict, taught her that people were fine about “feeling” a certain way about someone until the moment that feeling turned into something real, something that affected their life in a material way, then self-preservation took over. 
“So that’s it?” Katie Speath was the first to speak out. “You can’t really believe that your daughter will be returned to you if you do this?”
“It’s the oil company behind this!”
“We can’t give in to them now!”
“What about my sick kid? Huh? When will I get my healthy boy back?”
Each accusation was justified, every point sharpened with the panicked tongue of a parent—parents who had watched their children waste away, parents who had lost their savings, taken out second mortgages on their homes, sold every precious belonging they had to keep their kids alive. They were in pain. That pain needed an outlet. And Lena took all of it.
“I understand everyone’s hesitations and frustrations, but—”
“No!” The shrill cry erupted from the middle of the crowd, and every head turned as Carla Knox stormed to the front. Red-faced and crying, she trembled. She kept her arms locked like pieces of steel beams and clenched her fists until the flesh had grown so colorless that it was nearly transparent. “You can’t do this.” She’d separated herself from the crowd entirely and slowly shuffled her way to Lena. “You promised us. You promised that the people who hurt our children wouldn’t win.”
The mother’s grief had transcended into something more than just pain. It was rage. “Carla, you have to understand—”
“You don’t understand!” Carla thrust her finger in Lena’s face, spit spewing from her lips. “I have a daughter in the hospital who had her kidneys destroyed by the water she drank, the water that the oil company polluted! I have a husband in a coma in the ICU with burns that cover over sixty percent of his body from the explosion on the rig he worked on.” She wasn’t able to hold back the tears anymore, and the finger that was still shoved in Lena’s face trembled along with her voice. “So don’t stand there and tell me that you fucking understand, because you don’t. But now you feel it don’t you?” Her whole body shook, and the madness in her eyes only intensified. “You finally feel the dread that all of us have felt over the past two years. You’re no longer on the outside looking in. Your daughter’s life is in the same peril all of ours are. And I hope it stays that way!” She capped the rant with a hard shove into Lena’s chest.
Lena tripped and landed on her ass, and before she even had a chance to look up, Carla Knox charged, fists swinging, voice screaming, and eyes wet with hot tears. Bodies rushed over to stop the fight, and a flurry of hands reached for both Lena and Carla as the two grappled on the floor. 
Carla yanked Lena’s hair, thrashing her head back and forth while Lena clawed her fingers against Carla’s neck, drawing speckles of blood. One last hard yank, and then Lena felt her head break free from Carla’s grip. 
“You can’t do this! You can’t do this to us!” The crowd pulled Carla back, and the deputies from outside rushed through the door. Reporters thrust cameras inside to get a look before being pushed back behind the police line.
“Everybody out!” The deputies escorted the families outside, and before Lena could stop them from leaving, she herself was pulled back into the kitchen, kicking and fighting the officer the entire way.
“Let go of me!” Lena ripped her arm from the officer’s grip, and it wasn’t until she turned around that she realized it was Jake who pulled her away.
“Take it easy.” Jake lifted his hands defensively and then stepped around her to the doorway to get a better look at the crowd being funneled out of the office. “That probably went better than expected.”
Lena gently patted the side of her head where Carla had tried to rip the hair from her scalp. “Yeah.” She found a seat in the chair and then collapsed. The morning and the riots from the night before had worn her down, nailing her bones to the chair, and her body refused to move. “I didn’t know what else to do, Jake.” She struggled to lift her head, and when she found her brother’s gaze she saw her own pain reflected in his eyes. “I don’t know if this is the right thing.”
Jake knelt on one knee, bringing him level with her face, and gently cupped both of her hands into his. “Whatever you need to do to get your family back is always the right thing.”
Lena threw her arms around her brother’s neck, feeling the tears burst from her eyes as she squeezed him tight. Despite the few years of separation in their age, they’d always shared a bond, something that was unbreakable no matter what, and whenever one of them was in trouble that bond had always grown stronger.
“Listen, I need to go and look up a few things at the office. We got some good leads from the autopsy that I need to check on.” Jake pulled back and wiped a thumb across her cheek, catching a tear before it rolled all the way down. “I’ll keep the deputies here and make sure that Gwen is still okay back at the house. All right?”
Lena nodded. “Thank you.” 
Jake kissed her forehead and walked to the door, his boots thumping against the wood, but stopped and turned around just as he had his hand on the knob. “Whoever took Kaley fucked with the wrong family.” He swung the door open, placed his cowboy hat back on his head, and left.
The words resonated in Lena’s mind, and for the first time since she found out that Kaley had been taken she wasn’t afraid. Purpose surged through her veins and gathered all of the fear and pain that lingered in the wake of the morning’s events, hardening them into the needed grit to push on. Jake was right. They picked the wrong family. 
 



Chapter 5 – 31 Hours Left
 
On his escape from Lena’s office, Jake swatted away the reporters’ questions as a horse’s tail flicked away gnats that got to close to its ass. He crossed the street to the station and escaped inside before he grew deaf.
“Sheriff!” Deputy Longwood bellowed over the crowd. At nearly six feet six inches, Longwood was easy to spot across the room. He squeezed his way past the crammed bodies and met Jake at the front of his office. “The lab gave me some new information in regards to some evidence found on Coleman’s body.” He kept his voice hushed, and Jake was glad he hadn’t brought up the incident with Kelly. 
“Let’s head back to my office.” On the way over, Jake glanced over to the cells. The rioters had been released an hour ago, all of them charged with misdemeanors and given fines, but he saw a man passed out in one of the cell’s cots. He stopped and nudged Longwood with his elbow. “Who’s in the cell?”
Longwood looked up from his notes, shaking his head. “Not sure.”
“Go on ahead. I’ll meet you in a minute.” With each step Jake found himself darting between deputies, soldiers, and Red Cross workers. The man’s face was covered with hair, and he stirred but didn’t wake. And when Jake finally approached the cell bars he felt his blood boil. He snatched the arm of the nearest deputy. “Get me the keys to the cell. Now.” 
“Yes, sir.”
The deputy hurried off, and Jake slammed his palm into the bars, the heavy iron ringing with a thud, and Nick woke from his slumber, moaning from the intrusion. He sat up and cradled his head in his palms. The deputy returned, and Jake snatched the keys from his hands and unlocked the cell.
Without a word Jake lifted Nick off the cot by the collar of his dirty shirt and slammed him against the concrete wall. “What the hell are you doing here, Nick?” Years of drug abuse had left him skinny as a rail and light as a feather. Jake could practically keep the man lifted off the ground on his own. 
Nick shook his head, blinking his eyes rapidly. “Jake? What the hell are you doing here?”
“You’re in my jail, asshole.” He tightened his grip on Nick’s collar. “You know you’re not supposed to be within ten miles of Gwen and Lena, so what the hell are you doing in my county?”
Whatever brains that hadn’t been eroded from the drugs seemed to recognize the names, but his eyes and speech were so groggy Jake didn’t think Nick was even sure himself. “I saw… something on the television. The riots… I just wanted to make sure Gwen was okay.”
Jake tossed Nick back onto the cot, and the deadbeat cracked his head against the wall. “You haven’t tried to make contact with them in five years. Now, I’m going to ask you again. What the hell are you doing in my county?”
“I told you!” Nick raised his voice but immediately reined in his temper, rubbing the back of his head. “I saw the riots, and I wanted to make sure Gwen was okay. That’s it.”
“She’s fine.” Jake snapped his fingers, and the deputy who’d given him the keys to the cell stepped inside. “I want him taken back to Bismarck. And I want it to happen now.”
“I’ll find someone to take him over.”
Jake took a few slow steps toward Nick, who cowered on the cot, keeping his head down. “If I ever see you in my county again, I will bury you.” He leaned over so they were face to face. “Being sheriff comes with a lot of power. And I will use it.” 
The cell door slammed with a heavy thud, and again the iron bars rang. Jake locked the door and then tossed the keys back to the deputy on guard duty. When he returned to his office Longwood was sitting down, and Jake shut the door behind him then sat on the edge of his desk. “What’d you find?”
Longwood flipped open the manila folder that contained the lab results. “They found some residue under Coleman’s fingernails, and it had traces of salt, hydrocarbons, radioactive material, and industrial chemicals of magnesium, iron, barium, strontium, manganese, methanol, chloride, and sulfate.”
Jake furrowed his brow. “You and I both know I didn’t do well in chemistry in high school. What’s it mean?”
“Those are all chemicals found in the byproduct water waste from fracking.”
“That’s what the smell was,” Jake whispered softly to himself.
“What?”
Jake waved it off. “Nothing.” He stepped around the deputy and returned to his desk, keeping his hat on as he sat down. “Coleman was a maintenance worker. Made sure the equipment was running smoothly. Taking care of waste product is a job for a roughneck, not anyone with technical training.” He drummed his fingers on his desk. “Have you gone back to the oil site and requested any of Coleman’s files yet?”
“The judge just granted the warrant an hour ago. I was about to head over,” Longwood said.
“I’ll come with you.”
Longwood shook his head. “You have enough going on here, Sheriff. I can handle it.”
Jake rotated his shoulders and pushed himself out of his chair. “I need to put some distance between me and all this. And besides, there are a few workers I want to question in regards to Kaley’s disappearance.”
“Sheriff?” The intercom buzzed and stopped Jake at the door. “Sheriff, you in there?”
“Go on ahead. I’ll meet you out by the car.” Once Longwood had disappeared, Jake reached for the receiver on the phone. “What’s going on, Jackie?”
“I’ve got the lab on the line for you.” She paused, and Jake heard the dry gulp she took before she spoke the next part. “They have the ballistics report on Deputy Keen.”
“Put ’em through.” A click sounded in Jake’s ear, and he paused a moment before answering. “This is Sheriff Cooley.”
A scratchy voice answered loudly. “Hello, Sheriff! It’s Zeke!”
Jake pulled the phone from his ear and winced. “Yeah, Zeke. What do you have for me?”
“Er, just one second here.” Papers shuffled, and twice it sounded as though Zeke had dropped the phone. “Ah, here it is. Yes, the bullet that killed Deputy Keen had properties that only two bullet manufacturing companies use, and one of them only sells in Texas.”
“And the other?” Jake asked.
“There are a few shops in Bismarck where they’re sold, but that’s about as far as I can pinpoint it for you, Sheriff. Other than the fact that the bullet was armor piercing, there isn’t much else to tell about it. No alterations, nothing.”
“Thanks, Zeke.” Jake hung up the phone and paced the small stretch of floor between the door and his desk. If the perp was smart enough to buy armor-piercing rounds, then they were probably smart enough to buy it from a place that lacked any type of surveillance equipment. 
Jake reached for his cell phone and scrolled down the address book until he came across Wheelan Dexter. He clicked the number, and the phone dialed. Three rings later, and he got an answer. “Wheelan, it’s Jake Cooley… Yeah, I’m doing fine. Listen, I need a favor. Do you still have contacts over in Bismarck? Great, see if they can track down anyone selling armor-piercing rounds either legally or illegally. The make of the bullet is Rochet… Thanks.” Jake paused for a second, unsure of how far he was willing to push his professional friendship. “Do you still have your connection with the Feds? I need you to look up a name for me and see what you can find. The individual is Scott Ambers.”



 
***
The yellow painted lines of the highway started to blur, and Ken shook his head, forcing himself to stay awake. The steering wheel shook a little bit in his hand, which sent small jolts of adrenaline through his body, but what really kept him awake was the man in the passenger seat. “How far out are we going?”
“I’ll let you know when we’re close,” Scott answered.
The past three hours on the road had left both Ken’s mind and ass completely numb. The rolling hills of the landscape never changed, and they had been the only car on the road for the past hour. When he wasn’t trying to keep his eyelids from closing, Ken noticed that every hour Scott received a phone call. He would answer, listen for a few seconds, say nothing, and then hang up. But more disturbing than the phone calls were the pair of gloves that rested over his thigh. They were large, black, and well worn. And Ken hoped he wouldn’t find out what the man used them for. 
Ken shifted in his seat and lifted his arm and rested it on the door, where he pressed it against the window. The miles passed, and he was forced to hold the steering wheel at a perfect two and ten to keep them from flying off the road’s shoulder, not that there was anything there but grass—grass and dirt as far as the eye could see. But under all of that nothing was an ocean of oil. 
A career in lobbyist politics was probably the only career in the world where you can work in every type of industry, from crops to plastics, and the job never changes. Because despite the product differences, all of the executives wanted the same thing: money.
If money was the root of all evil, then Ken was the gardener that shoveled the shit to make sure everything kept growing. But after nearly a decade of shoveling his own brand Ken couldn’t stand the smell of it anymore. Never in his life did he wish he could quit more than right now.
“Turn right up here.” Scott pointed ahead, and Ken saw a dirt path cut through wild grass that had grown over the sides. 
Ken eased off the accelerator, and vibrations ran up through the tires and into the cabin the moment he turned off the paved road. He kept a slow pace, unsure if his luxury sedan would be able to handle the rocky terrain, but when he finally saw a small farmhouse at the end of the path the anxiousness intensified.
A cloud of dust washed over the car from back to front when Ken stopped thirty feet from the front porch. Ken kept his seat belt on, and when he looked over to Scott he watched the brute slip a hand into the right glove. “What are we doing here?”
“When we get inside, don’t do anything. Don’t speak. Don’t get in my way. And do not answer any questions that you’re asked. Got it?” Scott flexed his gloved hand and opened the door. 
Ken’s mouth went dry, and he simply nodded. He unbuckled his seat belt and followed, keeping a distance of a few feet between them as they made their way toward the front porch.
A light flicked on in the front window the moment Ken put his foot on the first porch step, and by the time he made it to the second step the door had flung open. An elderly man who had to have been in his seventies stood in the doorway. Dusty, faded overalls hung loose around his body, and white whiskers sprouted randomly from his face like weeds. Thick eyebrows hung over blue eyes that were the only redeeming quality left of his aged features. 
“Who the hell are you?” The old man’s voice sounded stronger than the rest of him. Bony, arthritic hands clung to the doorframe, which he had to lean up against to ensure that he didn’t fall over. 
When Scott didn’t answer the old man’s question Ken grew nervous. A tight ball formed in his stomach, and he reached for the wedding ring on his finger that wasn’t there. 
Scott pulled out a folded piece of paper and tossed it at the old man’s feet. “We’ve given you enough time, Mr. Lanks. Sign over the land. Today.”
The old man’s face flushed a cherry red. “I told you bastards that I’m not selling! I don’t care how much money you’re trying to offer me! You understand? Get it through that thick skull of yours! I’m never selling!” 
A rush of wind blasted Ken in the face when the old man slammed the door shut. He remained still for a moment then took another step up, the wood groaning underneath his weight. “Scott, what the hell is this about?”
But he never got an answer. Scott walked up to the front door and without a word smashed his foot into the old wood, cracking the frame and splintering a quarter of the door off its hinges. From the stairs Ken heard the old man shouting unintelligible words, and then came the screaming. Trembling, Ken took a step. He found himself drawn to the violence, drawn to the pain, drawn by his own curiosity. Muffled groans and heavy thumps sounded from the living room, and when Ken entered the house through the busted-down door he saw Scott hovering over the old man. One hand gripped the geriatric’s collar, and the other was clenched in a fist and raised high in the air. “You gonna sell?”
Completely defenseless, the old man slid his arms lazily at his sides as he lay spread eagle on the floorboards. He lolled his head back and forth, surrounded by splatters of blood. He coughed and hacked. The red marks on his face from where Scott had struck him sharpened in color and formed lumps over his skin.
Ken rushed over and placed his hand on the old man’s shoulder, trying to shield him from harm. But the efforts were quickly thwarted with a backhand across the face that sent him to the floor. His left cheek burned, and he lifted a hand to the growing welt. 
Scott yanked Mr. Lanks up by the collar of his shirt and flung him against the wall, where he kept him pinned. The force of the throw knocked a few pictures from the walls, causing them to shatter on the floor. “We’re done trying to hold your hand on this one, geezer. You fucking sell the property, or the next time we go after someone a little more green around the gills.” He thrust his fist into the man’s gut, and Lanks doubled over, falling to the floor. Scott picked up one of the fallen pictures. He knocked away the pieces of broken glass and pulled the paper from its frame. “How old’s your grandson now? Eight? Nine?” He thrust the picture in the old man’s face. “They grow up so fast, don’t they?” He shrugged. “Well, that’s if they grow up at all.” He tossed the picture aside, and Lanks started to cry. 
Ken was still on the floor when Scott walked past, and he kept his head down. Out of the corner of his eye he watched Scott pick up the piece of paper he had tossed at the old man’s feet, which Ken now understood was a land contract.
Scott slammed the paper onto Lank’s chest, which heaved up and down with his sobbing. “Do yourself and your family a favor. Sign it.” Scott stepped over the old man’s body and peeled off his gloves on his exit out the door. 
Ken watched the old man cry, partly because he wanted to make sure the old timer was still breathing, but more so because he was afraid to step out that door. It might be him on that floor next, or worse, they could send that monster to his family. 
But he couldn’t escape now. He was too far down the rabbit hole. Ken stood, still cradling the wound on his cheek, and joined Scott outside. He saw Scott leaned back on his sedan’s hood with his arms crossed over his chest, staring at him.
Ken approached wearily, mostly keeping his head down. When he stepped to the driver-side door Scott stopped him. Ken lifted his gaze from Scott’s worn black boots to his eyes. “Listen, I—”
The pain started like a small ache in the middle of his stomach but then spread like the rippling waves of a pond when you throw a stone in its calm waters. Ken collapsed to his knees, sucking air and clutching his stomach from the heavy blow.
“You’re not here to negotiate,” Scott said. “You’re not here to help these people pick up the pieces of their shitty lives. You’re here to make sure no one sticks a knife in my back, and to fucking drive.” He reached around to the back of his waistband and pulled a pistol that Ken didn’t even know was there until the cold steel pressed into his forehead. “You pull any shit like that again, and I will bury you out here in the middle of nowhere.”
“Yeah,” Ken said, his voice trembling. “I got it.” After the concession the pistol was removed from his forehead, and when he opened his eyes Scott was already at the passenger-side door.
“Let’s go. We’ve got a long day.”
 



Chapter 6 – 30 Hours Left
 
“Yes, I understand your position, Senator.” Lena pressed her left palm flush against the desk and looked over to Janine, who had the congressman on the phone. Beyond Janine’s desk was the horde of reporters that had gathered outside for her announcement, which had leaked to the press the moment Carla Knox stepped outside. Once that happened, her phone wouldn’t stop ringing. Senators, Congressmen, and fellow members of the state legislature all trying to prevent her from going public. “And I appreciated your support of the bill in my campaigning. But I won’t be changing my mind.” 
Lena slowly lowered herself into the chair, hanging up and sliding the cell phone across her desk and out of reach. She gently rubbed her temples, closing her eyes, and tried focusing on anything other than the relentless murmur of chants outside and the phone’s nonstop ringing. “Just unplug it, Janine.” 
The assistant froze in mid-reach for the next call. “Mrs. Hayes, with everything that’s going on I don’t think that—”
“If people don’t understand why I’m doing this now, they’re not going to understand after I speak with them.” The calls had been nothing more than a distraction from the looming storm cloud that was the announcement and the repercussions that followed. But somewhere Kaley was afraid, alone, and wondering why someone had taken her and when she could go home. The repercussions could go to hell.
Lena walked to the kitchen. She cradled her forehead gently with the palm of her hand, and her shoulder slammed into the doorframe of the kitchen’s entrance as she walked past. The floor wobbled unevenly, and she clutched the countertops and hung on for dear life as she felt herself sway from side to side. All of the noise from the past two hours had left her head spinning.
A light tickle ran up the back of her skull, and she knew the one thing that would take her away from all of this, the one thing that would truly distract her from her daughter’s disappearance. One little prick of a needle in her arm. She clawed her nails into the blue plastic countertops and felt the sharp crack of one of her nails. 
Sweat broke out on her chest, neck, and forehead. Lena backed up until she felt the cool plaster of the wall behind her and focused on slowing her heart rate, and breathing. She slid to the floor and hung her head between her knees. You want the high, but you don’t need it. Bullshit. She knew she needed it. That was addiction. 
After all of the self-acceptance, forgiveness, and steps she went through in rehab, there was only ever one thing that made it really stick, and that was Gwen. Lena dove into the banks of her memory and opened the vault she kept for moments like these, moments when she knew there wasn’t anything to stop her from letting the beast take control. 
The vault’s hinges whined from the weight of the door as Lena pulled it open and peered into the darkness. She took one step forward but then quickly stopped, unsure of whether she would be able to handle seeing it again. 
Eventually, Lena leaned forward enough to stumble inside. A faint cry echoed from the depths of the memory. The deeper she walked, the more the memory sharpened. She felt her foot kick something, and when she looked down an empty bottle of vodka rolled across a carpet spotted with stains. When she glanced up she saw herself passed out on the couch on her back, her head tilted to the side and vomit dribbling down her cheek. 
More cries echoed in the memory, and she looked over to see Gwen, screaming her head off in the crib across the room. She couldn’t have been older than one at the time. Needles and empty syringes dotted the floor. Lena’s sleeve was rolled up to her shoulder, and the crook of the exposed arm was red and scabbed over. She’d be like that for hours, while Gwen cried for food, cried for her mother, cried for someone to come and take her away.
But no one ever came. Not even Nick. She didn’t know where he was at that moment, but in a little while she would wake and see Gwen passed out in the corner, sick from a diaper rash because she had gotten too high for too long and neglected her own daughter. She examined her former self, passed out on the couch, and felt hate replace the need to use. She took one last look at her daughter’s red, tear-soaked face then left, leaving the past where it was after taking what she needed.
The vault door to her memories slammed shut, and with it Gwen’s screaming ended. Lena opened her eyes and uncurled the fingers of her fist. Her shirt was nearly soaked in sweat, but her heart had stopped pounding out of her chest. Her knee and hips popped when she pushed herself off the floor, and when she turned the corner to step out of the kitchen she collided into Janine. 
“I’m so sorry.” Janine reached for Lena’s shoulder but then pulled it away after feeling how wet it was. “Are you okay?”
Lena looked to the phone in Janine’s hand. “Who is it?”
Janine slowly extended it. “The governor.”
And a call Lena had been looking to avoid, but it was something that had to be handled sooner or later. “Thanks.” She took the phone and walked to the back of the kitchen, Janine leaving so Lena could be alone. “Good afternoon, Governor.”
“Mrs. Hayes, it’s nice to hear from you again.” The veteran politician’s tongue was just as plush as she’d heard it on the campaign trail, though he added a heavy dose of regret after the pleasantries. “I’m not sure what there is for me to say about your daughter. As a parent it’s one of the worst tragedies that could ever befall us. You have my deepest sympathies and support.”
“Thank you, Governor.” Though with the fervor that he’d tried getting in contact with her she knew there was more to come, but the man didn’t become governor of the state without having tact. “I appreciate the call.”
“This is a time where we need to band together as a community and a state. We need each other more than ever right now.” A silence lingered, and Lena felt him struggle to keep up the act. “You know that I’ve publicly supported you on this bill.” His voice dropped an octave, the smooth political tone disappearing with it. “And if you give in to these demands, then you’ll be putting me in quite the predicament. That’s not something either of us want.”
“Governor, I appreciate your concern, but—”
“Oh, we’re far beyond concern, Mrs. Hayes.” He enunciated her name harshly. “You ran an entire campaign against the exploitation of our state by the oil companies tearing it apart, and in that campaign you received very large donations from a variety of parties. Including me.” 
If there was one thing that translated into all aspects of her life that stemmed from her recovery in rehab, then it was the fact that every single person, no matter who they were—their race, economic background, religious beliefs—was an addict. Every person had something in their life that they craved above all else. And in politics, power was the drug of choice, and public opinion was the method of injection. “The press conference is happening, Governor. And there isn’t anything you or the rest of the politicians in this state can do to stop me.”
That should have been it. Nothing else. Lena knew there wasn’t anything that they had on her. The public already knew about her addiction after she made the announcement at the town hall, and besides her ex-husband, who wasn’t much of a story to begin with, there wasn’t anything left for them to use as blackmail. But she should have known better than to think that an addict wouldn’t try every last door until they got what they wanted. “And how is your oldest daughter handling all of this? Gwen, isn’t it?”
Heat flushed Lena’s cheeks red, and she tightened her grip on the phone. “This doesn’t have anything to do with my daughters. It never did. Not with Kaley, and not with Gwen. If I hear you even whisper my daughter’s name again public opinion will be the least of your worries.” She slammed the phone on the floor.
The screen shattered, and Lena kicked it away. Gwen’s screaming in the crib returned. She clenched her fists and shook her head, trying to rid herself of the memory. But ghosts never really leave you—they wait. And then a moment finally comes where they can hurt you again. Lena just never realized that pain would transfer to her daughters. 





***
It took nearly an hour of hiding out in her room before she could take off, but the moment her mom and Mark had left for town, Gwen ducked out of her window and sprinted at least a mile before she felt comfortable walking. The deputies that were stationed in front of her house were too busy on their phones to notice she’d gone, and by the time they did she’d already made it to Lauren’s house. 
Thin lines of smoke drifted toward the ceiling of the back porch, where the joint was being passed around. Gwen sat in the corner, a red solo cup of orange juice and vodka in her hand, which she’d barely touched. The six girls that were on the porch all went to the same high school, and Gwen was surprised to have gotten the invitation from Lauren at all, considering how the two had gotten in a fight just a few days ago. But in high school there was one thing that trumped even the most deeply hated circles, and that was celebrity. And with the amount of attention Gwen’s family had received in the media she was the talk of the school.
“Did you see the body?” Lauren asked, her voice a higher pitch from the quick toke, her lips pursed as she held in the smoke and then finally released a cloud that wafted in front of her face and drifted across the porch like a fog.
“No.” Gwen pressed the rim of the cup to her lips and feigned a sip. “They took it away before I got home.” An elbow nudged her arm. The joint had finally made it to her. She pinched her fingers around the end and then took a long inhale. She held it as long as she could, but her chest and throat tickled, and snickering soon replaced the talk of gossip.
“Damn, Gwen, you hit that like you’ve never done it before.” Lauren leaned back in her seat and picked up her own red cup that she’d placed on the floor. “Didn’t your mom make you smoke when you were a kid or something?”
The comment triggered a few more sniggers, which Gwen ignored, and she picked up her cup, shrugging her shoulders. “She got high enough for the both of us when I was a kid.”
Raucous laughter and squeals erupted. Gwen cracked a half smile, but inside she felt a light rumble of her conscience, beckoning her to stop before she started down a path that she’d regret. But the hazy cloud of adolescent prevented her from seeing the destination of her choices, and she plowed forward unabashedly. “I don’t think there’s anything more embarrassing than a six-year-old who has to drive their mom home from the bar.” She placed her hands on an imaginary steering wheel, jerking the fake car left and right as she swung her body from side to side trying to reach the pedals. 
Most of the girls were clutching their sides, though from the number of times the joint had been passed around Gwen knew that the laughs were most likely from the weed. Lauren took a few sips of her drink and then set it down. “If I’d known you were this funny I would have invited you over a long time ago.” 
The laughter died down, and Gwen stared into the orange liquid in her cup, the weed making her feel more hollow than happy. She brought the rim of the cup to her lips and this time took three long gulps. 
“You think Kaley’s still alive?” Rebecca, her eyes bloodshot red, slumped in her chair with her head resting on her shoulder. “Whoever took her was pissed about what your mom was doing, so she’s gotta be in danger, right?” She lifted her head and then poked Gwen’s arm. “So? You think your sister’s dead or alive?”
The porch had grown quiet. Half-baked and glazed eyes examined her, waiting for a response. “She’s not my real sister. The only thing that connects us is my druggie mother. I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s dead.” She quickly took another sip of alcohol and then downed the rest of the liquid. She reached for the vodka in the middle of the chairs and noticed that there was no laughter, and most of the girls looked away, except for Lauren, who locked eyes with her once she wrapped her fingers around the bottle’s neck. 
“That’s cold, Gwen.” Lauren leaned forward, keeping her head low between her shoulders. “And I’d be careful what you wish for.”
The silence that lingered in the air was short lived as one of the girls snorted and then burst out laughing. “Sorry,” Sarah said. “I just remembered this video of a squirrel on YouTube.” Her eyes were half-closed, and she barely had control over her motor functions as she slumped lazily in her chair. “It was hilarious.” Laughter quickly replaced the awkward silence, and the joint was passed around for another hit.
The sliding glass door of the porch opened, and a young girl, around Kaley’s age, Gwen noticed, stood on the edge of the tiny step with a bike helmet already strapped to her head. “Lauren, will you come out front with me?” 
“Not now, Emily. Go back inside.” Lauren reached for the vodka once Gwen had finished and waved her younger sister off.
“But you promised you would!” Emily stomped her foot in defiance, which tilted the bike helmet on her head forward. She puffed out her lower lip and crossed her arms over her chest. 
Lauren sighed. “All right. I’ll be out there in a minute.”
The young girl squealed with delight and bolted toward the front door, which opened and closed in a blur as Emily burst outside. 
“You girls mind if we move the party out front?” Lauren asked, grabbing the liquor and rising to her feet. No objections were had, and everyone gathered their chairs and cups, some a little slower than others, but Gwen remained on the porch. “Hey,” Lauren called out. “You coming?”
The booze and weed had started to make Gwen’s head dizzy. She stared at the vodka in her solo cup and nodded. “Yeah. I’m coming.” She joined the girls on their trek through the house, most of the conversation nothing more than how hungry they were, and a detour to the kitchen was immediately recommended and unanimously agreed upon. 
 
Gwen had just opened a bag of chips when a scream echoed from outside, followed by the rev of a car engine. Every girl froze, the paranoia of the drugs taking over. 
“What the hell was that?”
“Is it the cops?”
“I thought your parents were in town for that press conference.”
But it was Lauren who stumbled to the front door, screaming her sister’s name. “Emily?” 
Gwen followed, the hollow feeling in her stomach intensified. When she stepped outside into the sunlight Lauren hovered over a girl’s bike with training wheels that had been knocked over. The front wheel spun slowly, and down the road she saw taillights, but the vehicle was too far away for her to identify the make and model. 
“Lauren, what is it?” Sarah asked as the rest of the girls stepped out of the house.
Gwen watched Lauren reach for something in the dirt that had been stuffed between the bike’s wheel spokes. It could have been shock, or a delayed reaction from the drugs and liquor, but the scream that came out of Lauren’s mouth started slow and then built into a deafening crash of fear and pain. When she turned around the note was crumpled in her fist and her face was beet red. 
 



Chapter 7 – 28 Hours Left
 
The paper pinched between Lena’s hands trembled. She set it down on the desk and hunched over, letting out a slow breath. It wasn’t the fear of the crowd outside, or the backlash she knew she’d receive from all of the politicians that would clamor for her resignation and advised against her giving in to the demands of the person or persons who took her daughter, but more of the aftermath of the kidnapper’s decision. It was doubt. What if she was wrong? What if the kidnapper didn’t give Kaley back? What if it made things worse? But with word already spread to every town in the state, and even to some of the major news networks around the country, there wasn’t any way for her to call it off. And even if she could, the chances of getting Kaley back increased if she ended her support of the bill. 
“Hey.” Mark approached from behind and placed a hand on her arm. “You okay?”
Lena squeezed his hand. “I will be.” She glanced to the front office windows, which had been sealed over with plywood in replacement of the bullet-riddled glass. But even though she couldn’t see them, she heard the crowd outside. Half were clamoring for her to stop, the others screaming their approval. She was amazed at how quickly the people who supported her now wanted to see her hang, and how the group that had the noose ready had suddenly embraced her with open arms. But that was politics. 
“Mrs. Hayes?” Janine approached cautiously, clutching a notepad to her chest as she attempted to smile. “We’re still getting calls from the other members of the state assembly. And I received an email from the governor’s secretary telling me that you needed to call him back.” She lifted her hands into the air and then dropped them helplessly at her sides. 
Lena grabbed the speech on her desk. “If all those people are watching the news, then they’re about to hear everything they need to know.” Lena marched toward the door, and the deputy standing guard swung it open, flooding the office with sunlight, questions, and the chants of protestors on both sides of the issue. 
A small podium had been erected just off the sidewalk in the street outside her office. Microphones sprouted from the top like weeds, and she placed her speech on the small sliver of space the podium provided. Every cameraman and reporter took a step forward, and Lena was flanked on both sides by deputies, with Mark standing directly behind her.
Lena squinted from the sunlight, and when she looked past the cluster of reporters she saw the police line holding back the crowd. She leaned forward to speak, but the protests had grown so loud that she couldn’t even hear her own words. “Thank you.” She raised her voice just an octave below a scream. “Many of you already know what this press conference is about, but I want to make it clear that I come here as both a mother and a representative of the community that elected me.” The chants remained strong, and Lena glanced down at her notes. “Early this morning my daughter was taken from our home. And the individual responsible has demanded that I renounce the oil regulation bill that I, and so many in this community, had fought to bring to life. And that victory came last night in the form of our town hall, where the bill was passed and received permission for a vote in our state legislation. It was a decision that tore this town in half. But from that pain we learned something about ourselves, something about our community.” Lena eyed the camera and clenched her fist. “That we are resilient. That we will be heard!” She pounded her fist, and the noise of the crowd grew even louder. “I started this campaign long before I ran for office. I fought for the families of the victims of New Energy Incorporated for two years. I met with them in their homes, in the hospitals, in the rooms where their sick children fought for their lives. And every parent that I spoke with said the same thing: you never think it can happen to you.” Her voice caught in her throat, but she didn’t think it could be heard over the shouts of the crowd. “And they were right. My daughter Kaley is innocent in all of this. And I beg that whoever took her to please bring her home.” She paused, the grief nearly unbearable at that point. She gripped the sides of the podium. Cameras clicked and snatched photos of the moment, and when she lifted her gaze she felt her eyes grow red and scratchy. “It is with a heavy and conflicted heart that I reach this decision. But I will not let my daughter—”
The deputy to Lena’s left suddenly stepped forward, and that was when she noticed the scuffle in the crowd near the front of the police line. The cameras and reporters shifted their attention to the scene behind them, and when Lena tried looking past the bodies and camera equipment she saw a woman break through the line, fighting the officers trying to hold her back. 
Another burst of restlessness rippled through the crowd, and the police line bulged. Reporters sprinted to the scene, and the officers struggled to hold back the frenzied horde. Lena remained frozen at the podium, and she felt a tug on her arm and heard a whisper in her ear.
“Let’s get you inside.”
Lena pulled her arm free in a knee-jerk reaction, but when she turned around she saw it was only Mark. The harsh expression on her face lightened. “I need to find out what’s going on.” Before he answered she sprinted to the action. The police re-formed the perimeter as a few of the National Guard soldiers helped reestablish order, and a few people were thrown in handcuffs. 
In the middle of the scuffle she saw Becky Foreman, her fist raised and her cheeks red as a cherry. She flailed her arms and kicked her feet, swinging at anything that tried to get in her way. “My daughter! That bitch took my daughter!” It was for only a half second, but it was long enough for Becky to lock eyes with Lena. “It was her! It was her!” She extended a finger, elongated with the fake nail glued over the cuticle, but the rant had done its job. 
The cameras and reporters were the first to turn, followed by the officers, then the rest of the crowd. But before the police had a chance to intervene, press swarmed her. 
“Mrs. Hayes! Do you have any comment on this new abduction?”
“Has the kidnapper reached out to you besides the note that was left at your home?”
“What’s your decision on the kidnapper’s demands?”
The questions were spit rapid fire, many at the same time. She put up her arms, shielding the camera from her face, and slowly backed away, the answers that the reporters sought not within her grasp. 
Finally one of the officers penetrated the cluster of reporters and helped pull her back to the safety of her office, where Mark was already waiting. The officer slammed the door shut behind him on his way out and rejoined the units outside. The office walls muffled some of the shouting outside, but the frenzy had reached a crescendo, and it wasn’t long before fists and hands smacked against the plywood that covered the windows. 
The door buckled, and Mark grabbed her wrist. “We need to get out of here.” He yanked her toward the back exit, but she kept her eyes glued to the door, and the snarling beast that waited on the other side. “C’mon!”
Lena yanked her arm free and walked toward it, slowly at first. But as the shouts grew louder and the walls continued to buckle, she found herself almost sprinting toward the door. All she’d ever done was to try and help people. It had been her mission ever since she’d gotten clean. She did it because she knew what it was like to be beaten and how it felt sleeping at rock bottom. But even after everything she’d done people still wanted to bring her down. She wasn’t going to take it anymore. She wasn’t going to keep the beast at bay. It was time for the two to meet.



 
***
Jake kept his left hand on the wheel and his right elbow rested on the center console. Deputy Longwood remained rigid with his seat belt clicked firmly into place. Neither had said much since they left the station, though Jake had tried to break the silence with the radio, but it lost signal six miles back. Part of the charm of North Dakota was being able to get out of the range of cell reception and technology, which wasn’t always a good thing.
“How’s your sister holding up?” Longwood asked.
“As good as can be expected.” Jake tilted his head to the side but kept his gaze on the open road. A white New Energy truck passed in the opposite lane, and Jake knew they were getting close. “It’s a lot for anyone to take in.”
“I can imagine.” Longwood shifted in his seat uncomfortably, unsure of what to do with his hands. “Um, Sheriff, I was going to tell you at the station. I called the rig manager back about the video tape of Reese Coleman’s body, and he swore that he already gave you the security footage. Said he made you the copy himself.”
“Yeah,” Jake said, scratching the stubble under his chin. “I actually found it in my jacket pocket before we left.” He fished the drive out and handed it to Longwood, who reached for it slowly. “Just forgot about it, I guess.”
“Thanks.” Jake noted the appreciation but also heard the skepticism. Longwood turned his head, and Jake saw him toss a glance at the rifle mounted on the gun rack. Both of them knew it matched the caliber of the rifle that shot Reese Coleman. “Did Kelly mention anything to you at the hospital when the two of you… spoke?”
Jake tightened his grip on the steering wheel. “Not off the top of my head.” 
Longwood nodded uneasily. “It seemed that you guys were arguing about something, something that—”
“She’s a grieving widow, Deputy.” Jake tossed Longwood a sideways glance. “And that’s all she was.” His tone convinced Longwood to drop it, and the rest of the trip neither man said a word.
The gas run-off flames burst onto the horizon, and the New Energy Inc. portables came into view up ahead, though the workers’ glances weren’t as welcoming as Jake would have liked. After the bill passing, the riots, and Lena’s outburst with Ken, the sight of his truck became synonymous with trouble. In a small town it doesn’t take long for people to turn on you.
Jake parked near the wreckage of the oil rig that had exploded a few days prior when he’d first visited in regard to the harassments made against his sister. He could still feel the heat from the blast, and a quick flash of Rick Knox’s charred body appeared from the wells of his memory. 
Jake rolled down his window and hollered. “Hey!” Two oil riggers glanced over their shoulders from the wreckage, both of them smoking a cigarette. “We need to speak with Scott Ambers. Do you know where he is?”
“Not here today,” the worker called out. “Prolly won’t be back till tomorrow.” He turned back around, whispering something to his friend, then continued to puff smoke.
Jake didn’t like not knowing where Scott Ambers was, and he liked it even less that his employees didn’t know. He turned to Longwood, who had his notepad and pen out, gaping at the wreckage of the oil platform that had yet to be removed from the premises. “Why don’t you start asking around and see if anyone had anything against Coleman. I’d start with the lower-level guys and then work your way up. Shit always flows downhill.”
“Got it.” Longwood’s first stop was the two workers on a smoke break, and while the deputy was questioning them Jake headed for their main office, which was little more than four of their white portables stuck together. 
When Jake entered he saw the secretary to his left. “Afternoon, ma’am.” He tipped his hat, and she giggled. “I was hoping you could help me with something.”
Two compliments and one light kiss on the cheek later, and he had Reese Coleman’s personnel file in his hands. He flipped through the pages, most of which were nothing more than safety waivers and confidentiality agreements the employees were forced to sign, which pretty much forfeited any and all of their rights in case they were injured on the job or jumped ship to another company. But when he reached the W-2 form where Reese had claimed the amount of income for the past year he let out a low whistle. 
Jake double-checked the number twice just to make sure he hadn’t read it wrong. Reese Coleman made more money last year than Jake had over the past five. And even though his position required some expertise on the oil rig, Coleman was well above the national average for salary. He flipped to some of the pay stubs filed away and saw that on every paycheck he had a “bonus” of five thousand dollars. Every week.
The stub didn’t specify anything more than “bonus,” and when Jake tried his charm on the secretary he was only told that the company offers “performance bonuses” that any employee is eligible for, which he confirmed in their employee handbook, and are covered in new-hire training. She couldn’t give him any information other than that but did fold her phone number into his right front pants pocket, where her hand lingered just a half second too long. Before she left he used the momentum to request Scott Amber’s file as well, which the young lady happily obliged.
But when Jake opened Scott’s file it was nearly empty. There was the standard contract that all employees were forced to sign as well as a W-2 with a modest salary. No resume. No reviews, nothing. Whatever Jake hoped to learn about the man would have to wait until he heard back from his contact in Bismarck. 
“Sheriff?” 
Jake snapped the file shut and spun around. Longwood stood there with a notepad in hand. “So, what’d you find?”
Longwood flipped a page in his notes. “Most of the guys I spoke with didn’t talk to Reese very much. They said he kept to himself mostly after the trial. Caught some jawing from some of the riggers about his wife—”
“Kelly?” Jake asked, jumping on the subject a little too quickly. “What about her?”
Longwood tapped the pen against the paper of his pad and shook his head. “Just that they never saw the two together a whole lot over the past few months.” 
The radio on Jake’s shoulder crackled, and Jackie’s voice broke through. “Sheriff, you there?”
“Go ahead.”
“We’ve got a problem in town. There’s been another kidnapping.”
 



Chapter 8 – 27 Hours Left
 
Lena watched the deputy interview Gwen through the cracks in the blinds from Jake’s office. Gwen kept her head down with her hands clasped tight between her knees. Across the sea of open desks in another office Lena saw Becky Foreman’s red face as she screamed at the officer who was taking her statement and her own daughter’s statement, whom Gwen had been hanging out with when her youngest was taken. 
Lena tossed one quick glance to Gwen again before she turned around and slumped in the chair near the office door. “I’m going to wring her neck when they’re done with her.”
Mark bounced his knee nervously and kept his head down. “It’s not her fault.”
“She snuck out of the house and got high with a girl who she had just gotten into a fight with at her school a few days ago, Mark. How is disobeying our rules not her fault?”
“Give her a break, will you?” Mark jumped from his chair and turned his back, the sudden rush of anger surprising. “We’re all tired. We’re all trying to deal with it.” He turned around, his fingers splayed out and his palms up. “We are a family, Lena.” His tone softened and he sat back down, rubbing his eyes.
Lena scratched the crook of her elbow. “I don’t want her dealing with this through drugs and alcohol. I know how hard this is for her. For all of us. But I also know what can happen if she leans on that crutch.” Her voice grew soft. “I don’t want her to become me.” 
Jake entered, and both Lena and Mark quickly stood, but he waved them back down as he placed his hat on top of the coatrack and collapsed into his chair. “The person who took Emily Foreman left a note.” Jake opened a folder on his desk and pointed to a clear plastic bag with the note tagged as evidence, and then slid it across the table.
Lena stretched from her chair and picked it up. “Keep the bill alive, or Emily Foreman dies.” Her stomach churned, and then she handed the note to Mark, whose complexion drained to a ghostly pale. 
“Forensics is analyzing the handwriting now, but it looks like it’s a different person,” Jake said. “Right now we don’t know if the kidnapper who took Emily Foreman has any connection to who took Kaley. All we know for sure is that this kidnapper’s demands insist on the bill staying alive.” The springs on Jake’s chair squeaked as he leaned forward over his desk. “We have to tread lightly here. And I think our first step is cancelling your press conference. Or at least postponing it.” 
Lena covered her mouth and paced the floor, her head down. She checked the time on her phone. “The person who took my daughter gave us a time frame.” She pointed to the note on the desk. “This one didn’t.”
“We don’t know what will happen to the Foreman girl if you make the announcement. Do you really want that girl’s life on your conscience?”
“I don’t want my daughter’s life on my conscience!” Lena pressed her palms flat against Jake’s desk, leaning over it. “This is a girl from the same family that has been against us from the beginning. You want me to choose her over Kaley?”
“I’m not asking you to choose anyone,” Jake answered. “I’m just asking you to give me some more time.” Jake held out his hand, counting off the altercations on his fingers. “The harassments. The riot. Kaley’s kidnapping. The protests. Emily’s kidnapping. I have half the state’s National Guard stationed in this town to help keep the peace. I’ve called in resources from every surrounding county to help with the investigation. We’re sitting on a powder keg right now, and I just want to give us some breathing room.”
“And I want my daughter!” Lena slammed her fist on the desk. A rush of pressure flooded her head. Her legs buckled, and she stumbled backward and collapsed into her chair, the strength in her muscles turning to jelly. “I have to get her back.” Her voice trembled, knowing that her choice condemned one life or the other. “And I won’t sacrifice my daughter for someone else’s.”
“We need to wait, Lena,” Mark said. 
At first Lena thought she misheard. But when she looked to Mark and saw a flush of color return to his cheeks, she knew she hadn’t. “Are you serious?”
“The moment you go on record and denounce the bill, Emily Foreman could die. I know how much you can take, how much you have already taken.” Mark shook his head. “This will break you.”
The room suddenly became too small for all three of them, and Lena walked out. She kept a tunnel vision on her path toward the rear exit. A building pressure mounted in her head and chest. The force pulled her inward and threatened to explode. Lena shoulder-checked the back door open as the burn in her stomach and throat signaled the coming expulsion. She doubled over with her hands on her knees and dry heaved, tossing up nothing but bile. Twice more her stomach churned and cramped, but there was nothing but burps and a slow burn in her throat. 
She hadn’t eaten anything all day and at the moment was glad for it. She squinted from the sunlight and then backed away from the small pile of stomach juices in the dirt. She leaned against the wall and concealed herself under the narrow sliver of shade the protruding edge of the overhanging rooftop provided. 
The sickness left a trail of fatigue in its wake, and Lena did her best to stop her arms from shaking. But finding herself alone, she gave up on the efforts to conceal the weariness and slid down to the small piece of concrete that jutted out from the building’s foundation. She rested her head between her knees and shut her eyes. 
Deep down she knew Mark was right. If she denounced the bill now, then she would have to live with the possibility of sentencing a girl to death. She’d heard enough horror stories in rehab of drunk drivers killing families to know that the weight of a death on your shoulders wasn’t something that ever left you. But the only thought more horrifying than having the Foreman’s girl’s death on her hands was having Kaley’s instead. She tilted her head back and rested it against the warm concrete of the building.
With two wobbling knees, Lena pushed herself off the ground and dusted the seat of her pants. Once inside she passed the office where Becky Foreman was being held. The two made eye contact through the window. Becky’s face was nothing more than a shell, and Lena knew it wouldn’t take much longer for the façade to crack and expose the rage that lay underneath. 
Mark and Jake were still in Jake’s office when Lena stepped back inside, and she left the door open when she entered. “I’ll stay quiet for twelve hours, but if you don’t find either of them by that time, then I’m making the announcement. I’m taking Gwen home.”
One of the officers helped keep the press at bay, and Lena ignored the questions flung at her from the police line. She climbed into the back of the cruiser with Gwen and took note of the time. Jake only had eleven hours and fifty-five minutes left to find the Foreman girl.



 
***
The pain eradiating from Ken’s lower lip hadn’t dulled since Scott had punched him, and he found himself continuing to check the mirror to examine the swelling that had doubled the size of his upper lip. He kept an eye on Scott in his peripheral the rest of the trip, and after the third house the rest of Ken had numbed. People cried, begged, were beaten, and then ultimately submitted. 
Scott’s phone buzzed, and he answered a call. He grimaced and turned his head away, whispering angrily into the receiver. “I don’t care. Just get there!” He hung up and tossed the phone on his lap.
Ken shifted uneasily in his seat, and his neck stiffened, sending a jolt of pain down the rest of his back. The ride between farms had been quiet, and Ken found himself wondering how many more they’d have to visit before it was over. 
“Turn left there,” Scott said, pointing up the road.
Expecting another house Ken raised an eyebrow in surprise when he saw the restaurant on the side of the road.
“I’m hungry,” Scott said.
The old diner looked as if it were one harsh winter away from collapsing under the weight of snow. Empty spaces lined the parking lot, and Ken pulled into a spot right next to the front door. 
The door’s hinges whined upon their entrance, as if the place had gotten so old it hoped to deter customers rather than inviting them. Aside from Ken and Scott, there was only one other patron, who sat all the way at the end of the bar, and he didn’t even bother to look their way. 
The door to the kitchen flopped open, and a waitress who looked as if she should be home with her grandchildren stepped out. “Take a seat wherever you like. But you should know we’re out of fries. Won’t get a shipment in until next week.”
Scott ignored the comment, but Ken offered a smile, which wasn’t reciprocated, and they found a booth near a window. The vinyl seats were torn and spewing a yellow foam from its cracks, which gave the cushion a lumpy feel. 
The waitress approached and handed both of them a menu, staring at Ken’s swollen lip for a moment before going over the specials. Somewhere between the meatloaf and lasagna Ken lost his appetite when he saw the cook in the kitchen pick his nose and then slide a burger through the pickup window. In the end he settled for a bowl of tomato soup and a coffee. 
Once it was just the two of them again, Ken found his eyes flitting to anything but the man across from him. It was easier to ignore him in the car with the distraction of the road, but across from him in a booth of a diner was a different story. 
“You’re not what I thought you’d be,” Scott said, his arm propped up on the windowsill. “You play it up well for the cameras, but you hate what you do.” He squinted his eyes, skeptical. “Why are you here?”
Ken reached for the ice water on the table. “A job.” He winced when the tip of the cup touched his busted lip, but his thirst overrode the pain. He drained half the glass and then set it down. But when he saw the look on Scott’s face he knew the man wasn’t satisfied with his response. “I wanted the money. That’s what I’m doing here.” The only reason I’m here.
“Your kid’s sick, right?” Scott asked. 
The blood running through Ken’s veins slowed to a crawl at the mention of his son. “Who told you that?”
The waitress returned with Ken’s coffee then quickly departed. Scott reached over and grabbed it then picked up a sugar packet. “The execs only tell me what they want me to know. I wasn’t sure why they told me that until now.” The grains of white disappeared into the black abyss of the coffee, and he ripped open another one. 
“My kid and my family is none of your business.” Ken lisped slightly from his swollen lip, which only reminded him of what the man was capable of, but he wasn’t going to sit there and let the thug threaten his family. Consequences be damned. “You got that?” Scott picked up the coffee mug, his eyes innocent as he nodded and took a sip. 
When the food finally arrived the soup was lukewarm, but the moment the spoon touched Ken’s lips he realized just how hungry he’d been, and he drained the bowl in less than a minute. Once it was empty he turned his attention to the packets of crackers that were meant to be eaten with the soup. 
Scott took his time eating, having chosen the meatloaf special after missing the cook’s disregard for the state department’s health code. Ken eyed him carefully as he watched Scott eat. His profession had forced him to learn how to read people, it was part of what made him so successful at his job, but he had yet to crack the quiet enigma that was Scott Ambers. “You’re no rig manager.” The statement didn’t stop the man from enjoying the meal. “I don’t think you’ve ever worked on an oil rig your entire life.” He leaned forward, but still Scott didn’t look up. “What you did today,” Ken said, thumping his finger into the table, “that’s what you do, isn’t it?”
Scott stopped the sawing motion of his knife halfway through a chunk of meatloaf and looked up. He flexed his grip around the knife handle and then popped the chunk of meat into his mouth. He chewed slowly, holding Ken’s gaze until he was finished. “I do what needs to be done.”
It wasn’t the answer itself that bothered Ken so much as the way Scott had said it. There was a casual innocence in his response, but there was also an undertone of a more sinister intent. But with all things sinister there was a certain magnetism that drew you in, something that was beyond your own power to resist. “And that’s what you did today? What needed to be done?”
Scott wiped his mouth with the napkin and then tossed it over the plate. He looked behind him, and Ken noticed that the only other patron who’d been in the diner had gone, and neither the waitress nor the cook could be seen in the kitchen. When Scott turned around he’d picked up one of the white paper placemats from the next booth and placed it in the middle of the table. “This is North Dakota.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a quarter, and he placed it in the middle of the state. “This is the property that New Energy currently owns in regards to the Bakken shale field.” He pulled out a pen and then drew a circle that nearly took up the entire piece of paper. “And this is the Bakken shale field.”
The disparity between the size of the quarter and the potential for oil in the area was substantial. Ken had seen companies unleash some shady tactics on people to make sure things landed on their side of the table, but this was the first time he’d seen such violence used to obtain the desired outcome. “They’re trying to purchase more land?”
“The executives have had some major foreign investors come on board.” Scott leaned back in his seat and shrugged. “If they can’t deliver on the contracts they’ve already signed, then they go under. And they can’t deliver unless they can frack more land.” He placed his finger against the ridge of the quarter and flicked it off the page, and it skidded into Ken’s lap. “And if they go under, you don’t get paid.”
Ken picked the quarter up off of his jeans and clenched it in his fist. “Is this what Reese Coleman did for you? Drive you around while you beat the shit out of people until they gave up the deed to their land?”
The casual tone returned, and just as before, it sent a chill down the back of Ken’s spine as Scott leaned forward. “Reese Coleman asked too many questions.”
 



Chapter 9 – 26 Hours Left
 
The police cruiser flicked its lights, and the sea of reporters and cameras that had been permanently stationed down the driveway off Lena’s property slowly parted to allow them to pass. Gwen kept her gaze in the opposite direction of wherever Lena was looking. Neither had said a word the entire ride, and the silence was only broken by the rumble of the police car’s tires as they traversed the bumpy road. The moment the car came to a stop Gwen was out the door and inside the house. 
Lena lingered in the backseat and caught the eyes of the officer in the rearview mirror. “Do you need to get back?”
“No, ma’am. I’ll be on duty at your house tonight.” 
He was friendly. All of the deputies had been friendly. But after all the time and resources that Jake had poured into keeping her and the rest of her family safe, she wasn’t sure how much longer that friendliness would last. She knew some of the deputies had ties with family members that worked for the oil company. And with one of their own shot dead trying to defend Kaley, Lena noticed that there were only a handful of deputies that remained at the house at all times. The same officers rotating in shifts. “Thank you for the ride.”
“You’re welcome, Mrs. Hayes.”
The walk from the police cruiser to the front door felt long. From her lawn she could still see the news vans parked on the side of the main highway. The sight made everything feel foreign, like the makings of a dream where the landscape and buildings were abstract, warped beyond recognition. But this wasn’t a dream, and no matter how many times she tried to pinch herself she wasn’t going to wake up. 
Music thumped loudly from Gwen’s room, and Lena stood outside her daughter’s door for a moment, knowing the two needed to speak, but hesitant of what would be said. It’s better to just rip the Band-Aid off quickly. Lena pounded on the door. “Open up!” But the music only got louder. “Gwendolyn Hayes, you open up this door right now!” When the music refused to lower and the door remained closed Lena went to her room and retrieved the key. She fumbled the brass into the lock, and the screaming music blasted her senses upon entrance. 
Gwen jumped from her bed as Lena made a beeline for the stereo. “Get out of my room!”
The scratching noises of whatever her daughter believed was music ended, and Lena rounded on her, thrusting her finger in her face. “What the hell were you thinking?”
“It’s none of your business.”
“Do you have any idea how stupid that was? What if someone had decided to go after you instead of that girl? What if the same person that took your sister decided to come back for you? What if—”
“What if it was me who was taken instead of Kaley?”
The question surprised Lena, and she shook her head in confusion. “What are you talking about?”
“I know what you think, and I definitely know what Mark thinks. You both wish it would have been me that was taken, not Kaley. Not the daughter who hasn’t been ruined. Not the daughter who you got to do it the right way with. But me?” Gwen thrust a finger into her chest. “I’m the one that’s broken. I’m the one that’s the fuck-up. I’m the mistakes of your past, and you can’t see anything but that every time you look at me.”
“That’s what you think this is about?” Lena’s voice escaped in thin, wispy gasps. She gripped her daughter by the shoulders, but Gwen pulled away. “You’re not broken.”
“I’m not?” Gwen laughed, tears streaming down her cheeks. “But you’re broken, and my real dad is broken. How can I not be?” 
In rehab, Lena had seen some of the most hardened people break down. People who had walked through life with a steel callus over their souls, never letting anyone inside, never letting anything touch them. They did this because of what they’d seen, what they’d experienced. But in rehab everything was always about learning to let your guard down, learning to trust people again, and then dealing with the inevitable fallout when they would hurt you. Because that was what people did—they hurt one another. Sometimes it was intentional, sometimes it was by accident, but sooner or later it would happen. And that was why the group leader would always hound on self-reliance. They couldn’t help other people until they were strong enough to take life’s punches. It was one of the reasons why addicts turned to the things that destroyed them—because it was better than feeling whatever shit life had thrown their way. 
Deep down, Lena knew that everything she’d done when Gwen was a child would come back to haunt her. In her nightmares she would listen to her eldest daughter spit every curse and blame from the sins of her past, but never in any of the darkest corridors of her guilt did she think her daughter would ever blame herself. “Did you know that you were born six weeks early?” Lena held out her hand, her fingers shaking, and ran her finger down her palm. “I could fit you right here. You were so small.” She smiled. “When I went into labor my first thought was that it was because of the drugs I’d taken, or all the alcohol I drank. I thought of all of the horrible things that I may have done to you from the mistakes I made. But when I saw you”—Lena sobbed—“you were perfect. Despite everything I’d put you through, all of the mistakes I’d made, at six weeks premature, you were already stronger than I was.”
Gwen had crawled back to the wall, where she sat with her legs pulled into her chest, and she pressed her face into the tops of her knees. When she lifted her head the tears had stopped, leaving a trail of makeup that streaked down her cheeks. “You don’t get to say that. You don’t get to tell me how I feel. You don’t have any right!” She pushed herself up from the carpet. “You know how many times I remember waiting for you to come home? How many nights I couldn’t fall asleep because I didn’t know where you were or if you were even coming back? You didn’t want me. You never wanted me.” 
“That is the farthest thing from the truth.” Lena approached her daughter slowly, keeping her hand extended. “I have always loved you. And I always will, no matter what.” 
Gwen shook her head, her back still pressed up against the wall as she continued to try and dissipate through the drywall behind her. “Stop it.”
Lena grazed Gwen’s hand. “You’re not broken.”
“Don’t!” Gwen balled her hand into a fist that she pulled to her chest, shaking her head. 
But Lena knelt, placing her hand on her daughter’s trembling shoulders, and when she pulled Gwen close the girl didn’t resist. “You’re the best thing I’ve ever made. You’re the best part of my life.” The words triggered another round of crying, and Lena moved both of them to the bed. 
“I should have been here,” Gwen blurted out the words involuntarily. “I should have stopped Kaley from being taken. I shouldn’t have left. I’m sorry. I’m s-so s-sorry.” She fell forward into Lena’s arms and held on tight.
“It’s not your fault, sweetheart.” The sound of a car out front caught Lena’s attention, and she heard the front door open and footsteps echo down the hall until they stopped at Gwen’s door. She looked over to see Mark. He didn’t say anything, nor did he try and step inside. He simply mouthed “I love you” and left Gwen and her alone. 
After a few minutes, and a box of tissues, Gwen had settled down. She wiped the makeup from her face, which revealed the red, puffy flesh under her eyes. Lena kissed her forehead. “You hungry?”
Gwen clutched her stomach. “I’ve been starving since I was at the police station.”
“Yeah, weed will do that to you.” They both chuckled, and Lena took Gwen by the hand and led her into the kitchen. She pulled out some leftovers from the day before and warmed the spaghetti in the microwave. 
Mark emerged from the hallway and stopped at the kitchen table, where Gwen sat. “How are you doing?” The question was asked to Gwen, but Lena caught his eyes wandering to her before he said it.
“I’m okay.”
He kissed the top of her head. “I’m glad you’re home.” Lena kept her attention on the dwindling time of the microwave as Mark moved closer. She saw his reflection in the microwave’s glass. “And how are you doing?” he asked.
“Better.” The microwave timer ticked below thirty seconds. She felt his arms slide around her waist and the weight of his head as he pressed his cheek on top of her shoulder. She closed her eyes and allowed him to help her hold the weight of the day, which had tried to crush her since it started. 
The timer on the microwave beeped, and Lena saw four pairs of headlights through the front window, speeding down the dirt path from the highway to their house. “Who is that?”
Both Mark and Gwen turned at her comment. The deputy stationed outside stepped into their field of vision, and Lena watched him place his hand on the grip of his pistol. But it wasn’t until the first gunshot that broke through the front living room window that she realized what was happening.



 
***
Jake watched Becky Foreman storm out of the precinct with her eldest daughter in tow. The deputy that took their statements had informed him that the girl was clearly under the influence and underage, but given the circumstances Jake had told his man to let it slide. The daughter was the least of his concerns.
Both in his professional and personal life, Jake could tell when a person had pushed themselves beyond the realm of reason. And he was sure that Becky Foreman had just reached that point. 
“Jackie?” Jake removed his finger from the intercom button and waited for a reply.
“Yes, Sheriff?”
“Have a unit keep an eye on Becky Foreman and her movements. But I want it to be one of ours, not the National Guard or one of the loaners from another county.”
“Will do, Sheriff.”
Jake gnawed the nail on his thumb and then took a seat at his desk. His pocket buzzed, and he pulled out his cell phone. It was his contact in Bismarck. “Tell me you’ve got some good news, Wheelan.”
“Depends on what you consider good news.” Wheelan’s voice had always sounded as if he’d just finished taking a long, hard cough after smoking a pack of cigarettes, even though the man hadn’t smoked a day in his life. 
“Then let’s just start with news, and I’ll make my own assumptions.”
Papers shuffled over the receiver, and Wheelan cleared his throat. “We traced the bullets to a store in Bismarck. Small place—the owner doesn’t even do any online sales. Strictly local and only takes cash. If there was anywhere to buy bullets to kill someone, that would be the place to do it.”
Jake reached for a pen and paper and started jotting notes down. “What’s the name?”
“Pete Wurstshed, and the name of the business is Pete’s Guns.”
“Not very original. Did you get any security footage?”
Dave laughed. “I just told you this guy doesn’t do any online sales and only takes cash. You think he’s going to let me take a look at any security footage he has lying around? You want something from him, then you’re going to have to provide a warrant. And since I’ve been doing this out of the kindness of my heart—”
“What’d you find on Scott Ambers?” If Jake didn’t stop him now, the man would go on for another hour. 
“Scott Ambers is an individual who gets around. And his name has been associated with some pretty heavy hitters all over the country.”
“You talking mafia?”
“More legitimate. Apparently, Mr. Ambers has done some consulting work for major corporations both domestic and overseas. Anytime I try to pull up the specifics of what his ‘consulting’ expertise entailed everybody said the same thing. Sales.”
“What about more recently? Who did he work for before being hired by New Energy?”
“That’s where our friend starts to delve into more murky waters, and one of the reasons I was able to find anything on him at all. He moved to Bismarck six months ago and started working for Hugo Reginald.”
The name sparked a memory that stirred the back of Jake’s mind. “I saw him on the news a few years ago. Didn’t he run some sort of gambling ring?”
“The biggest gambling ring across the Midwest. Dabbled in the distribution of narcotics too.”
“What does that have to do with Scott Ambers? Did he work as muscle for the guy?” It wasn’t a stretch as far as Jake was concerned. He’d seen the man, and he’d arrested enough drunkards in town to know the difference between a mean drunk and someone who could really provide a thrashing. And Scott Ambers looked as if he had some scars on his knuckles.
“I’m afraid that’s where our trail ends. My sources over at the FBI say that Ambers only did one job, and they don’t know what it was. After that, he started work at the New Energy headquarters in Bismarck. From what my guy told me there wasn’t any more communication between the two. But whatever ‘consulting’ Scott Ambers has done for these conglomerates has nothing to do with their actual business.”
“Yeah. Okay. Thanks, Dave. I’ll be in touch.” Jake hung up and examined his scribbled notes. Just before his finger pressed the button on his intercom to Jackie, Longwood burst through the office door. 
“Sheriff, there’s something happening at Lena’s house.”
 



Chapter 10 – 25 Hours Left
 
Lena, Mark, and Gwen all ducked behind the kitchen island with their hands over their heads. The continuous thunder of gunshots out front had sent all three of them to the tile. Gwen was screaming, and Mark had thrown himself over both of them. 
When Lena lifted her head to look at Mark he was screaming something at her, but she couldn’t understand what he was trying to say. It wasn’t until there was a lull in the gunfire that she finally managed to make out “get to the back of the house.”
Glass shattered, and when Lena craned her neck around the side of the kitchen’s island she saw the door fling open and the deputy jump inside. The truck headlights blinded her, and she ducked back behind her cover and grabbed Gwen’s wrist then looked to Mark. “The deputy’s hurt.”
Mark poked his head out. “Is it bad?”
Bullets thumped into the front of the house, and each gunshot echoed in Lena’s chest like a base drum. “You get Gwen to our room and grab the weapons. I’ll check on the deputy. Ready?” Shaky nods answered. “Go!”
All three kept low, Mark steering Gwen around the corner down the hall, and Lena sliding over glass shards on the floor. The deputy had managed to drag himself over by the couch and collapsed on his right side, clutching his stomach. Lena cradled the deputy’s face. “Are you all right?”
“My Kevlar,” he groaned. “I think one went through.”
Lena peeled the deputy’s hand back and saw the red blotches on his palm. She placed his had back over the wound and added her own hand for pressure. “Did you call for backup?” He nodded, and another window shattered, spilling glass shards over the couch. Lena ducked, and the deputy winced, but when she lifted her head the shooting had stopped.
“Hayes!” The voice boomed outside, though with the ringing in Lena’s ears he sounded farther away. “I want my daughter!”
It took a second for her to realize who it was, but once it sank in she understood. “I didn’t take your daughter, Foreman!” Her voice cracked, and she made sure to keep her head below the window. She spied Mark creeping back down the hallway, staying low, on all fours, the shotgun and pistol clutched in his hands.
“Bullshit!” The curse was capped by another round of gunshots, and Lena held out her hand and reached for the stock of the shotgun and box of bullets that Mark extended. The pops and cracks from the gunfire out front rattled Lena’s nerves, and she couldn’t stop shaking as she fed the bullets into the weapon. 
A brief lull in fire let the three of them speak. Lena tried to keep her voice low, but with the ringing in her ears she wasn’t sure if she accomplished it. “How long until backup comes?”
The deputy groaned. “Five minutes.” With his free hand he removed his pistol from its holster. “Help me up on the couch.” 
Lena and Mark obliged, and luckily he wasn’t a big man. Once he was rested against the cushions and able to shoot, Lena and Mark spread to the corners of the house. Lena set up by the recliner, keeping below the windowsill, and curled her fingers around the shotgun’s stock.
“Where is she, Hayes?” Foreman’s voice cracked as loud as the gunshots. “I’m not fucking around!”
There wasn’t anything Lena could say to convince him that she was innocent. All they could do now was stay alive until backup arrived. Lena spotted Mark on the other side of the house in the dining room, where another window had been shot out. It was hard to see him in the harsh shadows, but after a few seconds her eyes adjusted, and she watched him aim out the window. 
This was what they had been pushed into. The past week—hell, the past two years of harassment and struggle that she faced transformed into frustration that tickled the rage just below her surface. If this was how they wanted to fight, then so be it. She jumped up from her crouched position and squeezed the trigger.
The kickback from the twelve-gauge was stronger than she remembered from the last time she fired it. The quick smack into her shoulder nearly caused her to drop the weapon from her hands. But the training she’d gone through with Jake all those years ago came back quickly enough. Two more quick strikes into the blinding light, and she ducked back below the couch, escaping the retaliation.
The hot shells ejected and left quick burns on her arms and legs before rolling to the rug underneath the coffee table. The shotgun could only handle three rounds at a time, and Lena shoved an adrenaline-laced hand into the box of shells and reloaded, spilling some of the shells on the floor in the process. 
Lena peeked over the window and was again blinded by the vehicle lights. When she ducked back down she cupped her hands over her mouth and shouted to the deputy and Mark. “Aim for the headlights!”
The headlights shattered, and the front yard and the house were slowly cast back into darkness. Foreman’s people had retreated behind their vehicles, and the next time Lena popped her head up, she had a better view of her targets. From her count there were at least seven.
It wasn’t long before the front of the house was covered with empty brass casings, and when the deputy slid back to the floor with a thud and set his gun aside, Lena knew they were getting low on ammunition. Lena reached into the box of shells once more, this time feeling the bottom of the box before she managed to grab one and reload. If Jake didn’t show up soon, he’d be handling a hostage situation instead of a rescue mission. She had to stall them, and she waved for Mark to stop shooting. The next lull in gunfire, she yelled out to them. “Jim, listen to me. Whatever happened to your daughter, whatever you were told, I didn’t have anything to do with it. No one in my family had anything to do with it.”
“Your older daughter was at my place when it happened. You call that a coincidence?” 
“It wasn’t Gwen’s fault.” 
“Fuck you!” Bullets followed, and the coordinated strike thundered like a freight train roaring through the middle of the house. Vibrations from the bullets rattled the walls, and Lena pushed herself away from the wall and deeper into the living room. She crawled on her hands and knees, the shotgun scraping against the wooden floorboards. When she looked over to Mark he was in the same position, and just to his left near the kitchen was a window, and Lena saw a figure dart to the back of the house.
With the crossfire of bullets still ripping through the air, Lena jumped to her feet, turning around to fire wildly into the front yard as she sprinted to the back door. Once she was in the bedrooms’ hallway the harsh bark of gunfire lessened, and Lena didn’t break stride as she shut the bedroom door where Mark had placed Gwen.
The entrance to the small utility room where the washer, dryer, and water heater were kept was flimsy, and both she and Mark had been meaning to replace it for the past year but never got around to it. Lena saw the knob shake and the door buckle inward from the weight of a body behind it. Lena raised the shotgun to her shoulder, aimed, and pulled the trigger.
The spread of the shot from the metal balls tore through the old piece of wood with ease, leaving tiny holes in its path. Lena’s pulse raced, and she felt herself choking for air, out of breath from the run. But just when she thought she’d killed whoever it was behind the door, the frame splintered, and a man burst inside. He crashed to the floor with a thud, and Lena saw his bloodied arm try and lift the rifle at his side. 
Lena aimed the shotgun at the man and squeezed the trigger, but the harsh recoil of the blast was replaced by the empty click of the firing pin, and she glanced back at the box of shells she’d left in the living room. She raised the butt of the rifle and swung down hard toward the man’s face, but he lifted his head in time to see the strike coming and rolled to his side, barking from either anger, pain, or both. 
He grabbed hold of Lena’s shotgun and pulled her down to the floor with him. The two grappled across the tile, smacking into the wall, then banged the side of the washer. Twice Lena felt a harsh jab into her stomach. Another quick strike stung her cheek, but with the flurry of fists, elbows, and knees the adrenaline of the moment blocked the pain. 
The man shoved her off of him and then reached for his rifle on the floor. Lena saw and lunged a half second later. “Let go, bitch!” He snarled through foaming teeth and swung his arms every which way to get her to drop the weapon, but Lena didn’t relent.
The muscles along her arms and shoulders burned with every yank. She felt her grip loosen, and the man gave one last vicious jerk and ripped it from her hands. The force of the momentum sent him rolling to his side, and Lena seized the opportunity and jumped on his back, wrapping her hands around his throat. Her fingers slipped over the sweaty flesh of his neck, and she felt the stubble from his beard as she squeezed.
The man thrashed back and forth then backpedaled and slammed Lena into the wall to try and shake her. The wind was knocked from her lungs, and a nasty pop reverberated through her back, but she held on. The man flung his head back, and a blinding-hot pain seared through her forehead. The crack of their two skulls dropped Lena to the floor. Her vision doubled as she looked up and saw two barrels aimed at her face, as well as two of the same man that attacked her. 
“You get what you deserve, bitch.”
The gunshot sounded, and Lena shut her eyes. She waited for the pain to sink in, but when she still only felt the ache in her forehead she thought maybe she was in shock. It wasn’t until she felt hands on her that she finally opened her eyes. 
Mark’s sweaty face examined hers, and he put his left hand against her cheek where she felt the cool metal of his wedding ring. “Are you all right?”
Lena looked down to the man he’d shot and watched the red blotch in his chest grow against the cloth of his shirt. At first she thought she’d lost her hearing, but when she turned around to the hallway and saw the flashing red and blue lights splash into the front of the house she realized the gunfire had stopped.
“Don’t move!” 
Both Lena and Mark thrust their hands in the air as three soldiers in full combat gear flooded through the back door. Two shoved both Lena and Mark to their knees while the other checked the pulse of the man Mark had shot.
“We have one fatality in the rear of the house. Requesting medical team.”
They stayed on their knees until Jake sprinted through the house and ordered the soldiers to let them go. She knew Jake was trying to tell her something, but she couldn’t take her eyes off the dead body. 
With Jake’s help Lena pushed herself to her feet and hobbled down the hallway, where one of the soldiers had already pulled Gwen from the closet. She wrapped her daughter tight in her arms, and Mark wasn’t far behind as he embraced the two of them as well. In that moment Lena realized that whatever they would face, they’d do it together. No matter what happened, they were a family.



 
***
Ken waited until he watched Scott get in his car, who was again on the phone without saying a word, before he climbed out of his own vehicle. His body felt heavy as he pushed himself out of the seat and up the short flight of steps into the portable unit that was his office.
Once inside he collapsed into his chair, which squeaked from the sudden weight that was thrust upon it. Ken sat there in the dark for a moment, and his eyes adjusted to the lack of light. When he examined his hands he saw they were shaking. He reached for the light on his desk and flicked it on, illuminating the stacks of papers that had been the source of his stress for the past year. 
The medical bills for his son’s condition had nearly left him broke. Doctor visits, experimental treatments, home care, medicine—all of it had stacked higher than his assets. He’d turned his house upside down, cashed out his stocks, emptied his savings account, and his son was still sick. But he wasn’t going to let his boy die. Not when there was still a chance for him to live. 
Ken reached for the picture of his family, holding it gingerly in his hands. He felt the first tear roll from the corner of his eye down the narrow crevice between his nose and cheek, over his lips, and off his chin, where it landed on his wife’s shirt. He didn’t feel the next several that fell. He wiped the liquid off the glass and returned the picture to its spot next to the lamp. 
All those years in the business, Ken had always been able to hide the moral soapbox that his conscience would try and stand upon anytime he had to do something that felt wrong. But this was different. The ease with which he was able to look the other way had disappeared. And it was beginning to affect not just his mental health, but also his physical. He looked down to his waistband and plucked the slack from his stomach. He’d lost at least ten pounds since being out here, and he’d never felt more tired in his life, which counted all of those late nights at the hospital with his son.
Ken glanced back at the photograph of his family. He’d been able to stomach his actions so far by repeating the mantra that he was doing it for them, that he was doing it to save his boy, but after seeing what Scott did today—all of the blood, all of the fear, the screaming, the begging, the crying—he couldn’t help but think about the family members of the people he’d help hurt. Somewhere they had a son, or daughter, or wife, or husband, someone who cared about their well-being.
What if it had been his own family at one of those houses Scott had visited today? What if he’d seen a man try and beat his wife into a pulp and threaten his son? All for some piece of land that a company had no right in trying to claim in the first place. All for some deal with billionaires in some other country looking to add to the piles of cash already stacked in their vaults. 
Ken opened his desk drawer and reached for the oxy that he kept stashed inside. The raging moral storm in his head needed to end, and with the day’s events still fresh in his mind he didn’t think he’d be able to sleep on his own. He popped three pills and washed them down with a swig from the fifth of whiskey he kept in the same drawer. 
It wouldn’t take long for the pills to kick in, and Ken leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes. The effects of the drugs started slowly at first but gained momentum. He lazily opened his eyes and reached to turn off the lamp on his desk, when he noticed the blinking red dot on his desk phone, signaling a voice mail. He paused for a second, considering leaving it, but the fact that he never had messages on his desk phone piqued his interest. 
He pressed the button, and the voice mail played. “Hello, Mr. Lang. This is Diana over in HR. I tried reaching out to you on your cell phone, but you must have had bad cell reception. Anyway, I just wanted to let you know that Sheriff Cooley stopped by the office today and took a look at Reese Coleman’s records. I let him see them and cooperated just like you told me to, but I know you wanted me to give you a call if anyone decided to look at them. Oh, and he also looked at Scott Ambers’s file as well. If you have any questions, let me know. Have a good night, Mr. Lang.”
The messaged ended with a loud beep, and Ken stared at the phone for a second, his mind processing the information slowly. What did the sheriff know about Scott Ambers that he didn’t? Whatever it was couldn’t be good. 
Ken reached for his cell and handled it clumsily. His limbs felt heavy and moved a half second slower than his brain would have liked. He shook his head, trying to curb the heavy coat of drugs that weakened his mind. He dialed Scott’s number. After two rings he got an answer. “Hey, we’ve got a problem.”
 



Chapter 11 – 24 Hours Left
 
Lena hadn’t let Gwen out of her arms since Jake brought the National Guard with him to the house. She kept hold of her daughter’s hand while the paramedic treated Lena’s wounds from the fight. A second paramedic examined Gwen, who had fallen into shock. 
“Heart rate’s still a little elevated, and her pupils are dilated.” The paramedic removed the blood pressure cuff from Gwen’s arm and stuffed it into his equipment bag. “I’d like to take her to the hospital and run a CAT scan, make sure she doesn’t have a concussion.”
While Lena knew the irregular heartbeat and dilated pupils were from her daughter’s extracurricular activities, she didn’t feel the need to explain that to the medic. “I’d rather she stay close. If anything changes, I’ll bring her in myself.”
The paramedic offered a polite nod, grabbed his bag, then disappeared. Lena wasn’t sure what to say, but with Gwen nearly passed out on her shoulder she didn’t think she needed to speak. She glanced over to Mark, who was being questioned by one of the deputies. Jake had told her that they would be able to get by on self-defense, but Lena’s experience in the courtroom told her that while there wasn’t a jury that would convict Mark of any wrongdoing, it was going to be a long, drawn-out affair. 
Jake walked over and placed a gentle hand on Gwen’s cheek. “How are you doing, kid?”
“Okay.” Gwen’s words escaped in a whisper, like a child who had just gone through a nightmare and woken up, not realizing it was over. 
Lena watched Mark get in the back of the squad car, free of handcuffs at least, and the two locked eyes just before he ducked his head into the backseat. “Is he going to have to stay at the station?”
“Yeah, at least for tonight.” Jake examined all of the bullet holes that had turned the front of their home into Swiss cheese. “Forensics will take some samples and put together the story of what happened from a scientific standpoint. It shouldn’t take long. We’ve already got testimony from most of Jim Foreman’s goons that it was his idea to come over and do this. They turned on him pretty quick once they learned what was going to happen to them if they didn’t point the finger. They’ll still do some jail time, though.”
Lena kissed Gwen on the forehead and slid out from under her daughter’s weight. “You stay right here, sweetheart. I’ll be right back.” She helped Gwen lie in the back of the truck and grabbed some spare sheets from a compartment so her daughter would have a pillow. She led Jake away from the crowds, out of earshot. “This is the second time people from the oil company have tried to kill me. We have a case against them now. I don’t need the bill to shut them down anymore—I can tie them in for conspiracy and extortion.”
“None of the guys mentioned anything about having received orders from anyone at the company,” Jake said, shaking his head. “And you’re in no position to go after them. From a press standpoint it’ll just look like you’re a grieving mother out for revenge.” The moment Jake spit the words out Lena knew he regretted it. “Lena, I didn’t mean—” 
“You didn’t mean to say that you think Kaley is dead? Is that it?” Lena distanced herself from the lights of the ambulances and submerged herself in the darkness of the open fields that surrounded her property. A light wind stung the open cuts on her cheek, and she closed her eyes, wondering where her youngest daughter was and how scared she must feel, and thinking of all the things she’d do to the person who’d taken her. 
“That’s not what I meant.” Jake placed a hand on her shoulder and slowly but forcefully turned her around. “You know I think she’s still alive. We’re still well within the forty-eight-hour mark. I told you I’d get her back.”
When her brother wanted something, it was very rarely that he didn’t get it. It’d been that way since he was a kid. There was always an arrogance to his tone and the way he conducted himself. She’d learned to live with it and even found it amusing. Their parents were a different story. “It’s just this…” She gestured to the house, the camera crews at the end of their drive, the police cars. “When I started the civil suit against New Energy two years ago I knew it would be hard. Whenever big money is involved it’s always hard. I never thought it would cost me my family.”
“It won’t.” Jake reached into his pocket and pulled out a notepad. “I traced the bullets that killed my deputy who was on duty when Kaley was taken. There’s only one store in Bismarck that someone would buy those bullets from. And I’ve got some more information on Scott Ambers.”
“The rig manager?”
“He’d never worked in the oil business before. He’s a contract for hire. A thug who provides muscle for companies that need to push certain transactions in their favor. He worked for some crime boss just before New Energy hired him.” He waved the pad in the air. “We’ve got enough to cause the company trouble, and you’re right.” He looked back to the destructive scene of the house. “We combine that and all of the violence against you, and we’ve got leverage.”
Leverage. She’d used that term in many of her court hearings and speaking with clients, but she never thought she’d be using it to save her family’s life. It could have been the shootout, it could have been the sight of her husband being taken to the station, or it could have been the fact that she nearly lost another daughter today, but an unimaginable desperation begged to be released. It was as if she were stranded at sea, and the storm around her had worsened in the night. She clung to the narrow piece of driftwood with what was left of the strength in her fingers, but fatigue was setting in, and that primal sense of survival had kicked in to help keep her afloat. “I need her back.”
Jake pulled her close, and Lena allowed herself the moment of weakness. There were only a few quick sobs, and once it was out of her system, once she let herself feel it, she felt better. But the peaceful moment was short lived.
A few of the officers by the cluster of squad cars suddenly sprinted across the lawn toward Jake. “Sheriff, I think we have a hit on one of the Amber Alerts.”
Lena grabbed the deputy by the collar, nearly wringing his neck. “Who?”
 The deputy glanced between Jake and Lena, his voice slightly trembling. “A girl matching Kaley’s description was seen ten miles away in Loredo, coming out of a gas station. The guy didn’t get a good look at the car but said it was a sedan, which matches the description of the car that took the Foreman girl.”
Lena let the deputy go and started marching toward Jake’s truck. “I’m coming with you.”
“Lena, you can’t—”
“If you want me to stop, then you’ll have to handcuff me to the house.” Jake’s hesitation made her think he considered it, but when she watched the hard lines creased in his forehead soften, she relaxed.
“You do not get out of the car,” Jake said, the two jogging to the truck amid the cluster of deputies heading for their vehicles. “And you do everything I tell you to.”
“Whatever gets my daughter back.” Lena found Gwen on the way over and kissed her daughter one last time. “I’ll be back soon. Stay at the house.” The truck door rattled when she slammed it shut. She rolled down the window, her eyes still locked on Gwen. “I love you.”
But before she heard a response Jake peeled out of the front yard, speeding down the dirt road that led to the highway, flipping on the lights. Her heart skipped a beat when he turned on the siren, which scattered the reporters still camped out on the side of the road, and her mind and heart were suddenly flooded with something that she hadn’t felt in a very long time, probably since before she was elected into the state assembly. It was hope.
 



Chapter 12 – 24 Hours Left
 
Jake’s rearview and both of his side mirrors reflected the blue and red lights of the dozen squad cars that were behind him. The landscape passed in a blur, and when Lena looked at the speedometer of his truck she saw the needle tip past one hundred miles per hour. She squirmed in her seat, unable to sit still, scanning the night horizon, but saw nothing except the black asphalt that blended seamlessly into the night sky. “How much farther?”
“We’re only a few miles from the town.” Jake pivoted the GPS stand on his dash toward Lena and pointed to an approaching east-west highway that intersected their path. “The gas attendant said that the car with the girl turned west here. The call came in ten minutes ago, so with their head start they’re probably somewhere around here.” His finger barely moved, but the half inch in lateral position looked to be ten to fifteen miles. “I’ve got Stark County setting up a road block thirty miles out, so if they see anything, we’ll know about it soon enough.”
The large red dot on the screen that represented their position pulsed and crawled much slower along the map than their actual speed suggested. Lena looked to the horizon once more and saw the faint glow of a town up the road. She wondered what Kaley was wearing, if the kidnapper made her change, or cut her hair, or— Stop it. She shook the thoughts out of her mind.
The radio crackled, and a grainy voice echoed through the speaker. Jake snatched the receiver up and clicked the talk button. “Say again?”
“Stark County officers have a car that spun around when it saw the road block. It’s a light-blue Ford Taurus heading east on Highway 9.”
The intersection to the highway was ahead, and Lena watched the same car speed past in a blur, followed by a large cluster of police vehicles in pursuit just a few seconds later.
“Copy that!” Jake tossed the radio’s receiver down and turned the steering wheel hard left. Lena’s shoulder slammed into the inside of the door paneling, and she clawed the dashboard to pull herself forward. 
The engine to Jake’s truck revved loudly as he passed the squad cars. The dotted lines that separated the sides of the road blurred beneath them in a single yellow line in the glow of the headlights and passed beneath them quickly to the left, then to the right, Jake swerving to get to the front of the pack. 
It didn’t take long before they saw the taillights of the light-blue sedan, the vehicle dented and dirty. Headlights shined off the license plate, and Lena squinted, swiveling her head to try and get a better look into the fleeing car’s rear windshield. But despite her efforts, she saw nothing. She slammed her palm on the dash once they reached the front of the pack. “Can’t we blow the tires?”
Jake had both arms locked tight and rigid from wrist to shoulder, with his palms pressed hard against the wheel, trying to keep them steady at their dangerously high speeds. “We try and pull out the spikes on them, or run them off the road at this speed, and we could seriously hurt the people inside.”
With the highway flat and straight and the sedan’s speed topped out at 110 miles per hour, there was little they could do but either wait for the car to stop, or have them run out of gas. But when Lena felt her chest tug against the seat belt she looked to Jake. “They’re slowing down?”
“Yeah.” Jake reached for the radio, the color of his hands and knuckles drained from the prolonged grip on the steering wheel. “All units, be advised the suspect is slowing. I repeat, suspect is—”
When he cut himself off Lena furrowed her brow. “What is it?” He was staring at something ahead, and when Lena followed his line of sight she saw it too. 
“There is a structure ahead, looks like an old barn,” Jake said. 
The sedan veered left and pulled onto the grass, bouncing wildly over the uneven earth on its projection toward the dilapidated building. Jake pulled off the road in pursuit, evading the blinding dust kicked up from the sedan’s tires. 
Lena clutched the door handle with her right hand and the dash with her left as she tried to steady herself from the harsh vibrations of the rough terrain. The barn doors were open slightly, and when Lena noticed the car wasn’t slowing she lunged forward, the seat belt stopping her advances. “No!”
Wood splintered and dust erupted in the collision as the sedan burst inside the barn. Jake slammed on the brakes, and the truck skidded to a stop less than twenty yards from where the sedan entered. He reached for his seat belt and unbuckled it. “Stay in the truck.” The hinges rattled when he opened the door, but despite the order and her agreement to do exactly what he said, Lena unbuckled as well.
Dust swirled in the glow of the dozens of headlights from the police vehicles that surrounded the barn on all sides. Deputies drew their pistols and sought cover behind their car doors. Lena felt hands on her shoulders yank her back to the truck, and though she resisted, the arms overpowered her. 
Jake pinned her against the side of the truck and thrust a finger in her face. “Don’t. Move.” He let her go and reached for the radio inside his truck. “Get air support out here immediately in case they decide to make another run. I want to be able to track them. And no one shoots unless I give the order.” A series of confirmations echoed back, and he tossed the radio aside, pulling his own weapon. 
Lena wiped the sweat from her eyes, an overwhelming heat consuming her body. She paced frantically, watching the barn and listening to the sporadic radio chatter echo through the open doors of the squad cars. She tried squinting through the warped wooden boards of the barn walls to see inside, but she was just too far away. 
After a few minutes of no movement, Lena watched Jake reach for the radio once more, and his voice blared from the PA system of his truck. “This is Sheriff Jake Cooley of Dunn County. You are surrounded. We have air support en route. All we want is a peaceful resolution to this. And in order for that to happen I need everyone to come out of that building, unarmed, with their hands in the air.” He clicked the radio off, and a quick burst of feedback squealed into the night air.
Lena stepped next to Jake, her eyes glued to the broken entrance of the barn doors. The silence after the announcement eroded what was left of Lena’s patience, and she snatched the radio from Jake’s hand. “This is Lena Hayes.” The radio blared her voice, and she winced from the volume. “If you have my daughter, please, let her go.” Jake tried to take the radio from her hands, but she blocked his arms, and he eventually let her be. “If you’re so concerned about the bill, then take me in her place. I’m more valuable. I’m the one who created it. I’m the one who helped get it to pass in the town hall. It’s my responsibility. Please.” Her hand ached from the prolonged tight grip, her fingers curled around the small black receiver. The longer the silence from the barn lingered, the deeper Lena’s heart sank. Her shoulders sagged, and her arms hung limp at her sides. 
“Lena comes in!” The voice was faint and was quickly swallowed up by the night sky, but it was there. “She comes in alone! No one else!”
Without a word Lena stepped forward, but Jake pulled her back. “No, I’m not letting you go in there alone.” He glanced around to the deputies that surrounded them. “There isn’t anyone here that wants this to end in a bloodbath. We find another way.”
“By the time you find another way Kaley might be dead.”
“And what if it’s not Kaley?” Jake asked. “What if it’s the Foreman girl, or someone else altogether? You don’t know what you’re walking into, Lena.”
“I don’t care what I’m walking into.” Lena spit the words through gritted teeth. The nerves and butterflies, the hesitation and fear, all of it was shoved aside. “If there is a one percent chance that my daughter is in that building, then I’m going to do whatever I need to in order to get her back. Now you can either let me go in, or shoot me, because that’s the only way you’re going to stop me!”
When Jake reached around to his back she shuddered, thinking the handcuffs were near. But when he extended the small revolver to her, she froze. 
“Take it.” Jake grabbed her hand and forced the pistol’s grip into her palm. “Keep it tucked under your shirt. Don’t let them get close enough to pat you down. And only take a shot if it’s the last resort. Understand?”
Lena stared at the silver pistol, which was heavier than she expected it to be. She nodded and slowly tucked it in the back of her waistband as instructed. 
“Keep them talking. It’ll give our shooters time to find an open spot. But the moment we hear any gunshots or screams, we’re coming inside.” Jake wrapped his thick fingers around her shoulders, and she felt him shaking, or that could have been her. She couldn’t tell. He hugged her and kissed her cheek. 
Lena smiled nervously and then stepped around the truck’s open door and toward the barn. Despite her racing pulse, she found that her feet were slow to move. The headlights from the squad cars cast her shadow long and tall over the front of the barn, and it grew larger with each step. She knew the size was only a trick of the light, but she hoped that it frightened whoever was inside. 
The pistol was bulky and awkward and dug into her back every time she swung her hips, but she drew a small amount of courage from its presence. When she finally reached the barn door’s entrance, she hesitated. The moment she stepped inside her life would change, and it would either get better or worse. There was no middle ground here. Fear, hate, anger, despair, every bad thought and feeling she’d ever had flooded her mind. But despite what she was afraid of finding, she stepped through the door. 
The light from the police cars flooded the cracks of the old barn and revealed small snippets of what was inside. Bales of hay, a rusted tractor, empty wooden stalls, and in the middle of the floor the light-blue sedan, which still had its parking lights on and was puffing exhaust. All four car doors were open, but from where she stood she couldn’t see anyone inside. 
“I’m here.” Lena placed one foot in front of the other, scanning the darkness. She crunched over decaying bits of hay and the loose topsoil. She kept her hands close to her sides, wanting to reach for the pistol and the security it provided, but denied herself the reprieve. 
“Stop!” The voice was shrill and panicked, but Lena complied, freezing in place as if the next step would be her last. 
Lena tried to pinpoint the voice’s origin but lost it in the darkness. “Just come out, and no one has to get hurt.” She remained frozen, craning her neck, and her vision sweeping across the barn. “Just let my daughter go.”
Feet shuffled to her left, and when Lena turned she stared down the barrel of a pistol. She followed the hand to the shoulder and then examined the face of the woman staring back at her. It took her a second in the dark of the barn, but eventually her eyes adjusted. “Carla?”
The sweat on Carla Knox’s face shimmered from what light penetrated through the cracks in the barn walls. Her right arm held the pistol, and her left held the neck of Emily Foreman. “They can’t get away with it, Lena.” Dark circles rested under her eyes, but her glare was alert and wild. “They hurt my family. And now I’m going to hurt theirs.” She pulled the little girl, who sobbed quietly, closer to her and put the gun to her head. 
Lena held up her hands, keeping them both where Carla could see. She moved slowly, afraid that any jerk or movement would trigger an event that neither would be able to undo. “Carla, you need to let the girl go.” 
“What about my daughter, Lena? Are the tumors that are killing her kidneys and liver going to let her go? Is my husband going to wake up from his coma? Are the burns he received from the rig explosion going to disappear?” Carla shook her head. “We tried talking to them. We tried doing it the right way, and look where it got us.” She pressed the end of the pistol harder into the girl’s head. “Look what happened to you. They took your daughter.” She smiled. “So I took one of theirs.”
Despite the lunacy dripping in Carla’s tone, those same thoughts had crossed Lena’s mind as well. An eye for an eye. A tooth for a tooth. A daughter for a daughter. Wasn’t this the daughter of the same man that led a coup to kill her and what remained of her family less than an hour ago? Didn’t this girl’s mother publicly denounce every attempt that she made to bring New Energy to justice? It was. But those injustices lay with her parents. Not the girl. “Carla, Emily had nothing to do with what happened to your daughter, or your husband. And she most certainly didn’t have anything to do with what happened to my daughter.” She looked down to Emily’s face and saw the steady stream of tears flowing down the girl’s cheeks. “This isn’t going to help anyone.”
“You’re wrong!” Carla screamed and yanked Emily with her as she took a step back. “You may be willing to give up, but I’m not. I’m doing what needs to be done. I’m doing what you never could.”
“Dammit, Carla, listen to me!” Outside, Lena could feel the guns aimed at the barn and knew what it would mean if bullets started flying. “If you hurt that girl, it will weigh on you for the rest of your life. It will follow you to your grave, and what happens to your family then? Who’s going to take care of Rick and Sadie when you’re behind bars? What would they think if they saw you right now?”
Carla’s harsh grimace was replaced with the thoughtful expression of someone weighing the odds of their future. The type of decision where consequences stretched beyond the scope of one life and permeated dozens of others. For a moment, Lena thought she’d reached her, but just as quickly as the moment came it passed. “Rick would understand.”
“But what about your daughter? What about Sadie? What if someone had a gun to her head right now? Wouldn’t you want the person to let her go?” It was the last lifeline that Lena could think to throw, and she prayed that Carla would take it. She took a step forward, both her hands still in view but her mind wandering to the back of her waistband, trying to calculate how long it would take for her to pull, aim, and shoot. She’d had practice with a weapon, but nothing like this, and she didn’t trust herself to make the decision. But she may not have a choice.
“My daughter has had a gun to her head for the past two years. She already has one foot in the grave, as do all of the other kids that New Energy made sick.” Carla straightened her back, lifting her chin, keeping the pistol’s barrel pressed against Emily’s head. There was a calmness to her voice, like when someone who was insane found all the reasons to justify their actions. “What does one more dead kid matter?”
“Carla, no!” Lena lunged forward as the gunshot rang out, and she collided with Carla’s body, and the two hit the ground, Lena landing on top. The ring from the gunshot lingered, and in the light of the headlights she saw the shine of the pistol still gripped in Carla’s hand. She yanked it from her grip, and Lena felt something warm on her left arm. In the dark it was hard to tell what it was, but the moment the barn doors burst open with a flood of light and the officers funneled inside, she saw that it was blood.
The cry was involuntary, and for a split second Lena wasn’t sure who’d been shot. Hands pulled her away from Carla’s body. Her heart pounded like a jackhammer in her chest, yet she felt as if she couldn’t move—that was until she heard the second scream.
Lena looked to her right and saw one of the officers with Emily in their arms. Her face was beet red, and specks of blood dotted her shirt, arm, and cheek. She was screaming her head off, but from what Lena saw the girl was unharmed. She looked back to Carla and noticed the hole in her chest just before a team of medics blocked her body from view. 
 



Chapter 13 – 23 Hours Left
 
It was an hour before Lena was allowed to leave the barn, and then it was just to be taken back to the station, where she’d prepare her official statement. She didn’t remember much of the ride back, other than the fact that she was exhausted. The majority of her brainpower was focused on reliving the same half second in the barn. She saw Carla’s lifeless body on the bed of hay and dirt. The pair of eyes that had been so angry, so focused, now so empty. 
At least the girl had survived with little more than a few bruises and the emotional trauma that would require more therapy than the girl could ever want. But she was alive, something both her parents would be thankful for. 
Lena crossed her arms and held onto herself tightly. While the Foremans’ girl would soon be returned home, her daughter was still missing. And if she were to ever see her again, what would happen? Another hostage standoff? A gun to Kaley’s head while some negotiator made promises to some unstable mind that they couldn’t keep? 
“Are you all right, Mrs. Hayes?” The deputy driving her back to the station glanced at her from the rearview mirror. He was a young man with kind eyes. 
“I’m fine.” It was a lie, but the last person she wanted to speak with about it was a stranger. She leaned her head back against the leather seat and closed her eyes. The light vibrations of the road were soothing, and it wasn’t long before the weight of her eyelids grew too heavy for her to open them. The images of Carla’s body flashed in her mind, but when she finally drifted off to sleep her dreams had replaced Carla’s face with Kaley’s. 
Lena watched as her daughter was tied and bound, a gun to her head, her cheeks red, and she was crying, just as Emily had been. She pleaded with the kidnapper, who had remained faceless in the shadows of her dream. But no matter what she said or how hard she begged, the end of the pistol remained glued to the side of her daughter’s head. 
“Her death is on your hands.” The shadow smiled, and a finger pressed against the smooth steel of the trigger and squeezed. The muzzle of the pistol flashed, and the crack of the gunshot awoke her from the nightmare. Lena panted heavily, and her body was covered in sweat. 
The car had stopped moving, and when she noticed the surrounding cars in the parking lot she found the deputy’s eyes in the rearview mirror. 
“Hey.” The deputy retained the same kindness as before. “We got here a little bit ago, but I didn’t want to wake you.”
Lena wiped her forehead with the back of her hand. “Thanks.” She unbuckled the seat belt, and the officer let her out of the back door. Her head was foggy, and her limbs felt heavy and uncoordinated from the quick, deep slumber. A floodlight clicked on, and she squinted as she and the deputy walked through the station’s back door. 
The sheriff’s office was still busy, but with most of the deputies still out at the barn dealing with the fallout of the standoff, it wasn’t nearly as full as she’d seen it over the past couple of days. The entrance through the back relieved her of the pain of having to deal with the reporters, but she was forced to walk past the jail cells, where Jim Foreman was still being held.
Lena stopped when she saw him. He sat on the cot that rested a few feet off the ground, far too thin and narrow to provide any actual comfort while sleeping. His head hung low between his shoulders, and he was hunched over with forearms on his thighs. He didn’t realize she was standing there until the deputy behind her spoke up.
“Mrs. Hayes?” the deputy asked.
Jim Foreman lifted his head, and the dreary pair of eyes came alive, and those lifeless hands clenched into fists. “You bitch.” He jumped from the cot and sprinted toward the bars. He slammed his heavy body into the iron door, and it rang with a dull thud. 
“Back away from the door, Foreman!” The deputy stepped in front of Lena and moved his hand to the grip of his pistol.
But despite the order, Foreman didn’t retreat. “You think you can sit on your high horse and destroy my family? Take my livelihood?” 
Lena stepped around the deputy to get a better look at him, realizing that no one had told him about Emily, how she was safe and on her way back to his house to be with his wife. A part of her wanted to tell him to fuck off, but the parent inside knew the horrible torture of the unknown. “Emily is fine.”
The anger on Foreman’s face diluted. “What?”
“We found her in a barn off of Highway 9. It was Carla Knox that took your daughter. She’s dead now. But Emily is heading back to be with your wife. She’s probably arriving now.” 
Foreman lowered his hands from the bar and looked to the deputy, who simply nodded in confirmation. He stumbled backward from the door, his shoulders sagging, and bumped into the rear wall, where he slid to the floor and buried his face in his hands.
What he was crying for, Lena wasn’t entirely sure. It could have been the overwhelming feeling caused by learning that his daughter was safe, or the guilt of falsely blaming Lena and her family for what happened to him, but whatever it was, Lena didn’t stick around to find out. She maneuvered around the desks and found Mark, who was still speaking with a deputy in the bullpen of desks outside Jake’s office. The moment he made eye contact with her he left his seat and rushed to her, wrapping her in his arms. The two rocked back and forth, and Lena leaned into him, the way she used to do whenever she felt the need to drink, or shoot up, or smoke, the way that she never could with Nick. 
“Are you okay?” Mark cupped her face, his eyes slightly watery. “I heard what happened over the police radio.”
Lena kissed his palm and nodded, her own eyes watery. “She’s still out there, Mark.” Her lower lip quivered. “My baby’s still out there somewhere.” 
“Well, now that the Foreman girl is safe you can make the announcement.” Mark said. 
With everything that happened she’d completely forgotten about the kidnapper’s demands. But her earlier resolve of whether it would be effective enough to incite any change was in doubt. She kept thinking of Carla’s eyes and the acceptance of her fate. “She was going to kill that little girl.” The words tasted bitter on her tongue. “And she didn’t care. What if the person who took Kaley is like that? What if they don’t care if she lives or dies regardless of what we do?”
“That’s not going to happen.”
Lena separated herself from Mark and walked backward, shaking her head. “You don’t know that.” He wasn’t there. He didn’t see what she had seen. The others were right—renouncing the bill wasn’t going to be enough. She needed to find the kidnapper. And she needed to do it before they reached the same level of lunacy as Carla Knox.



 
***
The body was on a gurney, covered with a sheet, and placed in the back of an ambulance. The barn walls were covered in blue and red lights, giving a temporary paint job for the old structure. Beyond the cluster of police vehicles from two counties there was nothing but the open plains of North Dakota. And somewhere in that dark void was Jake’s niece. 
Jake watched the ambulance depart toward the highway and kept his eyes on it until he couldn’t see the lights anymore. He tilted the rim of his cowboy hat up and scratched the flesh where his forehead met his hairline. 
“Hey, Sheriff?” Longwood asked.
“What’s going on, Deputy?”
“I was hoping I could get a ride back to the station. I rode over here with Davis, and he’s heading home after this.”
“Yeah.” Jake slapped Longwood on the arm and pointed to the passenger side of his truck. “I need to get back anyway.” Jake radioed the rest of his team to wrap it up, and he left behind two units with the forensics team to finish. 
Jake kept his elbow propped up against the window and leaned back in his seat, with his right hand on the steering column. He stroked the stubble under his chin and knew that he was long overdue for a shower and a shave. 
“How are you holding up, Sheriff?” Longwood always had sincere concern in his voice whenever he spoke. 
It was a trait that Jake didn’t possess, and it took him a while in their professional relationship to realize that the man really was genuine. “I’ve been better.”
“Any headway on Kaley’s case?”
“I’m tracking down a few leads in Bismarck,” Jake answered. “How’s the Coleman case going?”
Longwood shrugged. “Still waiting to hear back from the lab about some fibers that were found on the body, and some video footage out near Highway 8.”
Jake felt his stomach lurch, and he felt his mind wander to the rifle on the gun rack behind him. “Video footage?”
“North Dakota Wildlife set up a night-vision camera near the highway where our suspect started the walk to the New Energy property to dump the body. Apparently they’ve had a lot of bear sightings in the area, and they set it up to see if they needed to add any new road signage. Haven’t heard back from them, though. Might be nothing.”
“Yeah,” Jake said, his mouth dry. 
The remainder of the drive back was quiet, and when Longwood got out of the truck, Jake lingered behind. “See you inside.” The car door closed with a heavy thunk, and Jake chewed the already-raw nail of this thumb and reached for the glove compartment. Crumpled-up receipts, gum wrappers, and insurance information spilled onto the floorboard, and Jake reached his hand inside and pulled out a black mask. He bunched up the cloth in his hand and swung his door open. He found the Dumpster out back and tossed it inside. 
When Jake entered the station he passed Jim Foreman and his cohorts in their cells. They cast him a few dirty looks, but when Foreman locked eyes with him, he saw the puffy redness under the man’s eyes. “They told you about your daughter?” 
Foreman nodded, and his eyes watered. “Sheriff, I—”
“Save it for your lawyer.” Jake took a step closer to the bars. “There’s gonna come a day when I’m not wearing this badge anymore. And God help you if you cross my path when that happens.” Jake left Foreman to his weeping and found Lena and Mark in his office. Mark sat in the chair by his desk, and Lena had her arms crossed and was leaned up against the wall. Jake removed his hat and hung it on top of the coatrack. “How’d it go?” As he sat down he watched Longwood at his desk, his phone to his ear, jotting down notes from a message left on his voice mail.
Mark rubbed his hands together slowly, staring at the carpet. “They said they’ll have to wait and see what the forensics tell them about the validity of my story. But I told the truth, so…” He shrugged and clapped his hands together.
Jake nodded and then looked over to Lena. He examined the cuts and bruises along his sister’s face. The last time he’d seen her look so haggard was when she found out that she was pregnant with Gwen. She came to him the night she found out, and she was so frightened. Of course it would be another five years before she was clean, but in that moment she had said she wanted to make a change, make a difference. “Have you made your decision on the announcement?”
“I don’t know, Jake. After what I saw Carla Knox do...” Lena kept her voice low, soft, as if her statement were more of a question. “There isn’t any guarantee that it’ll work.”
“I still have my guy in Bismarck,” Jake said, his attention on Longwood, who was now speaking with two other deputies, all three of them eying Jake’s office. “We get the warrant from the judge—”
“And when is that going to happen?” Lena dropped her arms to her sides and ran her hands through her hair, pushing it out of her face. “We’re running out of time.”
Jake nodded, and he dug his fingers harder into the armrests of his chair as Longwood and the two deputies marched toward the door of his office. Just before they reached it Jackie burst inside, stepping in Longwood’s path.
“Sheriff, something happened with Nick’s transportation unit back to Bismarck.” Jackie clutched her hand over a note and Jake reached for it, but it was Lena who grabbed it first. 
“He never made it to Bismarck.” Lena handed the note to Jake, and then collapsed back into her chair. “Neither did the police officer.”
Longwood moved Jackie aside, and the two deputies he brought with him flanked him at the door. “Sheriff, I need you to step out of the office and come with us.” Longwood remained rigid, the tone no longer from that of a subordinate, but of an officer arresting a criminal. “Now.”
“Jackie,” Jake said, “issue an APB for Nick Donoghue.”
“Sheriff, please step out of the office,” Longwood said. 
“Jake, what’s going on?” Lena took a step forward, but Jake held up his hand.
“You need to ask me something, Deputy?” Jake eyed all three of them, the men he’d appointed, the men he’d trained, the men who just an hour ago had followed his orders without question. Jake felt his muscles tense as the deputy reached into his jacket and pulled out an evidence bag. 
“Forensics finally analyzed the fibers they found on Reese Coleman’s body. They were fabric from a sheriff’s uniform. Same brand we use.”
Lena grabbed Jake’s arm and stepped between them. “Circumstantial. There could be dozens of—”
“And your rifle matches the same caliber that was used in the murder of Reese Coleman.”
“No,” Lena said. “That doesn’t prove that he killed him.”
 “We also have video footage of your truck stopped on the outskirts of where Reese Coleman’s body was dragged onto New Energy property.”
 “It’s all right, Lena.” Jake stood up and removed his firearm and badge. “After they book me I’ll talk to you. I’m going to need a good lawyer.” 
Longwood pulled Jake’s arms behind his back and clamped the cuffs around his wrists, tightening the steel into his flesh. “Jake Cooley, you are under arrest for the murder of Reese Coleman.” 



 
***
Scott Ambers kept one hand on the wheel and the other out the window of the truck. His head swayed left and right on his shoulders as he navigated the off-road terrain. The headlights only allowed him to see a few hundred feet in front of him at a time. The rest was darkness. 
Barrels clanked together in the truck bed in time with Scott’s swaying, and when he passed the first marker, which was nothing more than an orange reflector sticking less than six inches out of the ground, he eased up on the gas. 
The truck squealed to a stop a few feet from the ledge of the pit, and Scott turned the truck around, backing the tailgate to the pit’s edge. He cut the engine, leaving the lights on. He reached over the passenger seat, where his elbow scraped the tops of two lunch-size paper bags, and removed his gloves from the compartment. He wiggled his fingers until the fit was snug and then swung his legs out of the truck. 
Scott lowered the tailgate and rolled the first barrel toward the edge. Liquid sloshed inside, but the thick plastic barrels concealed their contents from view. Scott gripped the barrel from each end and heaved it off the truck bed, into the abyss below. A series of thuds echoed back from the darkness as the barrel settled amongst its peers at the bottom. He repeated the process until the truck bed was empty. 
Sweaty and out of breath, he removed one glove and sat in the driver’s seat once more. He reached for one of the brown bags and removed a sandwich. Lettuce, tomato, and turkey protruded from between the slices of bread, and four large bites later it was gone. Scott started the truck’s engine and turned a slow, hard left away from the pit. He traveled north for a little while longer, still nothing on the horizon but the vastness of the wilderness and night sky. Twenty minutes later, and the headlights of the truck found a small shack, isolated and weathered. 
The wood that made up the structure was decrepit, most of the planks old and rotting. He pulled within a few yards of the shack’s front door, which was shut, and reached for the phone in the cup holder. He scrolled through the contacts with his ungloved hand and landed on a local area code number. He clicked it and waited for the ringing to stop. “Drop’s done.”
“And the girl?”
“Tying up the loose ends now.” Scott looked to the second brown bag in the passenger seat.
“This isn’t something we need getting out. It can never be traced back to us.”
“It won’t.” Scott ended the call and placed the phone back in the cup holder. He reached for the brown bag and peeked inside. Another sandwich and a bottle of water protruded from the opening. He closed it back up and shut off the truck, again keeping the lights on. 
He slammed the truck door shut hard and set the bagged lunch on the truck’s roof while he put his other glove back on. He reached into the truck bed, and the sound of metal clanged together. When he removed his arm he gripped a hammer. He cracked his neck hard right, then left, his muscles popping like bubble wrap. 
Scott snatched the brown lunch bag off the truck’s roof, and he walked toward the shack’s closed door. The closer he walked, the louder the moans grew. They sounded scared. They sounded tired. And Scott knew his captive’s time was running out. 
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Chapter 1 - 23 Hours Left
 
The blindfold darkened whatever hell waited for her on the other side, though it sharpened the rest of her senses. She tensed against the restraints around her wrists and ankles with every brush of wind or creak from the old wood of the shed. The immobility had caused her joints to grow stiff, but still she wiggled in defiance, though the few inches of space she gained were nothing more than a taunt of hope. She was stuck, and she would remain there until her captor said otherwise. 
The first few hours had been nothing but screaming, and she’d only stopped when her voice had grown hoarse and wispy. Now she could do little more than moan through the gag stuffed in her mouth then sealed over with duct tape. The cloth fabric had dried and sucked up what little moisture her mouth produced. Every swallow felt like sandpaper running down her throat. 
All sense of time had been lost. It was sunny and hot when she’d been taken, but the air had grown cooler, chilling the sweat that had soaked her shirt throughout the day. She rested her head back against the wall and felt her hair catch on tiny bits of wood, some of the splinters poking her scalp. She would have lain down, but the restraints were positioned to keep her upright, which only worsened the desire for sleep. 
A car engine rumbled. Her heart rate spiked. She tilted her ears toward the noise then winced at the high-pitched squeal of the brakes. A car door slammed shut. She shuddered. Adrenaline flooded back into her system. Her breaths quickened. Frantically, she squirmed against the ropes, doing everything she could to shimmy out of the restraints, but no matter how hard she pulled they wouldn’t budge. 
The steady cough of the engine was suddenly silenced, and she heard the scrape of metal against metal, followed by heavy thuds. She lowered her head to her knees, which were tucked tightly into her chest. Door hinges creaked. Someone was inside now. She felt him. 
A hand grabbed the back of her head, and she tried to squirm away from his grip, but the fingers along her neck were thick and strong. One quick yank, and the darkness of the blindfold was replaced with blinding light. 
Kelly Coleman squinted and turned her face away from the brightness, the sudden flash of light just as paralyzing as the restraints. A hand gripped her chin and forced her face forward. Slowly, she opened her left eye. A silhouette of a man appeared. In his right hand she saw the outline of a hammer.
“I’m going to ask you some questions,” Scott Ambers said. “And you’re going to tell me the truth.” He gently placed the face of the hammer under Kelly’s chin and lifted her head. “If you don’t, I’m going to hurt you.”
Kelly nodded. Scott knelt into the dirt, and his body blocked the headlights of the car. He reached his hand to her cheek and removed the gag. The cloth peeled off her tongue, leaving behind bits of fabric. 
“What did Reese tell you about what we were doing here?” Scott asked.
“N-Nothing.” Kelly rotated her jaw. It popped along the joint. “I s-swear.” 
Scott placed the face of the hammer on Kelly’s right kneecap. The metal felt cold against her skin. He applied the slightest pressure, and a twinge ran up her thigh. “Did he speak to anyone about what he was doing for the company?” 
“I-I don’t know.” Kelly sniffled. “He never mentioned anything to me about it.” She stared at the heavy tool on her knee. She scrunched her face up. “Please, just let me go.”
Scott removed the hammer. He pinched the end of the wooden handle with his fingertips, and it drifted back and forth like a pendulum, where it swung lazily in front of her legs. He studied her face then stepped aside, allowing the headlights to blind her once more. “You know we paid your husband a lot of money to keep quiet.” He arched an eyebrow. “Though I’m sure you already knew about that.” He reached out and rubbed a lock of her hair. “Pretty thing like you, I bet you never wanted to stay in this dump of a town. You wanted out, and Reese told you he was your golden ticket.”
Kelly remained silent, her eyes focused on the swinging hammer inching dangerously close to her knees. She tried to pull them back farther but couldn’t. “He told me he was saving up money.” She wanted out of the wretched state more than anything else. 
The pendulum stopped, and Scott choked up on the hammer. He thumped the heavy end into his palm a few times and cocked his head to the side. “Your husband loved you. He loved you more than his own goddamn life.” He smiled. “And you loved the sheriff.”
Scott walked two fingers from the top of her knee down the side of her thigh. His touch was like the tingle of spiders crawling on her, and she felt the goose pimples form underneath her jeans. Another shiver ran up Kelly’s spine, and she burst out in tears. She shook her head and flexed her muscles against the restraints. “I didn’t tell him anything!” 
“No pillow talk?” The words left Scott’s mouth softly, and he leaned closer, his lips nearly touching her forehead, where she felt his breath tickle her skin. 
Kelly turned her head away from his mouth. “I never said anything to Jake. Ever.”
Scott turned her face back to his and she got her first good look at him: The steely gaze. The stubble sprouting from his bald head. Acne scars dotted his cheeks, and a few lines zigzagged along his chin and jaw where it looked like he’d been cut. Overall, he had a lumpy look, as if he’d been punched in the face too many times. But she guessed that whoever had hit him had regretted it. 
Scott took a step back. The tension in her muscles relaxed. He paced back and forth across the glow of the headlights. Shadows shifted with each step. He patted the hammer into his palm, then turned away. “It’s unfortunate for you.” 
“You don’t have to do this!” The words dripped with desperation. The heavy burden of reality pressed harder into Kelly’s chest. She leaned forward, the restraints choking her hands and feet that were now numb, blue, and swollen. 
Scott slowly turned. His face was darkened by the harsh contrast of light behind him. Kelly squinted, her vision blurred with tears, but she could have sworn that she could see him smiling. “Out of all of the men you could have cheated on your husband with, you chose the one man that could get you killed. But I suppose women always like danger, don’t they?” 
When Scott knelt the second time, he shoved his nose into the side of her hair and took a deep breath. Kelly twisted her face away, feeling the oil of his skin on hers. 
“Is that what you’ve always liked? Danger?” Scott asked.
“Please,” Kelly said, defeated. “Let me go.”
Scott stood and paced around the shed, his shadow crawling over the floor, the walls, and her body. “Like I said before, your husband was paid substantially, but his employers needed insurance in case your man got greedy. Which he did.” He stopped and then turned to her. “I’m that insurance.” He shuffled forward one step. “Did you know that I’m the one that killed your husband?” He raised an eyebrow. “We were on the job, performing some of our less desirable work, and once we were done I told him to run.” He laughed. “He didn’t understand until I pulled out the rifle.” He shook his head, letting out a low whistle. “I’d never seen anyone run so fast.”
“I didn’t know what Reese was doing, and I didn’t tell the sheriff anything. I’m not a threat.” Her lips quivered between words. “Let me go, and I will leave. I won’t cause any trouble. You can even tell your bosses they can have their money back!” 
Scott shook his head and wagged his finger. “See? That was the same mistake your husband made. He thought the money protected him. He thought that it meant he was in their little circle of trust. But you know what?” The playful face dropped, and the leather of his gloves groaned as he tightened his grip on the hammer. “They don’t care about the money. They care about power. They care about influence. They care about staying out of jail. And you’re a threat to their freedom.”
A single tear finally formed in the corner of her left eye and rolled down her cheek. Knowledge only got her in trouble, and she didn’t want any part of it. Not about her husband, what he did, about Jake, or whatever this man thought she knew. 
“I’ve killed a lot of people.” Scott nodded his head slowly. “And I can tell you that most everyone begs for their life. They’ll say whatever they need to in order to take a few more breaths. I’d like to say that your husband didn’t slobber all over himself, but he did. However”—he raised a finger in the air—“do you know what he told me? What his last words were?”
“Please, stop.” More tears squeezed from her eyes. She wasn’t sure if they were from fear or guilt. Probably both.
Scott had knelt once again, forcing his face into her line of sight. “He wanted to make sure that no one hurt you.” Scott’s words fell to the ground the moment they left his lips. They were dead. Just like her. “Even after everything he knew about your affair, his last wish was that you would live.” He stroked a lock of her hair then stood and shrugged. “But that was something I never agreed to.” 
Scott raised the hammer, and Kelly screamed, finding her voice in her final seconds. Bone cracked against metal, and the scream muffled to a whimper. After that, the only noise was metal smacking against meat.
 



Chapter 2 – 14 Hours Left
 
The coffee in the Styrofoam cup was cold. The plastic seats in the waiting room of the sheriff’s station were stiff and uncomfortable. Lena rubbed the dark circles under her eyes as a few deputies walked past. They cast quick glances at her, but once they saw her staring back they looked away. It’d been like that all night. Despite the whispers and glares it was still better than tossing, turning, and waiting at home.
Every few minutes she’d look down at her hand to see it tremble. She wanted to blame the coffee or the lack of sleep, but she knew it wasn’t that. It was the rumble of a freight train speeding toward her. And it was gaining speed. 
With each blare of the train’s horn Lena saw flashes of Carla Knox. Her deranged and hysterical face laughing as she pressed the end of her pistol to the side of Emily Foreman’s head, any reason impotent to break through the wall of insanity that she’d built around herself. The woman was willing to do the unthinkable, and caught up in the middle was that little girl. Except now, Emily Foreman was home. But Kaley wasn’t.
 “Lena?” Deputy Longwood stepped around the corner. His head nearly touched the ceiling. “You can come back now.”
Lena’s knees popped when she stood. She lifted her legs and stretched, tossing the old coffee in the trash. It wasn’t waking her up anyway. On her walk she saw Jake in the cell, his head sunk low between his knees. He was alone. 
The cell across from Jake, however, was still teeming with the oil workers who had been arrested on the charges of attacking her house. It was Longwood’s decision to keep them separate. More for their safety than Jake’s, probably. 
“Have a seat,” Longwood said, shutting the door behind him.
“I’ve been sitting all night.” Lena feigned the enthusiasm of energy, but she wasn’t sure she pulled it off. “So?” She’d crossed all of the t’s and dotted all of the I’s. But in the end, her brother’s release wasn’t up to her.
Longwood folded his long, slender hands on top of one another and leaned forward on her brother’s desk. “The judge granted Jake’s bail request.”
“So let him out.” Lena held out her arms, wondering what in the hell he was waiting for. “I’ve spent all night in this station, Chris. I don’t have any more time to waste. Kaley is—”
“Lena, you are not a detective!” Longwood’s voice boomed in the office and he rose from his chair, and for the first time since Lena had known him, his height looked intimidating. “What do you think is going to happen when I let Jake out of that cell? You think he’s going to put the badge back on and continue like nothing ever happened?” He slammed his fist into the table and rattled a few pens off the edge of the desk. “He has a murder charge hanging over his head!”
“C’mon, Chris.” Lena paced between the door and the set of chairs meant for visitors. “You think he did it? You really think that my brother, the same man that hired you, is capable of something like that?”
“He’s always had a temper,” Chris said.
“He’s not the bad guy!” Lena slammed the toe of her foot into the desk, shaking the computer monitors and toppling papers and stationary. Her foot throbbed, but the adrenaline overpowered the pain. “You know just as well as I do that it was New Energy that killed Reese Coleman. They’ve been behind everything! The spotty safety standards on their rigs, dumping illegal waste that has ruined dozens of lives.” Lena felt ropes of reason fray, madness pulling her apart. “They don’t play by the rules, Chris, and I can’t afford to either. I will not bury my daughter; do you understand me? I will not bury her!” She panted heavily. Her cheeks reddened and the stinging burn of tears filled her eyes.
Longwood’s expression softened. He lowered his head and gently thudded the desk three times with his left fist. “I know you’re right.” He collapsed back into his chair, rubbing his temples, and then pinched the bridge of his nose in concentration. “So what do you want to do, Lena?” He tossed his hands in the air and then they fell helplessly to his side.
“I want you to stay out of the way.” Lena leaned forward, and she watched her shadow slowly crawl over Longwood’s body. “If New Energy doesn’t want to fight fare, then so be it. I’ll give you what I can, but if I have to choose between the law and my daughter I’ll choose Kaley every time.” Lena spun around and placed her hand on the door knob.
“Lena.” Longwood stood, and she turned. “Keep me in the loop. At least with what you can. I’ll keep looking for Kaley though. I promise.”
“Thank you.” Both Lena and Longwood marched to the cell where Jake was being held. The iron hinges groaned when they were opened, and Jake stepped out. Lena wrapped her arms around him, and after the quick embrace Longwood led the way to an empty room. He opened the door and let them inside, giving them some time alone.
The sat next to one another at the table, and Lena reached for his hand. “How are you holding up?”
Jake gave her hand a light squeeze. “I should be asking you that.” He lowered his voice. “How much time do we have left?”
“Less than fourteen hours.” If she wanted to be exact, it was thirteen hours, fifty-three minutes, and twenty-nine seconds. “I posted your bail.” She stood, still holding onto his hand, but it fell back to the table when they separated. “What are you doing?”
“Lena, I’m a liability. I’ve been brought up on charges for murder.”
“You and I both know that you didn’t do it.” Lena watched his face and studied the small twitch at the corner of his mouth, along with the lines that carved a grief-stricken expression along his cheeks. “Did you?”
“No,” Jake said, shaking his head. “But I did break the law. I found Reese Coleman’s body a few days ago. And I put it on New Energy’s property to cause them more trouble.”
“Why?” Lena’s voice was exasperated as she glided back to the table, planting her palms over the cool metal surface. “The vote had already happened, you didn’t have to—” But then she stopped. The night of the vote on her bill triggered a memory. “That’s why you weren’t at the town hall that night.” She lowered herself into the chair absentmindedly. “You were moving the body then, weren’t you.”
“I wanted you to have some insurance.” Jake ran his hands through the thick crop of short hair. “I wasn’t sure if the bill would pass, and I knew how much you’d put up with, how much you sacrificed. I thought if a body turned up on New Energy’s property it would give you something else to attack them on. I thought that this would be the nail in the coffin for them. I thought we could turn the tide.”
It wasn’t Jake’s confession that surprised her. He’d always been quick to act, quick to anger, quick to make the emotional action, but she’d never been as angry with him as she was in that moment. “That was the dumbest thing you could have ever done.” She watched him wince at his words. “You didn’t think New Energy wouldn’t have some excuse already prepared for something like that? You don’t think they could have wiggled their way out of tampering with evidence? You don’t think—” She cut herself off, shaking her head. “It doesn’t matter now. The only thing that matters is getting Kaley back.” She reached for his hand. “I tried doing this lawfully, and it didn’t work. If I want my daughter back then I’ll have to play by their rules.” Her voice whispered. “I need you with me.”
Jake exhaled, then squeezed her hand. “So, no announcement to renounce the bill?”
“No.” Lena shook her head and stood to pace the floor, scratching the crook of her left arm. “Not after I saw the look on Carla Knox’s face in that barn. If there’s a chance that whoever took Kaley is half as crazy as she was then I’m not betting my daughter’s life on the word of some psychopath.”
Jake leaned back in his chair, his brow furrowed and his arms crossed. “What are you thinking then?”
“New Energy took Kaley as leverage. All we need to do is find our own,” Lena answered. “We need someone on the inside. And I know of at least one person who owes me.” She just hoped that Jim Foreman would talk.



 
*** 
Ken noticed that his knuckles had whitened and once again eased his grip on the edge of the podium. They ached. His head ached. Everything ached. And the shouts from the reporters below only exacerbated the problem. “Yes, you in the front.”
A young woman extended a tape recorder, her red hair pulled tight in a bun at the very top of her head. Her cheeks were flushed a light pink from the thirty minutes everyone had been standing outside. “The Hayes camp has been adamant that your company has something to do with Kaley’s disappearance. You can’t ignore the fact that the kidnapper’s demands mirror how your company has publicly felt about Representative Hayes’s bill.”
Ken leaned into the microphone. “We are in the business of energy. Not kidnapping. I cannot state this any clearer than I already have. We did not take Kaley. We wish Representative Hayes all the best and have cooperated with law enforcement with every request. And if I’m not mistaken, her brother, Sheriff Cooley, was just arrested on charges of murder! Murder of one of our own workers!” Ken pounded the top of the podium with his fist. “And, yes, we will be seeking retribution for that atrocious crime!” 
Every reporter looked at him with the same trepidation, and Ken straightened his tie. Blood rushed to his head, and he closed his eyes, trying to shake it off. “That’s all the time I have for questions right now—”
A truck roared through the grass parking lot. Oil workers quickly jumped from its path, the driver neither slowing nor diverting his trajectory to avoid the crowd. Reporters scattered just as tires skidded across the grass and dirt. An old man stepped out of the truck. Lumps and bruises covered his face, and one of his eyes was completely swollen shut. All of the reporters took a step back but still thrust their cameras and recorders into the man’s face as he walked past, all of them asking who he was. But Ken already knew. 
“You!” Mr. Lanks thrust an arthritically deformed finger in Ken’s direction. “I told you and that thug you brought to my farm that I’m not selling!” Spit flew from his mouth, and he stopped just short of the podium. “You know what he did? Do you know what this company did?” The reporters leaned in, pictures were snapped, video recorded. “They came to my house. Beat me. Threatened my family and said that if I didn’t sell them my land, they were going to kill me!” He set his one good eye on Ken just as security came up behind him, dragging the old man away as he kicked and screamed in defiance. “You won’t get away with this! You hear me? You won’t get my land! Ever!”
Mr. Lanks’s rant faded the farther security pulled the old man back, and the moment he was out of earshot the herd of reporters returned their attention to Ken.
“Does New Energy have a comment about these new allegations?”
“Who was the gentleman referring to as the thug?”
“Why would New Energy resort to such violence?”
“If your company is threatening residents with their lives, why is it hard to believe that you wouldn’t kidnap Kaley Hayes to help defeat the oil bill aimed to further regulate your business?”
The questions came quickly, one after the other, two at a time, three at a time. It was all Ken could do to keep up with who was hurling them at him. “The man is clearly hurt and confused, and we’ll delve into this situation immediately. Again, this is all the time I have, and when I know more, so will you. Thank you.” 
The roaring inquiries followed him all the way to the office door and then lingered outside for the next several minutes before security escorted the reporters off the premises. Inside, Ken kept all of the lights off and pressed his face into his palms and sat at his desk. He slowly ran his fingers back through his hair, feeling the grime of the past few days. He hadn’t showered, hadn’t shaved—he’d barely eaten. All he could feel was the slow, suffocating hands tightening around his throat. He couldn’t shake them. They followed him everywhere, and it was only a matter of time before they pulled him back into an abyss that would swallow him whole.
Ken’s cell phone rang. He didn’t answer. The desk phone rang. He let it go to voice mail. The back-and-forth calls repeated for another ten minutes before there was a pounding on his door, which he refused to answer. 
Eventually, security forced it open, and Scott Ambers stepped inside, instructing the security team to leave the two of them alone. Ken didn’t look up at Ambers as he paced methodically across the carpet, only stopping when he stood directly in front of Ken. “You have work to do.”
Ken kept his head down, an edge of frustration in his voice. “You told me they wouldn’t go to anyone. You told me that it wouldn’t backfire, and I told you, more than once, that it would.” He glanced up. “You can only push people so far before they push back.”
“Mr. Alwitz hired you to handle these PR situations.” Scott’s dead-eye glare was only compounded by the darkness of the room. “Now, get up.”
It was the way a parent would have addressed a stubborn child who’d just thrown a tantrum in a grocery store. “I’m not going to do this for you anymore.” Ken felt his head tremble when he lifted his face. “I quit.”
Scott lowered himself to Ken’s level. There was no anger on his face, no rage, no disappointment, only a man who knew he had the winning hand. “You have two options right now. Option one: you get off your ass and get back to work, trying to figure out a way to spin this in our favor. Option two: I walk out the door, get on a plane, and go to your family’s house. I break through the front door and find your wife and your son, and hurt them. And I continue to hurt them until you agree to option one.”
The hands on Ken’s throat continued to choke him, and he struggled for breath. He was paralyzed. Flashes of Tommy and Sasha struck the forefront of his memories. Their faces became bruised and beaten, warped by Scott’s fists. “I’ll go to the cops. I’ll tell them everything.”
“You could,” Scott said, nodding and tilting his head to the side. “But that won’t bring your family back from the dead.”
And there it was. Everything had come full circle. The entire reason he’d reentered this line of work was to keep his son alive. To keep his family fed. But what was that old saying? It’s always your favorite sins that kill you? Except they wouldn’t kill him. They’d kill his family.
Ken pushed himself up. His body trembled from adrenaline. He walked over to the phone on his desk and picked it up. He just needed to buy himself a little more time. He dialed the number. Three rings. Mr. Alwitz answered. “This is what we’re going to do.”
 



Chapter 3 – 13 Hours Left
 
It took some haggling, but Lena finally managed to convince Longwood to let her speak with Jim Foreman. There were two stipulations: the first being that Jake couldn’t be present, and the second being that Longwood himself sat in on the conversation. She agreed. 
Longwood led the both of them into a conference room, and when Lena saw him sitting in the chair with the cuffs around his wrists, restrained to his chair, she thought the anger over what his family had done had left her. She was wrong.
There wasn’t a fiber in Lena’s being that didn’t want to leap across that table and choke the life out of him. But there wasn’t time for that. Jim Foreman would get his day in court. She swallowed the rage and focused on the task at hand. She needed to know what Jim knew.
Jim looked up, a sheepish expression of sorrow plastered on his face. “If I had known—”
“But you didn’t know.” The room cooled from the icy tone. Lena saw the goose bumps along his arm. She wasn’t cold, though. The blood boiling in her veins made sure of that. “You’re going to miss a lot of moments in your family’s life, Jim. First the stunt with the riots, now an attempted murder charge?” Lena shook her head. “It’s going to make it very hard for your lawyer to convince a jury that you weren’t in your right mind. A one-off can be disproved. You’ve developed a pattern.”
Jim’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed, his eyes still on the table. “If I could take it back, I would.” He dared to lift his eyes and look her in the face. “I don’t have any excuses.”
Lena had seen enough clients in her attorney days to recognize someone who didn’t want to put up a defense. They knew what they had done was wrong, and they were ready to accept the consequences. “You’re looking at up to ten years in prison. But I still have my contacts over in the DA’s office. I could make a call on your behalf.” Behind the sullen eyes she watched the wheels slowly turn. “It would go a long way with the jury if the person you tried to kill testified on your behalf.” She stepped around the table, stopping at the corner, where she drummed her fingers. “If you make it worth my while.”
Jim raised his eyebrows. His words were slow, and his voice jumped an octave. “What do you want?”
Lena circled around the back of his chair, then took a seat in the chair adjacent to him. “I want dirt on New Energy. I want to know what they’re hiding. I want to know why they’re so afraid of my bill that they would risk kidnapping my daughter. I want justice, Jim. For me, and for all of the families they’ve hurt. Including yours.” 
Jim writhed uncomfortably in his chair. “If you’re asking if I ever received any official orders from my bosses to do what I did… I didn’t. But the boys upstairs didn’t make it any secret when they shared their feelings about you.” Jim shifted his glance between Lena and Longwood. “My rig manager was one of them.” He took a large swallow and then looked down. “He kept talking about how you were trying to screw all of us over.”
“You must have heard someone say something.” Lena refused to believe that an organization as large as New Energy was able to keep all of their dirty laundry from flapping in the breeze. “Something at the bar, something at lunch.” She curled her fingers into fists, the encroaching cold of desperation rearing its ugly head. “Something!” 
Longwood stepped closer. “Lena.” When she looked over, he had his hand on the grip of his pistol, the top strap of the holster already unsnapped. “Take it easy.” He kept his voice calm, but it failed to quell the storm that had started.
Lena gripped Jim by the collar, twisting the fabric of his shirt. She raised her fist in the air, ready to beat what she needed to know out of him. When she caught her reflection in Jim’s eyes she saw a woman she didn’t recognize. 
But just as quickly as her outburst began it ended. Longwood pinned her arms behind her back and shoved her against the wall. The cool concrete sizzled against her flushed cheek as she impotently tried to break free of the deputy’s hold, screaming. “Tell me! Tell me where she is!”
“Lena! Stop!” Longwood spun her around and kept her pressed against the wall. His longer fingers curled into her like knives, and he had to squat to get to her eye level. “He doesn’t know anything.”
Grief slowly overtook the rage, and tears burst from Lena’s eyes. Longwood’s grip loosened, and she slid to the floor. When she looked up at, Longwood’s hand was off the gun, and he repositioned the strap over the pistol. She looked to Jim. “If you ever wanted to clear your conscience, now’s the time.”
Jim took a breath, closing his eyes, his hands balled into fists. He scrunched his face in concentration, and Lena clasped her hands together and prayed. “Wait.” Jim opened his eyes quickly. “Reese Coleman. He was doing something for the company. Something that got him into trouble.”
The hope faded. Lena wiped her eyes and pushed herself up from the floor. She felt slower, heavier. “We know.”
 “So you saw the picture?” Jim asked.
Both Longwood and Lena snapped their heads in his direction, circling his chair. Lena leaned in close. “What picture?”
Jim pulled his head back slightly, giving the two of them some distance. “Reese mentioned something once. It was after work. I had just pulled a double and needed a beer, so I went into town. By the time I got there he was already drunk off his ass. He did that sometimes, just went on a bender.” He shook his head. “I don’t know how he gets away with it in front of Kelly. Becky would ring my neck.”
“The picture,” Lena said. “What was it?” 
“He kept going on and on about this special assignment he got, and how he was getting paid a lot of money for it. Another guy joked that whatever it was must be illegal, and Coleman got all serious, leaned into me and my buddy so only the two of us could hear. He said that it was off the books, that no one was allowed to know about it. Then he got out his phone and showed us this picture. It was dark and blurry, but I could see some of the waste barrels in the background.”
“Did he say where the picture was taken?” Longwood asked. 
“No. It looked like the middle of nowhere. You think living here as long as I have I’d be able to recognize something, but even after forty years it all still looks the same.”
Lena stood and motioned for Longwood to join her outside. “I need to see Coleman’s phone.”
“Lena, I don’t think—”
“If you need an excuse, you can tell the judge that I was preparing evidence for Jake’s defense. I’ve already filled out the formal paperwork to represent him. You can even log it through the proper channels. But we need to do this now, Chris.” Lena glanced over to the clock. 
“All right.” Longwood walked them over to the evidence locker, and he checked the phone out of storage himself. “I’m surprised Kelly hasn’t reached out to grab some of this stuff. Most of it could have been picked up yesterday.”
Lena clicked the power button, hoping that it still had some juice left. The screen illuminated, and she immediately sifted through the photos, praying that he hadn’t deleted it. Then, after a few swipes, she saw it. “There.” She zoomed in. The waste barrels were in full view, but she saw something else behind them. It was blurry but had the outline of a man. She couldn’t tell who it was from the picture, but she had a good idea.
“Son of a bitch,” Longwood said, muttering to himself. “I checked his phone records but never bothered to look at what he had on the phone itself.”
Lena handed the phone back to Longwood. “Take Jim’s statement. I’ll talk with the DA. See if we can get a case together.” Lena turned to Longwood, wobbling on two shaking legs. “Remember, play it close to the vest. No one else can know.”
Longwood nodded, and just before he was out of ear shot, she called after him, jogging to catch up. “Hey, have you heard anything on Nick?”
“No, both he and the deputy that was instructed to take him to Bismarck are missing.” Longwood placed a hand on her shoulder. “I wouldn’t worry about him though. I’ve got a few guys on it.” 
“You don’t think—” 
“Jake had me check his alibi after Kaley went missing. He was getting drunk in a bar in Bismarck. Six witnesses.”
“Right. Thanks.” When Lena stepped outside Jake was waiting for her near the back exit. It was odd seeing him not dressed in his sheriff’s uniform. In fact, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen him out of it. 
“Anything good?” Jake asked.
“Maybe.” Lena inched closer, lowering her voice. “If we get enough incriminating evidence against New Energy, then I could make a deal with them under the table. I think I might know someone who could help. Do you think you could go and talk with Kelly and see what she knows?”
“I’ve asked her before,” Jake answered. “It was a dead end.”
“See if you can’t try again. Jog her memory. I’ll meet you back at the house.” Lena turned to leave, but Jake called out to her. 
“Hey, did Longwood mention anything about Nick?”
“Yeah, he’s still missing. Longwood has guys looking for him though.” Lena returned to her car, starting the engine. If she was going to get the leverage needed to force New Energy’s hand, then she needed a big fish, someone who could be bought. And she knew exactly who to target.



 
***
“You told me there weren’t any loose ends on this!” Mr. Alwitz screamed through the speakers. The tantrum had lasted nearly an hour, and the merry-go-round of questions and answers remained the same. “How could have you fucked this up?”
“There weren’t any breadcrumbs left behind,” Scott answered. “The official report I filed when we were finishing the land deals had both of us inspecting the perimeter of the property for new drilling sites. It doesn’t say anything about us leaving the compound. And if anyone wants to check the security footage in the area where we happened to be, they’ll find the video files corrupted.”
“The security footage won’t mean jack shit if all those farmers start coming out of the woodwork! All it takes is for one of them to say something, and then all of a sudden they start sprouting like fucking weeds!” A crash thundered through the speakers, which sounded as if the phone had been thrown. A few seconds later Mr. Alwitz returned. There was still an edge to his voice, but he lowered his volume. “We need something more than just hoping the other farmers won’t talk.”
“The majority of the farmers have already signed over their land. If they try to come forward now, it’ll look like they’re just hopping on the bandwagon,” Ken said, “which we could spin. The problem are the six farmers who haven’t signed over the deeds yet. Dan Lanks, who was the farmer who showed up at the press conference today, is one of them.”
“I’ll pay them another visit,” Scott said. “Make sure I’m clear this time.”
“Yeah, that’s a great fucking idea.” It slipped out before Ken had a chance to stop it. He paused a moment, but after overcoming the dread that accompanied Scott’s stare, he continued. “The only reason we’ve been able to stay alive in this fight has been public opinion and the promise that we haven’t done anything wrong. It was what you touted during the civil suit, it was what I’ve spun with the bill, and that shield is crumbling. We’re treading water right now, and the next wave that comes our way will sink us.”
Mr. Alwitz paused. “So what is your suggestion, Ken?”
“We don’t have many cards left to play, and this one will hurt us, but we can still control the story.” Ken took a breath. “We leak information that one of our oil riggers took matters into his own hands. Went rogue. We pick someone that doesn’t have a family. If they don’t have a file of documented warnings for aggressive behavior, then we forge some, and fast. We make him the face of the issue, but say that we’re handling it internally, and we give up the pursuit of the remaining six farmers’ land.”
“We need those acres, Ken. This isn’t the solution I was looking for.”
“Well, it’s the only fucking solution you’re going to get!” Ken’s cheeks flushed, and he backed away from the phone. It was lunacy. All of it. How he got here, his kid’s illness, the company. And the salt in the wound was he chose to be here. It was his own hell.
“Scott, pick up the phone,” Mr. Alwitz said.
A feeling of nausea suddenly took hold of Ken’s senses, and it only worsened as Scott locked eyes with him as he listened to Mr. Alwitz and nodded as he said, “yeah,” “uh-huh,” and “okay”. Chills ran down Ken’s back, and his eyes were suddenly at the door. He wanted to run. He wanted to hop on the next flight back home, pack up his family, and leave for Europe, permanently. He could find work there—his experience with so many different companies could open up doors in any industry. It was where Tommy needed to go for his treatments anyway. He could make it work. He just needed to leave. He just needed to get out before that creature got his hands on his family. 
“No,” Scott said. “They won’t find out.” He hung up the phone and stepped around the desk. “Prepare a press statement to go out this afternoon. It will deny any of the accusations made by any of the farmers, and we will provide all documentation necessary of the legal purchase of any land that New Energy has recently acquired.” 
“I’ll call him back to confirm in a little—”
“No. I’ll be the only one in contact with Mr. Alwitz moving forward. Anything you need to ask him you can bring to me.” Scott picked up the picture of Ken’s family on the desk. He examined it for a moment then shook his head. “Don’t make this harder on yourself.” He set the picture down and headed for the door, stopping when he had his hand on the door knob. “Do the job.”
The door slammed shut, and Ken was left alone. Slowly, he made his way toward the desk and then collapsed into his chair. He reached for his laptop and opened a blank document to prepare the statement. He watched the cursor blink for a while, trying to think of what to say, but the words refused to surface. His eyes kept returning to the picture of his family. 
Scott snapped the laptop shut, stuffed it into his bag, and loaded the rest of his things. Wallet, passport, cash, car keys. He stopped to think of what he had at the apartment that he needed to grab, but there was nothing. He grabbed the picture of his wife and son. Family was all that mattered. And he wasn’t going to let these psychopaths hurt any of them. He may have gotten them into this mess, but there was still a chance for him to get them out.




Chapter 4 – 12 Hours Left
 
The main highway that led to New Energy’s property was void of traffic. The only movement was from the blades of grass on rolling hills that stretched to the horizon, gently blowing in the breeze. Less than twenty yards from the road was a larger hill, at least ten feet at its highest point, blocking anyone from view of the road. And that was where Lena had parked Mark’s car.
Lena lay in the grass, alone, and raised the binoculars to her eyes. Through the rounded lenses she saw New Energy’s portables and refineries in the distance. When she lowered the binoculars she could still see the gas flare runoff on the horizon. 
Only a handful of cars passed, and none of them were Ken’s recognizable BMW. Brief moments of doubt crept back into her mind about whether or not he’d even drive by, but she pushed them aside. This was the only way to get him. The moment she walked onto New Energy’s property, she’d be kicked off. She checked the time. 10:00 a.m. She could afford to wait a little longer, but not much. If she didn’t see him soon, then she’d have to find someone else to persuade, and she didn’t think Scott Ambers would be swayed. Her phone buzzed, and she checked the number that flashed on the screen. “Hey.”
“Where are you? I’ve been trying to get ahold of you all morning.” Mark walked the fine line between upset and concerned. 
“I had to go over a few things with Jake.” Lena peered through the binoculars. Her pulse quickened at the sight of a black sedan but then slowed once she confirmed it wasn’t Ken’s BMW. 
“How’s he holding up?”
“He’s all right.” Lena placed the binoculars in the grass then rolled to her side, noticing the pause on the other end of the call. “What’s wrong?” 
“What are we doing?” 
“What are you talking about?”
“I mean what are we doing about Kaley? How much longer are we going to wait to make your announcement? What are the authorities doing to find her? We haven’t heard a peep from them, and your brother is the fucking sheriff!” 
Lena rubbed her forehead, unsure of how much to tell him. If events turned south, she knew as a lawyer that giving Mark plausible deniability was important. “I’ll give you an update on things when I get home. Okay?” 
“Why don’t you just tell me now?” The irritation in his voice was still present but not as angered. “Why aren’t you home?”
“I’m just finishing up a few things.” They weren’t lies, but they weren’t the truth, and she already felt the twist of guilt sicken her stomach. But if things turned south and it meant giving the girls at least one parent after the dust settled, that was enough justification in her mind. “I’ll be home in a little bit. How’s Gwen?”
Another pause, though this one not as long as the first. “She hasn’t really left her room. Or even said a word since last night. You need to talk to her.”
Sunlight shimmered off a windshield on the road and stole her attention, and Lena reached for the binoculars, keeping the phone pressed to her ear. The car was speeding, which made it hard to follow with the magnified lens. She steadied her hand and looked for the emblem on the car’s hood. BMW. She jumped up from the grass and sprinted toward the car. She tore the door open and tossed the binoculars into the passenger seat. “Listen, I have to go. I’ll be home soon. I love you.” 
Without waiting for an answer Lena hung up, started her car, and floored the accelerator. Her arms stiffened, holding the wheel as she felt the bumps and scrapes of the grass, dirt, and rocks as their vibrations rattled her seat. The speedometer tipped over forty, then fifty, the jolts running through the car growing more violent. She glanced down the highway, where Ken’s car was nothing more than a blip on the road.
Dirt and grass flew from the undercarriage as Lena swerved onto the asphalt. Tires screeched, and the speedometer quickly jumped to eighty with the traction of the asphalt. Lena twisted her palms over the leather of the steering wheel, her eyes focused on the horizon. 
After three minutes Lena closed the gap on Ken’s sedan to less than ten yards. She swerved left to pull up behind him in the opposite lane of the two-lane highway, but Ken blocked her. She swerved right, and again Ken anticipated the move. They maneuvered back and forth, both keeping the NASCAR-like pace. 
A semitruck in the incoming lane blared its horn, and Lena veered back into the right lane. A rush of wind from the massive truck rattled her car, and the wheel jerked right, nearly throwing her off the road’s shoulder. She steadied and then floored the accelerator once more, the car galloping forward to regain the ground lost from the near collision.
Lena’s vision darted between the road ahead and Ken’s sedan. The windows of the BMW were tinted dark, and Lena couldn’t see Ken behind the wheel, but she knew it was him. Her engine groaned, and when she checked the speedometer she saw it had tipped over one hundred miles per hour. 
Ken’s bumper grew closer, and she felt a light jolt when the two pieces of metal clashed. Her tires screeched, and the wheel shook violently in her hand, but she floored the accelerator and smacked him again. But still Ken refused to slow. 
Lena reached into the glove compartment and pulled out the pistol Mark had kept in the car after what happened to their family over the past few days. She rolled down her window and thrust her arm outside, struggling to aim in the whipping winds. When she finally had a bead on the driver-side windshield, she fired. Glass shattered, and Lena nearly lost control of the wheel from the recoil. 
Ken veered off the road, tires screeching as he skidded from pavement to grass. Lena turned a sharp right to follow. Dirt and grass flew upward in a whirlwind as both vehicles climbed one of the smaller hills and then sped down the back side, both cars slipping out of view from the road. The rough terrain ended the BMW’s speed advantage, and Lena quickly caught up, slamming into the back of Ken’s car.
Metal crunched, and the quick white flash of the airbag accompanied a sharp snap across Lena’s face and a vicious pop in her chest. She felt her body jar from the collision, and suddenly everything came to a sudden stop. 
When Lena opened her eyes she saw steam and smoke escape through the cracks in the hoods of both cars. Spider-like webs crawled over the glass of Lena’s windshield. She unbuckled then shouldered open the door, which groaned as loudly as she did upon her exit. She wobbled unsteadily on her legs and then reached back inside the carnage of her car. She found the pistol on the floorboard of the passenger seat and aimed it at Ken’s driver-side door as she approached.
Ken’s door squeaked and slowly opened. A polished dress shoe planted itself firmly on the grass, and bloodied knuckles gripped the top of the car’s roof as Ken pulled himself out. Blood trickled down his face from a gash on his forehead, and both his clothes and hair were disheveled. 
Lena aimed the pistol at him, needing both hands and arms to keep the weapon steady. “I know about the chemicals you’re dumping, Ken. I know you tried to cover it up. And I’ve got proof this time. So I want you to ask yourself how much you’re willing to tell me in order to stay alive.”
Ken leaned back against the side of his car, both arms splayed with no defense. “You want to stick it to New Energy?” He took heavy, labored breaths between words. “I don’t give a shit about them. I’ll tell you whatever you want to know.” 
Lena stepped close enough to place the pistol’s barrel against the side of Ken’s cheek. There wasn’t any doubt in her mind that whatever he knew could help, but there was one thing she needed to understand. “Did you take my daughter?” She pressed the pistol harder, pushing through the flesh of his cheek until she felt the hard bone of teeth. “Because the moment you turn against them, they’ll give you up. You won’t be able to hide from it. So tell me now.”
Ken trembled, his breathing still labored. “I didn’t have anything to do with your daughter’s disappearance.” The gash from his forehead dripped blood over his left eye, which he kept shut. “But you’re right about them coming after me the moment I blow the whistle. I’ll need assurances.”
“You’re not in any position to make demands,” Lena sneered.
“And neither are you!” Ken jerked his body right, putting some distance between his cheek and the pistol, which left a circular indentation from the pressure. “So let’s help one another.”
“Do you know who took my daughter?” Lena asked.
Ken paused before he answered. “No. But”—he held up a finger—“I think we both know who did. And I can give him to you. But I do something for you, and you do something for me. That’s how this is going to work.”
Lena lowered the pistol. “What do you want?”
“I want a new setup in Europe. Helsinki, to be more specific. Me, my wife, and my son. And I want it all in writing.”
“I can’t guarantee the DA will agree to that.”
Ken chuckled. “After what I tell you, the DA will agree to whatever I want him to.”
Lena wanted to believe him, but a pang of disgust soured her gut. “Can your car still run?” 
Ken glanced at the wreck and shrugged. “I don’t know.”
Lena walked over to her car and cranked the key in the ignition. The engine choked and whined, and it took a few tries, but eventually it coughed to life. The whole car rattled when she shifted into reverse, but it moved. 
A larger hill, similar to the one she hid behind earlier, was less than fifty yards from where they wrecked. If they could get both cars to the other side, they’d be hidden from view until someone could come and pick them up. “Follow me over there.” 
The wrecked sedan complained all the way to the hill’s crest, and twice Lena thought the vehicle was going to die, but once she passed over the top, the downhill trip progressed without incident. Ken followed soon after, his BMW significantly more worn. It stalled halfway down the hill, but he managed to coast it the rest of the way. As Lena watched him climb out of the car she felt the weight of the pistol tucked in her belt. 
One shot. That’s all it would take. Flashes of their interactions with one another over the past several months played over and over in her mind. There was always something about him that she couldn’t place. She’d always chalked it up to his air of superiority, that he was compensating for something. She watched him lean up against her car and take off his jacket. “You never wear a wedding ring.”
“What?” Ken asked, looking down to his left hand.
“You’re married. I know you are. And there is only one reason for people that are married to not wear their ring, which is because you don’t want people to know you’re married.” From Lena’s experience in rehab, the main cause was infidelity, but there were others. She’d hidden her marriage in her final stint at rehab because she wanted to forget about Nick. 
Ken tossed his jacket over the hood and removed his phone, ignoring the statement. “So who’s going to pick us up?”
Curiosity was getting the better of her, but time was short. “I’ll call my brother. I’m sure he’ll be glad to see you.”



 
***
The moment Jake’s personal belongings were returned to him he jumped in his truck. It’d been weeks since he’d used it, preferring the sheriff’s truck, but with his badge and gun stripped it was his only choice.
The inside of the cabin was similar to his work vehicle, minus the radio. But there was still a gun rack on the back window with a Mossberg with attached scope across the top rack. He shoved aside old pieces of fast food wrappers and slammed the truck in reverse, then peeled out of the parking lot.
Once on the road and past the horde of reporters still camped out on Main Street, Jake dialed Kelly’s number. It rang and rang but continued to go to voice mail no matter how many times he called. He removed an empty beer can from the cupholder and replaced the aluminum with his phone. He reached over into the glove compartment, where he removed a 9mm Glock that he kept stashed inside. With one hand still on the wheel he balanced the weapon in his hands and checked the magazine to ensure it was loaded. It was. 
Jake floored the accelerator, the truck’s engine roaring down the highway toward Kelly’s trailer. He needed to explain to her what happened with Reese. He wanted her to hear the truth from him. He just hoped that she hadn’t turned on the news since this morning. Knowing her, he thought he’d be in the clear. 
The trailer windows were dark when Jake arrived. He hastily slammed the truck in park and leapt out. “Kelly?” The trailer door was locked when he reached for the handle. He pounded his fist into the wall, the flimsy material of the whole structure rattling with every strike. “Kelly! Are you in there? Open up!”
No answer. Jake stepped over to the nearest window and pushed himself up on his toes to peer inside, but the curtains had been drawn. “Kelly, please, just let me explain. I’m sorry if I—”
At first Jake thought it was just a trick of the sunlight, but when he leaned closer to examine the lock he saw a trickle of blood on the doorframe. He reached for the pistol and fired. One heavy shoulder check later, and he tumbled inside.
“Kelly!” But the only thing Jake saw were the opened cupboards and the spilled contents from inside strewn about. The place was always messy, but what Jake saw was different, escalated. He waded through the trash and personal belongings of Reese and Kelly’s marriage, checking the bed, the bathroom, looking for any hints of what had happened. But all he could divulge from the scene was the fact that someone had broken in and wrecked the place. 
Still searching for anything, Jake reentered the small cubby space that acted as the bedroom. The sheets had been hurled off and thrown to the floor. Jake sat on the edge of the mattress, the springs squeaking slightly from his weight. He spread his palms flat and realized that if Kelly wasn’t here, then there wasn’t much of a chance that she was still alive.
A sense of guilt and shame washed over Jake when he realized how little it affected him, but what surprised him more were the memories that flashed from his nights spent here, more nights than he cared to admit. At the end of the day he knew he was never going to be with her. He never wanted marriage. It was all just convenience. She was lonely. He didn’t want any attachments. 
Jake punched the mattress, his fist bouncing off the bed. He jumped up and stormed back outside, when he felt a buzz in his pocket. It was Lena. “You okay?”
“Yeah,” Lena answered, her breath slightly labored. “But I need you to come and pick me up.”
Jake climbed into his truck, keeping the pistol in his waistband. “Where are you?”
“Head north on Highway 9 toward New Energy. I’m off behind a hill on the side of the road about a mile away from New Energy’s entrance. If there are cars in the area, circle back and wait till it’s clear, and I’ll flag you down.”
The tires kicked up dirt and gravel, spraying some of it into the side of Kelly’s trailer. “Jesus, Lena, what’d you do?”
“You’ll see when you get here. But just promise me one thing.”
“What’s that?”
“Don’t shoot him when you see him.”
 



Chapter 5 – 11 Hours Left
 
Mark picked an egg from the carton and cracked the shell on the edge of the frying pan. It sizzled when it hit the surface. He cracked two more then lowered the heat. When he reached for the spatula, he glanced back over his shoulder to the deputies stationed just outside the door. He found himself doing that a lot lately.
Once the eggs were cooked he scraped them off the pan and onto a plate. He poured a glass of orange juice, buttered two slices of warm toast, then loaded a tray with the plate of food, drink, and silverware. When he turned around the corner of the kitchen and toward the bedroom hallway he stopped. 
The bullet holes from the gunfight were still fresh. He glanced into the living room with its tattered and torn furniture, the walls resembling Swiss cheese. It seemed unreal that the gunfight happened just last night. 
Gwen’s door was closed and Mark knocked twice. “Gwen?” He waited for a response, but heard nothing. “I wasn’t sure if you’d be hungry yet. It was getting late, so I thought I’d check.” He balanced the tray with one hand and reached for the door handle. “Gwen?” 
His stepdaughter had her back facing the door, and she lay on top of her bedsheets, where she curled herself into a tiny ball. Mark set the tray of food down on her desk, doing his best to maneuver around the cosmetics. He took a seat on the bed’s edge and saw Gwen had both eyes wide open, staring at an empty section of the wall. 
“Hey.” Mark placed a hand on the side of her head. “You doing all right?” He stroked her hair, but she neither moved nor spoke. “Do you need anything?”
“I’m sorry it wasn’t me.” Gwen’s voice was softer than a whisper.
“What are you talking about?” Mark reached for Gwen’s hand and held it gently. “What do you mean you’re sorry it wasn’t you?”
Gwen kept her eyes locked on the blank space of the wall, and her voice softened. “Kaley was here alone. I left her. And now she’s gone.”
Mark gave Gwen’s hand a squeeze and brushed her hair out of her face. “Sweetheart, that is not your fault. You had nothing—”
“I know you wish it was me.” It was the first time she’d looked at him since he walked in, and he immediately wished she hadn’t. “I’m not your real daughter. Not like Kaley.”
Mark’s heart dropped to his stomach. “How could you say something like that?” He slid off the edge of the bed and dropped to his knee so he could get down to her level. “That is not true.”
“Yes, it is.” Gwen kept her head down, her finger slowly circling a freckle on her left forearm. “It’s always been that way.”
Mark gripped Gwen by the shoulders and forced his face into her line of sight. “You are my daughter. There is nothing that I would do for Kaley that I wouldn’t do for you.”
The stoic wall Gwen hid behind finally crumbled. She lunged forward and wrapped her arms around Mark’s neck, squeezing tight. In the seven years he’d been married to Lena, Gwen hadn’t hugged him like that since she was nine years old.
Mark reciprocated the squeeze, glad to have at least one of his girls back, and let her cry into his shoulder. They stayed like that for a few minutes, and when Gwen was finished she wiped the tears from her eyes, and Mark retrieved the tray of eggs and toast. Several large bites later, all that was left were crumbs. Gwen sighed, her cheeks still stuffed with the remaining eggs. “I didn’t realize how hungry I was.”
“Yeah, well, self-loathing works up an appetite,” Mark said. “Do you need anything else?”
Gwen shook her head. “I think I’m just going to go and take a shower.”
Mark smiled and took her hand. He rubbed it gently, and in the most kindhearted voice he could muster said, “Good. Because you smell like ass.”
Gwen burst out laughing, and Mark chuckled. “Tell me how you really feel.”
“Hey, I told you I loved you as much as Kaley.” Mark stood up, gathering the empty tray, and walked to the door. “And that’s exactly what I would have told her.”
“Even the ass?”
“Even the ass. Where do you think she learned all of her bad words?”
“And I thought you were a good dad.”
Mark’s heart caught in his throat at the word dad. Gwen hadn’t said that unless it was preceded by “step.” And even though it wasn’t exactly directed toward him, he had to hurry out the door before he lost control of himself. He turned on the kitchen-sink faucet and hunched over, keeping his head low. His shoulders trembled with each silent sob.
His mind had been crammed with so much shit since Kaley had gone that it finally burst. He glanced at the clock and did the math in his head of how much longer until the time the kidnapper had given them to renounce the bill was up. 
A rush of anger flooded Mark’s veins, and he clenched his fists. What the hell was she waiting for? Jake was arrested on murder charges. The Foreman girl had been returned to her family. The police weren’t any closer to finding the kidnapper than when all of this started. The only thing that had proven consistent was the testament of their family’s pain tolerance. He grazed the bruise on his cheek from the beating he took at the riots after the town hall. They’d been through enough.
The screen door creaked, and one of the deputies stepped inside. “Mr. Hayes? Got the mail for you.” He held up the stack of envelopes and set them on the kitchen table. “Is everything all right in here?”
Mark forced a smile. “As good as they can be.”
“I’ll be outside if you need anything, sir.”
“Thank you.” Mark took a seat at the table and reached for the mail. He tossed aside the coupons and advertisements along with the credit-card applications. The bulk of the remaining items were bills, but amidst the long bank envelopes was a smaller one stuck in between. It was square and shaded a light green. It had a postage stamp on it and was addressed to both Lena and him. The return address was a Bismarck PO box. 
The envelope was thick and heavy. Mark ran his thumb under the crease and tore the top off. He removed a piece of paper that was folded around a stack of what looked like Polaroids. When he flipped open the top piece of the letter, the first few pictures fell to the table. 
An icy hand gripped Mark’s heart and froze him in place. Slowly, he reached for the photo, tears forming in his eyes. It was Kaley. In the first picture she was crying. In the next there was a gun to her head. In the next her little wrists and ankles were tied, and a gag was stuffed in her mouth. He lost feeling in the tips of his fingers, and the longer he stared at the pictures the further the numbness spread. 
Mark’s chest grew tight, and it wasn’t until he heard Lena’s voice that he realized he wasn’t alone. He looked up and saw her face then shifted to the body standing behind her, which was Jake. But there was someone else there, a target for all of his pain and rage that had been restrained since Kaley was taken. Without a word Mark pushed himself up from the chair and stepped around Lena then past Jake and rammed his fist into Ken Lang’s face. 



 
***
“Mark!” Lena rushed to stop him, but Jake beat her to it. All three men grappled with one another. A flurry of fists and arms battled as Jake tried to keep Mark from ripping Ken apart. 
“You son of a bitch!” Mark’s outstretched fingers grazed Ken’s throat as he attempted to escape Jake’s hold. His face was a beet red, and he foamed at the corners of his mouth. “I’m gonna kill him!”
The deputies from outside quickly stormed in and helped restrain Mark. “Mr. Hayes, I need you to calm down.” The two officers wrestled him to the floor, where they kept him pinned until the anger had run its course. But even after, they both kept their hands on him.
Ken threw his arms up in the air. “I can’t do this.” He stepped out into the yard and headed toward Jake’s truck.
With the heat of the moment past and some distance between the two, the officers released Mark, who paced in a tight circle, catching his breath. The collar of his shirt was stretched, and his hair was disheveled. He pointed to the kitchen table. “Those came for us in the mail today.” 
Lena looked over to the table, unable to see the pictures clearly. She slowly stretched her arm and picked up the nearest Polaroid. She shuffled through the pictures quickly, the same horror that had consumed Mark flooding her mind. Her youngest daughter, all of six years old, was tied and bound, screaming her head off, wondering why this was happening to her and why her mother wasn’t there to make it stop. She grabbed a handful of the pictures and stormed outside. She saw Ken in the backseat of the truck and yanked open the door. “Get out. Right now.”
“Is your husband still going to kill me?”
Lena flung one of the pictures at Ken, the corner leaving a scratch mark on his forehead. “Ow, what’re you—” And that was when he picked it up. He didn’t share the same flush of anger, but the horror was still there. It was the same look any parent would give at the sight of a child in that situation. “Who sent you these?”
“Get out of the truck!” Jake slammed his fist on the hood, and the booming order triggered Ken to quickly exit. The two deputies on security duty walked over with Mark, making sure to position themselves in the middle to avoid any further confrontations. 
“I don’t have any more time for games, Ken.” Lena tossed the rest of the pictures to the ground. “You tell me the truth about my daughter now, or I swear to god I will kill you right here in front of these deputies.” 
Ken held up his hands. “Lena, I don’t know who took those, and I don’t know who sent them to you. But I could take a guess.”
“Scott Ambers.” A grimace accompanied Jake’s words, and he stepped between Lena and Ken. He gripped Ken by the collar and shoved him firmly up against the side of the truck. “Did he take my niece?” 
“If he did, I was never involved. I swear.” 
Lena peeled Jake off of Ken. “Let’s go inside. There’s a lot we need to talk about.” She looked back down the dirt road, where the press was still gathered. “And I don’t want us to draw any more attention to ourselves than we already have.”
Inside, tempers had cooled somewhat, but Lena couldn’t help but feel the surreal strangeness that was all four of them sitting at the kitchen table. She picked up one of the photos of Kaley and then tossed it to the center of the table. “Any way we’d be able to trace where they came from?”
“We could give them to Longwood, see what he can pull up, but they’d be hard to track.” Jake lowered his head. “The photos were meant to mess with your mind, get you to hurry up and publicly renounce the bill.” 
“Right.” Lena rubbed her temples. Even though the pictures were sent today, it didn’t mean that they were taken today. “The only piece of leverage I have right now is my public persuasion of the regulation bill. The moment I give it up, there is zero guarantee that Kaley will be released.”
“We need enough ammunition to go to New Energy with a deal that’s off the table.” Jake turned to Ken. “Which is the only reason I haven’t killed you yet.”
“I can give you evidence that not only was New Energy dumping waste illegally, but the allegations into their extortion of the farmers up north were true as well.” Ken’s cheeks had grown pallid. Lena imagined it’d been a while since he’d done anything that resembled the right thing, and it scared the shit out of him. “But I want, in writing, witness protection for both me and my family.” He pointed to the front door and the press corps lingering out by the road. “And I will remain anonymous until I know my family is secure.”
Lena knew they could go round and round and round in their Mexican standoff, but eventually one of them would have to give. “This is what’s going to happen. I’ll call the DA, and he’ll work with you on mounting evidence. Once you have a deal worked out I’ll take it to New Energy’s CEO and use it as leverage. If they don’t give me what I want, I renounce the bill and make the charges public. But until that happens we need a smoke screen, something to keep the kidnapper believing that they’ll get what they want. I’ll have my assistant send out a press release. It won’t say much except that I will be speaking about my daughter’s abduction. We’ll schedule the announcement right before the deadline, which will allow us to maximize our time.” 
“You think you can get the DA to agree to establish a deal with the feds for this guy without giving them the inside scoop on what’s happening?” Jake asked.
“The DA knows a few people with the FBI,” Lena answered. “And he owes me a favor for getting him the job after I left the department.”
“And what will you be doing while Ken and the DA are working on the case?” Mark asked.
“There is one good lead in Bismarck,” Lena answered. “The guy who sold the bullet that killed Jake’s deputy that was watching Kaley. Jake and I will go and look into it. It’ll take a few hours for Ken and the DA to work everything out, so we’ll have the time to make the trip.” She swallowed, her mouth suddenly dry. “If the DA backs out for whatever reason, or what Ken says is no good, or we can’t get any further information from the lead in Bismarck, then I go ahead with the announcement. That’s our failsafe.” She leaned forward. “We keep all of this under the radar. We can’t let the press catch wind of what we’re doing. The moment New Energy finds out, Kaley will be in trouble. But if we can go to them in private, if we can show them what we have out of the public eye, it increases our bargaining power while keeping Kaley’s life out of danger.” She pushed herself up from the seat. “I need to make a call. Jake”—she motioned to the door—“I need to talk to you for a second.” 
Once they were out of earshot, she spoke but still kept her voice low. “When we go to Bismarck, we can’t return with nothing.”
“I know.”
Lena tapped her foot and studied the stoic expression on her brother’s face. “We need the smoking gun. That means doing what we need to in order to get an answer.”
Jake placed a hand on Lena’s shoulder. It was lighter than she expected, but when he pressed his fingers into her skin she felt the same sturdy hand that helped guide her to get clean. “We won’t come back without a name.”
Lena exhaled, her breath rattling. “We should leave soon.” She looked over to the deputies, both of them watching her. “You sure they won’t give us up?”
Jake kept his eyes on her while he spoke. “You see the taller guy with the short-cropped hair?”
“Yeah.”
“I helped deliver his firstborn. We can trust them.” Jake leaned over and kissed the top of her head. “I’m going to grab a few things from the gun safe. The combination still Mom and Dad’s anniversary?”
Lena nodded and watched Jake enter the house, or what was left of it. The front was still peppered with the bullets from the attack, and all but one window had been boarded over with plywood. The house was wrecked, and so was her family. She lingered outside by the truck, gritting her teeth. She knew what needed to be done, but if the pieces didn’t fall together perfectly, then they’d be in more trouble than when they started. And it would be Kaley who suffered.
“Hey.” Mark snuck up behind her. There was still a red mark on his cheek from the scuffle with Ken. “You and Jake leaving soon?”
“Yeah, I want to get there and back as soon as possible.” She paused, unsure of where to navigate next. She’d done most of this without him in hopes of protecting him, even though she knew it wasn’t what he wanted. “What do you think?”
Mark crossed his arms, and his stance grew rigid. “I think it’s dangerous. What if we’re wrong, Lena? What if it’s not New Energy? What if it’s a woman like Carla Knox who went off the deep end and snatched our kid out of some misguided fear that it would keep her family afloat? What if Ken’s just playing both sides? What if—”
“What ifs don’t help us.” Lena stepped forward. “If there is anything I learned in the courtroom, it’s that you stick with what you know. I know that New Energy has used dangerous tactics before in the effort of self-preservation. I know that Ken had high-level access to private information, and I know that we now have less than twelve hours before the deadline hits. And even if I’m wrong about all of this, it still gives us time to make the announcement.”
“As long as no one finds out about what we’re doing,” Mark said.
“They won’t.” They couldn’t. But she kept that thought to herself. It implied that there was still a shred of doubt in her mind, and if she let that doubt fester, it would rot away what resolve she had left. “This will work.”
Mark dropped his arms to his sides, his shoulders sagging. He looked tired, more tired than she’d ever seen him. “I trust you. But…” He rubbed his forehead until the patches of skin turned red. “If this fails… will you be able to handle it?”
The past week had been the hardest of her life. It surpassed law school and the fight against New Energy that took up two long years of her life. It eclipsed the campaign and the past several months she’d worked on getting her piece of legislation passed by her community, and it certainly was harder than rehab. If she could have chosen right then and there to have her daughter back or go through all of them again, it wouldn’t really be a choice at all. “It won’t fail.”
 



Chapter 6 – 10 Hours Left
 
The heat from the gas flares on New Energy’s property was nearly as hot as the afternoon sun. Despite the chaotic recent events, the rigs were still running at full capacity. Scott made sure of it. He paced the trenches like a bulldog, barking at anyone not toeing the line. “Hurry up, boys! You want the money, you got to show me you want it!” 
Every snarl Scott wore was masked within a smile. There wasn’t a man on the rig that didn’t fear him, and it fueled the beast inside. He should have gotten into this business a long time ago. Sweat, oil, and blood. It was everything he was made of. He’d spent years working for an array of different people and companies. The job was always the same, but this was the first time he’d ever felt connected. He’d always been drawn to violence. And this industry had it in spades. 
Scott’s phone rang, and he retrieved the device from his pocket. He pressed the phone to his ear, waiting for the usual confirmation, but was instead blasted with a frantic rant. “Calm down!... Where are you now?... Well then, get there!” He snapped the phone shut and clenched it in his massive fist. The plastic casing creaked from the pressure. 
He turned on his heel and headed for Ken’s office. Heavy thuds pounded the steps up to the door, and he thrust it open. “We need to—” His eyes fell to the lamp on the floor and the hastily scattered papers strewn about the desk. The snarl returned, this time with no smile to mask it. 
Scott opened the desk drawers, searching for Ken’s personal documents, but found them gone. He also noticed the picture on the desk had disappeared as well. He flipped open the phone and dialed Ken’s number. Straight to voice mail. He snapped it shut. His muscles tensed. 
With his left hand he smashed his fist through the portable wall. When he yanked his hand free, dust and wood splinters fell to the floor. He stormed out of the office, again calling Ken, and headed for his car. The call went to voice mail once more, and he tossed the phone into his passenger seat, peeling out of the parking lot and heading down the road.
If Ken wanted to run, that was fine. Scott knew he wouldn’t get very far. He sped down the highway and reached for the bag in the backseat. He removed a laptop and flipped it open. He balanced the wheel with one hand and entered his password with the other. His eyes drifted between the road and the screen as he clicked on a folder titled Surveillance.
Recordings, documents, and an HTML link rested inside. He clicked the link. A map opened up with a blinking cursor, which was the tracking bug he’d planted in Ken’s car after he was brought on. Scott squinted at the map, his foot slowly easing off the gas. Ken’s car was just up the road.
Scott scanned the horizon but saw nothing except for the rolling hills on either side of the highway. He pulled off the road and parked his car on the shoulder. He zoomed in on the map to get a better read and saw that Ken’s car was off the highway, not moving, only four hundred yards away. 
He reached into the glove box and removed a pistol then shifted the car into drive. His tires screeched as he sped down the highway, watching his location in comparison to Ken’s car, and continued until he was parallel. Tire tracks marked the road, and the grass was matted and torn up from what looked like two vehicles. He swerved off the pavement and followed the trail.
It led him up a hill, and when he reached the top he saw two wrecked vehicles parked next to one another. He recognized Ken’s BMW easily enough but wasn’t sure about the second vehicle until he moved closer. It belonged to Lena Hayes’s husband. 
Scott parked and examined the wreckage. No bodies. He returned to his car and reached for his phone in the passenger seat. He dialed Mr. Alwitz and waited for the bristly CEO to answer. “We have a problem.” 



 
***
Lena paced around the living room, the cell phone glued to her ear, where it had been for the past thirty minutes. “What about trying your contact over with Homeland?”
“I could try, but the more people we bring into this, the harder it’s going to be to keep it quiet.” Danny had a point. And considering he was the North Dakota DA, she thought it best to listen to him. “With the national spotlight your town has been receiving, it’s going to be hard to find anyone that won’t want to brag about it to their superiors. It’s quite the promotion bait.”
“I don’t need them to be quiet forever,” Lena said. “I just need them to keep quiet for the next twelve hours. Once I have Kaley back I don’t care who they tell or what they tell them they did.” She rubbed her forehead. “Look, this won’t work without your official seal. I go to New Energy with anything less, and they’ll know I’m bluffing.”
The silence on the other end only added to Lena’s anxiety, which immediately broke the moment she heard Danny’s long sigh. “All right. But I’m not going to be quiet after this. And if push comes to shove and you have to give credit to one person, and one person only, then it’s going to be me.”
“Danny, you help me get my daughter back, and I’ll recommend your appointment to the United States Attorney General’s office.”
Danny chuckled. “Now I need to get that in writing.” 
Lena walked over to Ken, who had passed out on the couch. She shoved his arm, and he frowned when he opened his eyes. She extended the phone and raised her eyebrows. “You’re up.”
Ken took the phone, covering the mouthpiece as he spoke to her. “He’ll get me and my family out of here?”
“The moment it goes public,” Lena answered.
“And I get that in writing?” 
“When I get mine in writing.” It was the best either party could do under the circumstances, and Lena left Ken and Danny to their business. She knew it was a risk trusting him, but it was the only way this would work. Lena found Mark in their room. His back was turned to her, and he sat on the edge of the bed. She walked over and joined him. “Danny said he’ll do it.”
“He’s a good man.” Mark had his fist closed around something. 
Lena scratched the crook of her arm and felt the distance between the two of them. “If you’re upset because I didn’t include you in all this, I was just trying to—”
“Do you remember the night that I asked you to marry me?” Mark asked the question as though he’d forgotten the night himself. 
“I remember.”
Mark smiled. “I was so nervous. I kept checking the inside of my pocket for the ring to make sure it was still there. I actually dropped it twice when you were in the bathroom at dinner. You nearly caught me putting it back under my sleeve.” He twirled the golden wedding band around his finger. “I carried that thing around with me for over three months.”
“Three months?” Lena asked. “Why?”
Mark shrugged. “I kept looking for the perfect moment. That one frozen piece of time that would be ours forever. I thought maybe I’d see you wake up in the morning, after a really fun night we had, and surprise you with it. Or on a stormy night where we stayed home and binged on movies and junk food and laughed until we cried. But something always happened. We would argue over something stupid, or one of us would be in a bad mood, had a long day, were sick.” He spread out his fingers. “And then I realized something, and I felt so stupid for it taking me so long to get there, but it didn’t matter how I proposed to you. It didn’t matter where, or who was with us, or what we were wearing. The only thing that mattered was your answer. And if it was a yes, then we would get to spend the rest of our lives together, and that is the most perfect moment I could have ever hoped for.”
Lena reached for Mark’s hand. “I’d still do it all over again.”
“Me too.” They kissed, and Lena rested her head on Mark’s shoulder. After a moment Mark frowned. “I still don’t think we can trust Ken.”
“Neither do I. But I trust his interests. If he thinks the best chance for his survival is to help us, then that’s what he’ll do.” 
Jake knocked on the door, holding the rifle bag. “You ready?”
Lena nodded, and both she and Mark stood together, hand in hand. Gwen was in the living room, and Lena gave her daughter a kiss and a squeeze. “I love you so much.” 
“I love you too, Mom.” Gwen pressed her face against Lena’s chest and closed her eyes. Lena didn’t want to let go. She didn’t want to leave them. She didn’t want to go to Bismarck. She didn’t want Kaley to be taken, but if the long road Lena had traveled so far had taught her anything, it was that the world would do whatever it could to keep those wants away from you. So you had to fight for them.
 



Chapter 7 – 8 Hours Left
 
Lena shifted on the old truck bench, trying to keep her ass from growing numb. Buildings had sprouted on the sides of the highway now, and in the distance she saw the Bismarck skyline. The car ride over had been quiet, but every time Lena looked over to her brother it looked as though he meant to rip the steering wheel from the dash. “We should talk about your case.”
“After.” Jake kept his eyes on the road, his knuckles blanched against the old black vinyl of the steering wheel.
Lena kept her voice as steady as she could. “You said you moved the body because you wanted to hurt the oil company. Because you wanted to try and help me.” Lena placed her hand on his shoulder. “Was that the only reason?”
“Kelly and I never had a future.” Jake’s voice cracked to an octave so low it sounded as if it hurt to speak. “Was there an attraction? Yes. But that’s where it ended. For me at least. I know she wanted something more.”
“And how long are you going to keep that up, Jake?” Lena shoved him in the shoulder. “I know you, and you’re not built for the short game, no matter what you tell yourself. You don’t become the sheriff of a county because you have commitment issues. What are you protecting yourself from?”
Jake stayed quiet for a moment, and Lena didn’t think he would answer. But she was surprised when he did. “Do you remember when Mom and Dad went through their divorce?”
“Yeah. It was brought up quite a bit in my sessions at rehab.”
“All of the arguing, all of the madness, all of the bickering and back and forth and blah, blah, blah.” Jake worked his hand like a puppet. The hum of traffic had picked up the closer they moved to the city, and the truck rattled from a semitruck that barreled by. “They were just so angry all of the time. That’s all I remember from them being together.”
“They weren’t angry all of the time.” Though Lena conceded that their childhood wasn’t the most peaceful upbringing. But if either of them had used their parents’ marriage as a role model for their real life, then it was her. “You can’t blame Mom and Dad for your commitment issues.”
“I don’t. In fact, the only thing I remember more vividly about them arguing all of the time was when the divorce finally happened,” Jake said. “They were so happy. There wasn’t any more fighting or bickering. They were better alone, standing on their own two feet. That’s the way I am, Lena. I’m just better on my own. I’m happier that way.”
“I don’t think that’s true.”
“It’s not an easy truth, but it’s mine. And that’s the way I like it.”
The words resonated with Lena for a moment, pinging around in the depths of her mind. She thought of all the times she got high, alone, with other people, when she was pregnant, when Gwen was just a baby. She did it because it made her happy. She felt good. She felt alive. There wasn’t anything else like it in the world. 
Lena ran the tip of her finger over the diamond of her wedding ring. She remembered what Mark had said about finding the perfect moment to ask her to marry him and realizing that moment didn’t exist. And that what was most important was a future together and creating something perfect out of the imperfect. “Just because something makes you happy doesn’t mean it’s good for you. I’m living proof of that.”
“You had an addiction. That doesn’t—”
“Everybody has an addiction, Jake.” The city’s skyline sprouted on the horizon, and they’d entered the outer limits of Bismarck. Lena looked out to the street corners, where they passed hundreds of people. All of them in a rush to get somewhere or meet with someone. She saw a few of the homeless people crouched and hiding down alleyways—the only ones that didn’t seem to have anywhere to go. “It just comes in different forms.”
The heavy congestion in the city slowed their progress and tacked on another hour through downtown. After spotting the gun store in the north of the city, they circled the block a few times to get a layout of the area. Both the parking lot and the store itself looked empty.
Jake parked the truck two blocks down. When she reached for the seatbelt, he nudged her arm. “Take it.” A small revolver lay in Jake’s palm, and Lena looked at it, confused. He thrust it closer. “We’re walking into a store with a man who owns hundreds of these things and provides shady characters with weapons for murders. Take it.”
Lena hesitated for a moment, her fingers dangling over the top of the weapon. When she reached for the pistol’s handle it felt heavier than she thought it would. She tucked the weapon into her pocket, and Jake once again grabbed her arm.
“You don’t use that unless there isn’t any other way. Got it?”
“Yeah.” Both stepped out of the truck, and Lena shuffled her feet quickly across the sidewalk. A heightened sense of awareness took control, and it stemmed from the weight of the pistol she felt clanging against the side of her leg. Lena recognized a few of the streets in the surrounding neighborhood. Flashes of her days as a user replayed in her memory. All of the wasted time and money she had spent down here was enough to make her sick. 
An old woman passed Lena on the street. Her head was down, and her clothes were ratty and dirty. Her skin was weathered from a lifetime of street walking. The grimace she flashed was nearly toothless, and the teeth she did have were crooked and rotting in her blackened gums. She gave Lena the once-over then returned her dazed eyes down to her feet. 
Lena shifted her glance from the old crow to Jake. In another reality, that could have been her on the streets. She was lucky to have had him when she finally decided to get clean. There wasn’t anyone else she could call. No one else that she could lean on. If it weren’t for Jake, god only knows what would have happened to Gwen.
Jake stopped at the corner of the store and waited for her to catch up. “You ready?”
There was a flutter in Lena’s stomach, and her pulse had skyrocketed. “Yeah.” Jake stepped inside first, and she followed close behind. The plan was to speak as little as possible. All they needed was confirmation of who had purchased the bullets. Once they had that, then they’d be gone.
The inside of the store was small. A scent of metal mixed with old wood filled the air. Near the cash register, an old man flipped the pages of a newspaper. Hundreds of guns were planted on the wall behind him. It wasn’t until both Jake and Lena were at the counter that he finally acknowledged them. “What do you want?” 
Jake placed both hands on the edge of the countertop. “We need to take a look at your security tapes.”
The old man scoffed, and Lena saw that he had a few missing teeth of his own. “Who the fuck are you?” He squinted his eyes at both of them. “I don’t see any badges. Get the fuck out of my store.” The newspaper crinkled as he turned the page and returned to his articles. 
Lena watched Jake’s right hand curl into a fist and then strike the old man in the face so hard that it knocked him off the stool he was perched upon. Blood poured from his crooked nose and onto his shirt as he moaned in pain. “What the hell?”
Jake hopped over the counter and lifted the old man off the floor and slammed him against the back wall, where a few of the guns fell from their perches. He looked back to Lena, who stood there with her hand in her pocket and realized that she gripped the pistol’s handle. “Go lock the door.”
Lena froze for a moment, staring at the old man squirming under Jake’s hand. She released her hold on the steel in her pocket and flipped the Open sign to Closed and slid the bolt lock into its secure hole.
Grunts and crashes echoed behind her, and when she turned, Jake had flipped the old man to his back across the counter, where he flapped his arms and legs like a turtle on its shell. Jake gripped his throat. The old man’s face turned a bright red. 
“Now, this is what’s gonna happen, old man.” The muscles along Jake’s arm rippled, keeping the squirming gun-store owner in place. “We know you sold some armor-piercing rounds a few days ago. All we need to know is who bought them. We’re going to show you some pictures, and then you’re going to tell me if they’re the men who purchased the bullets. Got it?” The old man gargled something, and Jake released pressure on the man’s throat. “What was that?”
“Fuck you!” Spit flew from the old man’s lips along with the curse. 
Lena hovered close by. She reached into her pocket, past the revolver, and removed her phone. She showed him the first picture. It was Ken Lang. “Was it him?”
The old man stayed quiet, his cheeks a light shade of purple now. Jake picked him up and then slammed him back down on the wood. “Answer her!”
Lena gripped the old man’s collar as well, shoving the phone’s screen closer to his face. All of the desperation and fear and anxiety and frustration transformed into an anger that she hadn’t felt since her days as an addict. The grip of addiction curled its bony fingers around her mind, and she reached into her pocket and removed the pistol. She felt Jake’s eyes on her as she placed the pistol against the man’s temple, but he didn’t stop her. 
The old man stopped shaking once the barrel was pressed against his skin, and he winced when Lena jammed the pistol harder into his skull. She showed him the picture one more time. “Was this the man that bought the bullets last Tuesday?”
The old man paused for a second then shook his head. Lena felt the grip of madness loosen slightly. At least she knew Ken was telling the truth now. She thumbed through the photos until she came upon a picture of Scott Ambers, which she showed him. “Was it this man?”
The old man squinted then shook his head.
Lena frowned, moving the picture closer. “You’re sure?”
The old man nodded.
Lena removed the pistol from Pete’s temple, and her arms fell to her sides as she slowly backed away. Who else could it have been? If it wasn’t either of them, then the line of suspects that wanted to harm her and her family stretched for a least a mile. And she didn’t have access to the photos of every employee of New Energy.
“Lena,” Jake said, still holding the old man down. “Get the cuffs out of my back pocket.”
She nodded and fished the pieces of steel out. But when Jake reached for them the old man thrashed wildly and slipped out of Jake’s hold and ducked back behind the counter. 
The next few seconds happened faster than any moment of Lena’s life. The old man leapt from behind the counter, wielding a shotgun. The barrel was aimed at Jake, who had lunged forward to try and stop him. But the gap between the two was just too far. 
Almost on instinct, Lena raised the revolver from her side, the sights of the gun lined up at the old man’s chest. Just before he managed to shoot, she squeezed the trigger. The gunshot blast and the old man’s grunt of pain were simultaneous. The shotgun fell from his hands, and he dropped to the floor with it.
Jake jumped over the counter and snatched the weapon out of the old man’s reach, but it wasn’t necessary. Blood oozed from the wound and a lifeless stare was plastered on Pete’s face. Lena clutched the revolver with both hands, her arms still rigid and aimed at the wall where the old man had once been, where there was now only a splatter of blood. There was a slight ache to her ears and head from the noise of the gunshot, but there was also an overwhelming sense of numbness. 
When Jake stood from behind the counter, there was blood on his sleeves. He picked up the cash register and slammed it on the ground. The crash snapped Lena out of her daze, and the pistol dropped from her hand. “Oh my god.”
Jake removed the cash from the register and stuffed it into his pockets. “We’ve got less than five minutes before police show up, maybe more if no one heard the gunshot, but I doubt it. Give me your phone.” He held out his hand, but Lena didn’t move. “Your phone, Lena, now!” 
She reached into her pocket and handed it to him. He dialed a number, and she watched him untuck his shirt and wipe down the register, cleaning it of his fingerprints. He kept the phone pressed to his ear for a few seconds then hung up and tossed the phone back to her. “What was that?”
Jake walked over to the door and started wiping down the edges of the handle where Lena had grabbed it along with the closed sign. He looked in the corners of the room for any cameras but found nothing. “When the authorities check your phone records after this is over, they’ll see that you called 9-1-1.” Jake picked the pistol off the floor and stuffed it into his pocket. “C’mon, we need to go.”
“But why—”
“We have to go now, Lena!” Jake grabbed her arm, but Lena couldn’t take her eyes off the bloodstain on the wall behind the counter. All of the drugs she’d taken, all of the alcohol she had drunk, all of the times she’d blacked out, only a handful of them involved violence, and even those instances were nothing more than some shoving or a few punches thrown. 
But now there was a dead man behind the counter. It wasn’t over drugs, or alcohol, it was to protect her children. She had done that. She had killed him. Now, even if she found Kaley, the authorities wouldn’t let them stay together. 



 
***
Ken kept his distance from Mark at the house. He always made it a point to make sure there was some form of a barrier between the two of them. But with Mark seemingly refusing to move from the kitchen, and Ken’s growing thirst, that rule was about to break.
Mark’s eyes followed Ken all the way to the cabinet, where Ken removed a glass and then stepped over to the fridge. Ken glanced behind him as he filled his cup and saw Mark’s eyes still locked on him. With his cup full he quickly turned on his heel and made a beeline for the couch.
“It’s more than just your life that’s at stake.”
Ken stopped just before he reached the edge of the living room. He turned around. The lamp hanging from the ceiling cast the features of Mark’s face in harsh shadows. He clutched the glass of water with both hands and took one step forward. “Mr. Hayes, I can’t imagine—”
“No, you can’t.” The words were cold and harsh. Mark stood up and stepped around the table. Ken looked back to the door and the deputies out front. Though he wasn’t sure how much help they were going to be. “The people you work for are evil men. Some of the worst bastards I’ve ever seen. And you chose to work for them. You chose to help them. You used your slick words to trick people into thinking that what you were doing was helping them. But you weren’t. You were only helping yourself. Just like you’re doing now.”
Ken bumped into the recliner on his retreat. “You’re right. I knew the type of people I was working for. I’ve always known it. I didn’t care about who was in the path of my steamroller. It was a job. And the job needed to be done. But you want to know another truth?” He paused. Anger took hold, and after all of the shit that he’d been through he didn’t care about the man in front of him. He didn’t care about Lena Hayes, or Kaley Hayes, or the oil company and the profits they hoped to obtain with their land deals with some foreign investor half a world away. He just wanted to get to his family. “I can imagine what this is like for you. I know the fear that’s gripped your senses and controls everything you do. You can’t escape it, you can’t stop it.” Ken clenched his fist tight and raised it between the two of them. “You just have to take it.” He lowered his hand. “Yes, your family is in pain. And, yes, I helped the men who most likely took your daughter. But if I had been told that’s what they planned on doing, I would have walked out a long time ago.”
A residual anger lingered, but Mark’s expression had softened. He took a step back. “Have you ever lost a child?” 
Ken deflated, taking a seat on the recliner and burying his face in his palms. “Not yet.” Mark took a seat on the adjacent couch, and Ken leaned forward. “He’s sick. The name of the disease doesn’t have any vowels in it, so I can’t pronounce it, but it’s fatal. It attacks the brain stem and slowly shuts down basic cognitive and motor functions until you’re nothing but a vegetable.” The words hollowed him out, and he was barely able to even whisper after that. “He’s nine.”
“Is there a cure, or treatment?”
“No cure. And the only treatment we’ve been able to find is in Europe. A lot of what we’re trying is experimental. It’s not cheap. That’s why I took the job.” Ken offered a light chuckle. “It’s funny—I haven’t talked about it out loud in a while. No one at New Energy knew, at least no one that mattered.”
“How long has your son been sick?” 
“Three years.”
“I’m sorry.”
Ken looked to Mark on the couch. The last bits of anger were gone. All that remained was the shell of a man who’d lost a daughter, and who would do anything he could to get her back. “And I’m sorry about Kaley.” He rubbed his hands together. “Do you think your wife will be able to do this? I’ve worked for these guys for the past three months, and I don’t think I’ve ever seen a group of people so willing to do anything that’s necessary to get what they want.”
“Well,” Mark said, shaking his head, “you don’t know Lena very well, then.”
Ken’s pocket buzzed. It was Scott. He’d ignored it for the past twelve calls. He couldn’t put it off any longer. “I have to take this.” He walked out front then to the side of the house, out of the earshot of the deputies. The phone vibrated in his hand, and Ken took a breath before he answered. “Yeah?”
“Where are you?”
“I had to run a couple of errands in town. What’s going on?”
“You need to get back to your office. Now.”
The call clicked dead, and Ken lowered the phone wearily. He leaned back up against the side of the house, the cloth of his shirt catching against the concrete siding. He looked to his hand, which trembled. He reached into his pocket and pulled out his wedding ring. He twisted it onto the shaking left hand and made a fist, forcing the trembling to stop. 



Chapter 8 – 6 Hours Left
 
The city landscape was well in the distance, but Lena couldn’t stop looking behind her. She kept waiting for the flash of red and blue lights, but they never came, no matter how many times she turned around. She shifted in her seat and saw the bloodstains on Jake’s shirt. She started to mouth something, but no words would come out. She leaned back into her seat and closed her eyes. “I don’t know how we get out of this.”
“We don’t.” Jake took a breath and exhaled quickly. “We continue with the plan. We have Ken set up a meet to exchange the dirt we have on New Energy for Kaley. And it needs to happen soon.” His eyes flitted to the rearview mirror. 
The gunshot replayed in her head, but the only thing that concerned her at the moment was making sure that Kaley and Gwen had at least one parent out of jail to take care of them. “We can’t go back to the house.” Lena straightened out in her seat. “It won’t take long for the police to put together the death and our disappearance. We need to keep Mark out of this.” She reached for her phone and scrolled to find Ken’s number. “Once the news gets hold of that man’s death, whoever did buy those bullets will know we’re on their trail. And that won’t be good for Kaley.” A few rings, and Ken answered.
“Did you get what you needed?” Ken’s voice was raised an octave, a healthy dosage of both fear and hope in his tone.
“You need to leave the house before the authorities lock my property down.”
“What happened?”
“The less you know the better. Set up the meeting with the New Energy executives. Tell them what you have. Extortion, the waste dumping, murder, all of it. Tell them I’m willing to spill all of it if Kaley isn’t returned.” She took a breath and waited a second for her mouth to catch up with her brain. 
“But what about—”
“Just do it!”
“All right. We’ll need a place to meet beforehand to go over everything.”
“And it needs to be off the radar.” 
“I know a place.”
“Good. And when you leave, don’t let the press see you. Text me the location when you’re there.” The call ended, and Lena dropped the phone in her lap. She brushed her hair back, clawing her nails into her scalp, letting out a long, slow breath. “You think the owner was lying?” She looked to her brother, relying on his years of profiling and interrogations. She’d had her own experience in the field, but he was the expert.
A pause. “No.”
“Shit.” Lena punched the dashboard. “Shit, shit, shit!” Each curse was accompanied by another smack. Her hand throbbed when she was done, her knuckles a bright, fleshy pink. 
“If you want to end this and make the announcement, then we need to do it quickly,” Jake said, his eyes continuing to drift between the road and rearview mirror. She knew what he was looking for. Police. “You’re not going to get another chance at it if we wait.”
“No. We may not know who they hired to take my daughter, but we’ve got their dirty laundry, and I know they don’t want it aired out to dry.” Lena looked to her left hand, which lay upon the armrest, shaking. She pumped her hand into a fist a few times, but still it remained, voicing the doubts her lips were afraid to speak. 
“Listen,” Jake said. “We need to get our story straight for what happened back there. People saw you leave with me, and if they manage to subpoena any witnesses, then they’ll identify you at the scene of the crime. There weren’t any cameras in the building, none that I could see at least, so until they can prove anything, it was me who shot the gun owner.”
It was a mixture of shock and anger that flashed across her face. “No! Jake, you can’t—”
“Damnit, Lena, just listen!” The outburst made her jump, and Jake repositioned his grip on the wheel. “You can’t go to jail. The girls need you. Mark needs you. The town needs you.” He looked over, the lines carved into his face like a piece of granite. “I’m already on my way out. I tampered with a crime scene, manipulated evidence. No judge is going to let me keep my badge after what I did.”
“I won’t let you do that.” Lena forced her voice to steady. 
“I can, and I will.” His voice softened. “Everything you’ve been through. Everything you’ve sacrificed. I won’t let you throw it all away. You still have your girls. You still have the legislation. You still have a job to do.” It was hard for Lena to see from the view of his profile, but she thought he turned his face away to wipe a tear from the corner of his eye.
“And what if I tell the police I did it?” Lena held up her phone. “I can call them right now, confess everything. They’ll have a phone record of it, and then I’ll go into the station myself and put it in writing.” 
“You could,” Jake said. “But the moment you do that you’ll lose both of your girls.” He looked over. “You think you can watch Kaley grow up behind the locked door of a jail cell? You think you’ll be able to help give Gwen advice through those important years into womanhood over the phone once a week?” He shook his head. “You’ve come too far to go back to a life of isolation. I won’t let you go backward.”
Lena wanted to tell him to go to hell. She wanted to tell him that if it weren’t for him, then she never would have pulled herself out of rock bottom during her addiction. She wanted to tell him how proud she was of him and everything he’d done with his life, even the things that were hard to look at. She wanted to tell him that he was wrong, but she’d worked in the courtroom too long. If she went to trial for the gun-store owner’s murder, she might get a few sympathetic jurors, but the prosecution would hammer her for intent. She chose to go to town. She chose to break the law. She chose to carry that gun. She chose murder.

The judge would make an example out of her. How could he not? With the havoc that the town was wreaking on itself they would have to prosecute someone, and she would be the biggest fish in the pond. It was whom she would go after if she were the prosecutor. And the trial would just mean more trauma for her family. 
“If you do this,” Lena said, “you’re looking at twenty years plus after tacking on the Reese Coleman body. And that’s if we can prove that you didn’t kill him, which is going to be difficult if we can’t find the murder weapon or get a confession out of someone.”
“I know.”
Lena leaned back and closed her eyes. She couldn’t save everyone. Any way she sliced it, one of her family’s life was over.



 
***
Sunlight shone through the front windshield of Scott’s car and warmed the inside. With the engine off, the temperature inside climbed quickly, even though the sun was starting to fade. Scott sat in the driver seat of his car with one foot in the grass while the other remained on the floorboard. A light breeze waved the grass back and forth in the rolling hills in front of him. 
His attention was focused on his laptop screen, which was still flipped open in the passenger seat. An audio file played, and two earbuds were planted firmly in his ears. The recording ended, and he plucked them out and tossed them aside. He stepped out of the car, pulling on his gloves, and squinted into the evening sunlight and marched over to the mangled BMW. 
He searched Ken’s car and opened the glove box and removed the bug he planted. Then, methodically, he removed the bugs in the trunk, under the steering column, and under the seat. Once it was clean he tossed the bugs into his trunk and slammed the lid. He peeled off one of the gloves then dialed a number on his phone. 
“Well?” Mr. Alwitz asked.
“The car has been cleaned. The police won’t find anything in there except what Ken has stashed in his glove box.” Scott glanced in the rearview mirror to the wrecked cars.
“This has gone on long enough.” Alwitz’s tone matched that of a parent scolding a child who continued to disobey after a number of punishments. “Questions are being asked of us that we don’t want to have to give the answers to. I need this cleaned up, and I need it done quickly. We don’t have any more room for error.”
“Did you get the recording I sent you?”
A pause. “I did.” Alwitz took his time as he spoke. “She’s using our own playbook against us.”
“What do you want me to do?” He checked his watch. “Deadline ends in a few hours.”
“There’s no way this comes back to us. Regardless of what happens. We sever all loose ends and bury them in the wilderness. Lena Hayes gets nothing.” Alwitz took a breath. “I think it’s time we utilize some of our more unsavory friendships.”
“You want me to make the call?”
“Yes. It’s time we remind Mrs. Hayes who’s in charge.” The call clicked dead, and Scott took a seat behind the wheel of his car. He unplugged the earbuds from the computer and replayed the last recording, which filtered through the speakers. “Tell them what you have. Extortion, the waste dumping, murder, all of it. Tell them I’m willing to spill all of it if Kaley isn’t returned.”
 



Chapter 9 – 5 Hours Left
 
The sky had turned beautiful shades of pink, blue, orange, and red as the sun started its descent into the horizon. Mark stood in the wild grass in the backyard of his home and stared at it intently. With the day nearly gone he hoped that whatever Lena had found in Bismarck would bring an end to the waiting. 
That was the worst part. Waiting. He’d done a lot of it in his time with Lena. He waited for her to be ready to commit to a relationship. Then he waited for her to be ready to get married, then had to wait until she was ready to have children again, then he had to wait until Gwen trusted him, then he had to wait until Lena was done with building her practice, then during the civil suit, then the campaign, then the legislation, wait, wait, wait, wait, wait. 
Mark closed his eyes. A breeze cooled the sweat that collected on his forehead. He’d always been a patient man, and his relationship with Lena had tested that time and time again. But this was different. He wasn’t blaming her for this—he would never do that. Yet the anxiety that flowed through his veins continued to prick that virulent thought tucked deep within his mind. 
Little nudges, tiny jabs, all of them building up over the past few days and then becoming louder once Kaley was taken. She was his own flesh and blood. He thought back to what he told Gwen, which he meant with all of his heart, but he also knew that the relationship he had with Kaley was different. Not better, just different. He would always share a special connection with his youngest, because there was a part of him that lived inside her. 
Before the tears in his eyes had a chance to fall, Mark wiped them away. He just needed to have faith. Faith that Lena could get it done. He’d seen her do it time and time again throughout her life. Her resiliency was one of her most attractive qualities. She didn’t quit. Ever.
Mark started his trek back toward the house, being mindful of where he stepped for the many snakes that inhabited the great open spaces that surrounded the property. When he entered the back door of the house he stopped, looking down at the floor where he’d shot the man who’d almost killed Lena. A faded blood stain the size of a beach ball still lingered on the tile. 
The creak of the screen door snapped Mark out of his stupor and when he looked up inside he saw Ken waiting by the door and a yellow taxi coming down his driveway. He jogged to the front. “Hey, what’s going on?”
“Lena called.” In his hands Ken held one of Mark’s hats, which he quickly pulled tight over his head. “We’re setting the meeting up now.” He pulled on his jacket and flipped the collar high, shielding his face, and finished the ensemble with a pair of sunglasses.
“What did she say about the guy in Bismarck?” 
The cab parked in the grass, and Ken stepped outside, turning back to Mark and shrugging. “She didn’t.” He climbed inside the vehicle and ducked low in the backseat, practically disappearing from view. 
Mark returned back inside the house and immediately grabbed his phone, which he’d left on the kitchen counter. No missed calls. He clicked Lena’s number and felt his heart leap into his throat. “Pick up, pick up, pick up.” But it only continued to ring until the voice mail came on. He hung up and tried again. Same result. “C’mon!” He tossed the phone across the countertop, where it skidded to a stop three feet away. He tapped his forefinger on the granite kitchen counter rapidly. He looked back at the phone then to the dirt path where Ken had left in the taxi. 
“Dad?” 
Mark turned around. Gwen stood at the end of the hallway to the bedrooms, still in her pajamas from the night before. “Hey, you all right?”
“Is Mom coming back soon?” She spoke as if she were a child. Her eyes were large and her cheeks slightly puffy from the long day of remaining in bed. 
Mark glided across the kitchen tile and wrapped Gwen in his arms. “Soon enough.” He kissed the top of her head and walked her over to the couch. “You hungry at all?”
“A little.” Gwen collapsed onto the soft cushions, which bobbed her up and down softly before she curled up into a ball. “Do we have any pancake batter left?”
Mark smiled. “I’ll check.” But when he turned to leave for the kitchen he saw something out of the only front living room window that wasn’t boarded over with plywood. Cars. Five of them. The first pulsating reaction was that Jim Foreman had returned with his gang of oil workers, but Jim Foreman was in jail, and he would have thought the deputies out front would have deterred any further petty, violent spats between New Energy employees and his family. And he was right. Except the men in the cars slowing at the press gate at the entrance to the dirt road were not employees of New Energy. 
The tinted windows of the sedans were lowered, and the barrels of automatic rifles were thrust from the open spaces. A brief roar of panicked screams filtered through the air before they were all cut short by gunfire. 
The deputies that watched from the police line at the front of the dirt road were gunned down before they even had a chance to pull their weapons, and the deputies that were standing in the front yard stormed into the house as both Mark and Gwen stood frozen in shock, staring at the sedans now racing at a breakneck pace down the dirt road. 
“Go to the bedrooms and lock the doors.” The first deputy inside went to Gwen and pulled her from the couch as the first sedan screeched to a stop in the front yard. He practically flung her into Mark’s arms as the second deputy shut and locked the door behind him. “Go!”
It wasn’t the deputy’s voice that prompted Mark to run, but the first bullet that splintered the plywood that covered the shattered windows where Jim Foreman and his goons had decided to redecorate the house. He dragged Gwen down the hall, and the two tucked themselves away in the bedroom. “Get under the bed.”
Gwen trembled as she crawled underneath while Mark immediately went to the gun safe. Shaky fingers twirled the combination dial as the gunfire outside sounded as if they were reenacting the D-Day invasion. 
The world around Mark had grown completely silent. He felt his heart thump in his chest. He curled his fingers around the steel of the rifle in the safe, and it slipped from his sweaty hands when he removed it. He fumbled it again when he picked it up off the ground, and kept low on his way to the door. He craned his neck around the doorway and into the hallway toward the front of the house, or at least what was left of it. 
The fading glow of sunset shone through the hundreds of bullet holes that had pierced the plywood covering the windows. The door was splintered and a few hard shoves away from disintegrating into nothing more than toothpicks. Both deputies crouched low on the floor, left impotent by the relentless gunfire. 
The thunderous rain of bullets suddenly ended, and the two deputies lifted their heads, frantically tossing hand gestures back and forth. Mark looked to the back door and noticed the dead silence that followed the gunshots. The hardware, the precision, the coordination—these people weren’t going to stop until the house and everyone inside was leveled to the ground. Mark thrust his hand under the bed. “Gwen, we have to go!”
She hesitated, shock controlling her now, but Mark grabbed her arm and pulled her out from underneath. Tears streamed down her face, and Mark shoved her into the hallway, using his body to shield her as he hurried both of them to the back door. “Keep low, keep quiet, and don’t stop running until I tell you to drop.”
Mark cracked the back door open and confirmed that the coast was clear. “Hurry.” He shuffled Gwen and shut the door behind them just as the two deputies in front opened fire. The return of gunfire brought with it the frantic adrenaline that powered him past the fatigue of the week. He looked back to the house just as they entered the tall grass, shoving the blades of wild wheat aside, Mark keeping Gwen in front of him on the run. 
The automatic gunfire returned as the house grew smaller behind them, and Mark shoved Gwen to the ground, hiding them in the thick grass fields. Mark pressed his finger to his lips then looked up at the fading evening sky. If they could just wait until dark, it would give them the cover they needed to make a run for it. 
Two quick screams followed by two short bursts of gunfire ended the battle, and Mark slowly raised his head to the thin top of the grass cover. A gust of wind shifted the wheat, and through it he saw the back door of the house open, where three men with sunglasses spilled outside with machine guns in their hands. Mark ducked back down and froze. 
Shouts filled the evening air, but the words weren’t English. The assassins sprayed random gunfire into the field, and each step brought them closer to their position. Mark repositioned the gun in his hands, sweat pouring from his palms, which slid along the metal of the weapon. He at Gwen, who had shut her eyes, her hands balled into fists and her body completely flat against the ground. He reached with his left hand and placed it over hers. 
Gwen opened her eyes at the touch, and Mark smiled. He wasn’t at the house when Kaley was taken. He never got the chance to try and save her, and it was a reality that had tortured him since the abduction. But he could do something here. He could give Gwen the time needed to make a run for it. He could save her.
“When I shoot, stay low and keep heading away from the house.” Mark whispered the words so quietly that he couldn’t even hear it himself. The residual ringing of the gunfire and the continued shouts of the thugs overpowered his voice. He watched Gwen’s eyebrows grow closer together and her mouth drop in confusion. He drew in a breath and forced the word out louder as he pointed away from where the goons were approaching. “Run.”
Mark pushed himself to a knee, and he felt Gwen’s hand grab his shirt, and panicked nonsense poured from her lips, but he had already shifted right, heading away from Gwen’s location and making sure that any gunfire that would be sent his way wouldn’t hit his daughter. He placed his finger over the smooth curve of the trigger, squinted one eye shut, and squeezed. 
The bullet missed wide right, but it served its purpose as a distraction as all three thugs returned fired. Mark sprinted across the open fields, cutting a path through the tall grass, screaming and turning to shoot back every dozen feet. 
The shots were sporadic, and Mark never expected to actually hit anything. He just needed to buy Gwen time. When he turned around on his next pass he saw all three sprinting toward him, and then he saw one of the cars pull around the side and enter the field, flattening the golden strands of wheat.
What sunlight remained reflected a glare off the windshield, blocking the driver from view, and Mark fired into the glass, hood, and grill of the car, only hitting his mark a few times before he veered a hard right. The car followed, and Mark felt the burn in his lungs and muscles with every step. The noise of gunfire and the roar of the engine hastened his pace, but he wasn’t fast enough to escape. 
A bullet connected with his lower back, and he tumbled forward. The gun flew from his hand, and he belly-flopped onto the ground, skidding across the dirt and grass. When Mark opened his eyes the adrenaline masked the pain at first, but it didn’t last more than a few seconds. 
The soft tissue of his back had been replaced with concrete, and any attempt to move it brought with it a stabbing pain. He remained flat on the ground and curled his fingers into the dirt, feeling the gritty texture jam underneath his nails. 
The gunfire ended, and the roar of the car engine faded as well, but both were replaced with the foreign tongue made even more untranslatable by the otherworldly pain that plagued him. Sweat had broken out all over his body, and his cheeks had grown pallid. He tried the simple task of lifting his head, but even that was too much of an effort for what life he had left. 
He saw the rifle lying in the grass a few feet from where he’d fallen, but the line of sight was suddenly blocked by the black pant legs of his pursuers and their polished dress shoes. Mark strained his eyes to look up and saw two of the three shooters hovering above. 
One of the polished shoes flew into Mark’s side, and his mind suddenly came alive with a thousand knives digging into his skull. A white-hot flash of light blinded him, and he felt himself open his mouth but heard no noise as his entire body seized and spasmed. 
When the pain finally passed and the white flash cleared from his eyes, he once again saw the brightly polished dress shoe that had trampled the bed of grass he lay upon. The sound of a car door opened, and the polished shoes stepped out of the way, their owner saying something in his native tongue then laughing. 
Mark heard footsteps and when they stopped Mark strained his eyes to look up and saw the barrel of a pistol. It wavered slightly, and Mark only saw his face for a second. At first he thought his mind was playing a trick on him, some cruel joke. “You?” He coughed, spitting up blood, which sprayed the flattened golden blades of grass. 
Anger replaced astonishment, and the lightest color of pink returned to Mark’s cheeks. “You fucking son of a bitch. Give me back my daughter! Giver her back right n—”
The bullet sliced through his left temple and exited the rear right back of his skull. Mark’s body went limp, and blood oozed from both ends of the gaping hole the bullet had left behind. The polished shoes returned, picking up Mark’s body and throwing him into the trunk. 



 
***
 Gwen listened to the muffled shouts from her position in the grass where Mark had left her. She covered her mouth with the palm of her hand as tears streamed down her face at the sound of the gunshot that ended Mark’s voice. The violent sobs choked out her ability to move, to think, to do anything but lie flat on top of the itchy grass and hide until she was either killed or found. 
But there was the quietest echo of a voice in the back of her head. The words it whispered couldn’t be heard at first, but just the tone of the voice made her feel better. It was the voice of her mother. Slowly, she stretched one arm forward, along with one of her legs, and crawled. Her stomach barely lifted off the ground, and it continued to scrape against the dirt as she evaded the men shouting behind her. 
Every pull of her arm or leg forward, every time she pressed her shin or forearm into the dirt, she assumed it would be her last. The people hunting her would see the grass move, or she would come across a snake to make her jump and scream, but with every inch her confidence grew. Tears cleared from her eyes, and she quickened her pace. 
And the farther she moved away from the chaos behind her, the more her courage grew. Her breathing steadied along with her arms and legs. Every few dozen feet she glanced behind her, making sure whoever it was trying to kill her wasn’t following. 
More of the same foreign language echoed over the plains, and Gwen froze when she heard the throaty roar of the car engines crank to life. She slowly craned her neck back around, and between the narrow blades of grass, she saw headlights penetrate the encroaching darkness. The beams of light cut through the field surrounding her to her left and right. And then she heard the soft crunch of the grass as the cars inched forward, searching the field.
Gwen hastened her crawl. She stumbled forward a few times, her chin digging into the hard earth with each fall. But there was no pain with these scratches, no sense of feeling in any limb or vessel of her body. Only one thought propelled her, and it was wedged at the forefront of her mind. If they catch me, I’m dead. She pushed through the grass blindly, foregoing any semblance of camouflage and hoping that her movement of the grass would be mistaken for the wind.
“There!”
She was wrong. Gwen pushed herself off her knees and sprinted. When her head popped up out of the tall grass she didn’t look behind her, or when she heard their shouts, or the gunfire, or even the heavy roar of the engines, which were pushed to their limits off road. She simply ran.
But when the first car circled her and blocked the path to nowhere, she veered left, only to be tackled to the ground by one of the armed men as the rest of the goons circled like sharks in the open water. 
A heavy force suddenly slammed into her back, and she smacked face-first into the grass and dirt. At first the vicious hit blocked all sound through the horrendous pain, but the longer her face was buried in the dirt, the clearer the sounds became. It was laughter. 
A light tickle of hot breath brushed against her ear when her captor whispered his foreign language, which Gwen now recognized as some type of Spanish. His meaty palm and fingers kept her face pressed against the earth, limiting her view to the roots of matted grass. Twice she tried to free herself, and twice she was rewarded with a punch to the side of her ribs. After the second hit, she submitted. There wasn’t any escape now.
But the longer Gwen was kept there on the ground, the more she grew frightened of what they meant to do to her. What were they waiting for? Were they going to kill her? Take her? Or something worse? She swallowed the fear and tasted the gritty dirt that had made its way into her mouth. 
A steady crunch of footsteps against grass grew louder with every step. And Gwen’s limited view of the world around her was suddenly blocked by a pair of old, worn, scuffed black boots. And then darkness.



Chapter 10 – 4 Hours Left
 
The diner off the side of the road looked more abandoned than open, but when Lena and Jake pulled up and saw Ken sitting at one of the booths through the dirty window, it was proved otherwise. Neither Jake nor Lena said a word when they stepped out of the truck and into the establishment. They hadn’t spoken for the past hour, and she didn’t see a reason to start now.
The place was empty except for them, and when Lena and Jake joined Ken at the booth, the waitress walked over, begrudgingly, and cocked her hip out to the left. “What do you want?”
“Coffee,” Lena said.
“Same,” Jake said.
The old crow didn’t bother writing it down and left before they had a chance to order anything, which Lena didn’t mind. She examined Ken, who was white as a sheet, and spoke quietly even though there wasn’t anyone within earshot. “Everything hammered out with the DA?”
“Yeah,” Ken said, slapping down a folder. “Copies made. So they know we’re not bluffing.” 
“Good. Then let’s step outside and make the call.” The three of them walked out, and Lena made sure to tell the waitress they’d be back before she had a chance to scream at them. They huddled near Jake’s truck, and just as Ken was about to dial, Lena stopped him. “No. It should be me.”
Ken pulled up Scott’s number and then extended the mobile to Lena. She pressed call and waited for the answer. It rang three times, and then he answered.
“Where are you?” Scott asked. “The execs are waiting for you to start the press conference.”
“There isn’t going to be a press conference,” Lena answered. “Not unless you want it to be about the illegal dumping, or the extortion used in your land acquisitions.” 
Scott paused before he answered, and when he finally did speak Lena could have sworn that there was a smile to his voice. “Is that what you have scheduled for this evening, Mrs. Hayes? A tall tale for our friends in the press?”
“Cut the shit.” Lena snarled and tightened her grip on the phone. “I know you have my daughter. I know it was you who took her, so I suggest that if you don’t want me to end you and your boss’s pathetic little mafia scam, you let her go.”
“And you think you can trust Ken to follow through on whatever deal you’ve made with him?” Scott laughed. “The man switches sides faster than Benedict Arnold. You can’t trust him.”
Lena felt her eyes shift to Ken, doing her best to ignore the doubt that she had been struggling with. “One more reason to give up my daughter. You never know what side of the coin will land face up. And I don’t think it’s something that you or your employer want to risk.”
“You want your daughter in exchange for all of the evidence you have against New Energy? But what about your bill? Had I known you were so willing to throw it all away over the life of a stupid little girl, I would have done this a long time ago.”
“I’ll text you the coordinates of where and when we’ll meet.”
“No!” Scott yelled the response. “It will be on my terms. And it will be somewhere you and your brother are far away from any help. And if you think I’m not in a position to negotiate, then I suggest you remind yourself who has your daughter.” The call clicked dead, and Lena felt her gut churn at the words. 
A few seconds later the phone buzzed, and the coordinates and time that Scott had promised appeared on the screen. She tossed the phone back to Ken and then opened the passenger-side door of the truck. “Let’s go.” 
The ride there was quiet, nothing but the hum of the road to fill their ears. Halfway through the trip Lena felt a sharp pain in her left thumb and realized that she had chewed it raw. She lowered her hand and scratched the crook of her arm. 
The wide-open landscape that surrounded them passed but never seemed to change. It was a constant that had been there for thousands of years and would be there long after she and everyone in that truck was dead. It was an odd thought, but one that she couldn’t get out of her head. 
When they were a mile out from the coordinates Scott had sent, Jake slowed the truck and pulled off to the side of the road per Lena’s instructions. 
“All right,” Lena said. “Jake, you’re the best shot out of all of us. I want you to hang back and keep an eye on the exchange with your hunting rifle.” She handed him her phone. “Call Longwood. Have him on standby.” Lena gestured to Ken and herself. “If something happens to either one of us, have Longwood send the calvary.” She swallowed and drew in a breath. “At that point it’s trying to get to Kaley as fast as possible before they can hurt her.” She prayed it wouldn’t come to that, but there wasn’t any guarantee they would be successful. As far as she was willing to go to save her daughter, she knew the oil company was willing to go even farther.
“I’ll drive up ahead,” Jake said. “Even if they see me, they won’t recognize my truck.” He reached behind him on the back floorboard and grabbed a duffel bag. He unzipped it and pulled out two walkie-talkies. “I don’t know how good cell reception is going to be out here, but these are certified for up to five miles. Wait until I give the all-clear before you guys go forward, all right?” He then reached into the bag and pulled out two pistols, which he handed to her and then, reluctantly, to Ken. “Make sure you keep those in your hands when you get close. Make sure Scott sees them. If he thinks you’re armed, then he might not suspect I’m with you.”
Lena gripped the pistol in her hand, and the metal and composite felt oddly cool. She tucked the weapon behind her back in her waistband and reached across the seat and gave her brother a hug. When she pulled back she placed both hands on his face. “It doesn’t matter what happens to me, just what happens to Kaley. Get her. No matter what.”
Jake offered a stiff nod, and Lena exited the car. She clipped the walkie-talkie to her belt, and she and Ken started their trek away from the road, just in case Scott hadn’t arrived yet. Lena felt her eyes glancing over to Ken, and each time she saw him shiver. It wasn’t cold out, and there was virtually no breeze to speak of, but he wouldn’t stop shaking. “You think he’s going to kill us?”
“I know he’s going to try.” Ken looked down at the weapon in his hand, which he held awkwardly at his side. “I’ve seen some bad men in my life. In my line of work it’s unavoidable. But it’s rare that you come across something evil. Really evil.” His voice grew softer. “I didn’t realize what I’d gotten myself into until it was too late.”
“Yeah,” Lena said. “Me too.”
They both stopped when the road behind them was nothing more than a sliver of a tract and then crouched low in the tall grass, Ken with his eyes on the ground. The radio on Lena’s hip crackled, and she pressed it to her ear. “Say again, Jake?”
“I see one truck out in the direction of your coordinates, just north from where I dropped you off. There’s a structure out there that looks like an old shed. Looks like there’s only one person in the truck, but there’s no way to tell if there are more people laying down in the back or in the shed itself.”
Lena’s heart nearly leapt from her throat. Kaley. “Me and Ken are heading over. Keep an eye out.” She tucked the radio in her waistband at the back and untucked her shirt to cover it. “Let’s go.” With the possibility of Kaley being so close, she had to keep herself from sprinting, and she fought that urge the entire way. 
Lena removed her pistol and extended both arms out to aim as she stepped forward, and Ken did the same. She kept her eyes peeled for anything suspicious, but the closer the two of them moved, the only visible markers in her line of sight were the truck and the shed. But when the door to the truck opened and Scott stepped out, she fought the urge to gun him down then and there. 
“Mrs. Hayes,” Scott said, his voice carrying over the open plains, “I’m surprised you showed up.”
Lena focused her willpower not to eye the old shed with too much eagerness, but she struggled. “It’s over, Scott. You and the people you work for have backed yourself into a corner. You don’t have any moves left to play. You give me my daughter right now, and I make sure the North Dakota DA doesn’t tear you and your employer a new one. It’s that simple.”
Ken cowered next to her and then looked to the ground when Scott’s eyes fell upon him. The sight made him laugh. “And I suppose this is your source?” Scott asked, pointing to Ken. “I could kill the both of you right now and bury you out here without any remorse.” He squinted to the west, where Jake had parked his truck. “Though I suppose your brother is out there somewhere watching us right now.”
Lena tightened her grip on her pistol and moved her finger to the trigger. “You kill us, and the DA does a full-court press.” Lena motioned to Ken who tossed the folder in the grass between them. “It’s all on paper. You can take that one if you want. Don’t worry, we have more copies.” 
Scott smiled. “I’m impressed. With everything I read on you and your campaign after I was hired by New Energy, I thought you would be an easy nut to crack. But you’ve proved me wrong.” He backtracked toward the shed, spreading his arms wide. “I mean, I tried to run you off the road!” He laughed. “I planted the thought of trying to kill you into Jim Foreman’s head.” He turned around and didn’t stop until he reached the shed door. “But did I take Kaley?” He shrugged. 
“No more games!” Lena pointed to the folder still in the grass. “You want that to go away? You give me Kaley, now.” 
Scott placed his hand on the door handle and smiled. “You’ve showed your hand, Mrs. Hayes. Now, I would like to up the ante.” The door slammed against the side of the shed, and Scott pulled a body wrapped in a tarp out of the shed. It was big. Too big to be Kaley. “You see, the problem with people like you, Mrs. Hayes, is that you never think you don’t have any more to lose.” He stepped around to the head of the body, and bent over to grab the edge. “But people like you always do.” He flung the tarp and revealed Mark’s bloodied and beaten face. 
“NOO!” Rage pulled the trigger, but with the pumping adrenaline Lena’s first two shots missed as Scott darted around the shed. She gave chase, but Ken pulled her back behind the cover of the truck. When she tried to get away he pinned her arms down. “Your daughter’s not here!”
It took a second for what Ken was trying to say to sink in. If Kaley wasn’t here, then that meant Scott really didn’t take her daughter, or he was holding her somewhere else. “Then I’m going to go and find out where she is.” She shoved Ken backward and leapt up from behind the truck, pistol aimed at the shed, but her eyes were on Mark’s body. Her eyes reddened. Phlegm and tears gained momentum with every step forward, and rage continued to burn through walls of fear and anxiety. 
“You want to come out of this alive?” Scott asked, shouting from behind the shed. “Then you give me confirmation that your evidence is destroyed. If you don’t, I make a call to a friend, and one of your girls dies.”
“I’m going to rip you apart!” Spit flew from Lena’s mouth between the angered shouts. But as she moved closer to the shed, slowly circling the perimeter, she couldn’t keep the pistol steady. 
“But I’ll tell you what,” Scott said, his voice growing closer, and Lena swiveled from left to right then back again, trying to pinpoint his voice’s origin. “I’ll let you pick which one dies first.”
The gunshot sounded from behind her, and Lena spun around to see Ken sprint from behind the truck. “He’s heading around back toward you!” 
But when Lena turned around Scott was already there, tackling her into the dirt, the vicious blow knocking the wind from her lungs. Choking for air, she became aware of two things: the first was that she no longer held the pistol, and the second was Scott’s hand around her throat. 
“The last thing you’ll see on this earth is my face, you fucking bitch!” Scott rammed his fist into her face, and she felt her body go numb. But just when he raised his hand high again, another gunshot rang out, and this one knocked Scott to the ground. 
Lena rolled away from him, her cheeks a purplish red as she hacked and coughed between large gulps of air. She looked over to see Ken holding the weapon in his hand, and then saw where her pistol had landed in the grass and picked it up from the ground.
She stumbled to where Ken lay on his back, his breathing quick and shallow, and a bloodstained patch of grass to his right. She swayed as she aimed the pistol at his head. “Where is my daughter?” Scott coughed and spit up blood, trying to raise his head. When he made eye contact with Lena he smiled, his teeth stained crimson. The next words were slow, making sure she didn’t miss hear him like she did earlier. “Daughtersssssss.” He hissed out the last annunciation until it was cut short by another gargle of blood.
The realization slowly broke through the blood lust. They have Gwen. Lena dropped to her knee and pressed the pistol into Scott’s head. “Where are my daughters?” Her face reddened as she screamed, the tears dripping from her eyes burning up on her flushed cheeks. But before he answered a gunshot sounded to the west, stealing her attention. 
“Ah, and that would be another member of your family to die, Mrs. Hayes.” Scott gargled the words through thick globs of blood. “And it’s going to continue to happen. Your husband. Your brother. Your offspring.”
Lena dropped the pistol and curled her hand into a fist, raising it high before slamming it into Scott’s face, cutting short his laughter. Each hit bathed her hand in the warm claret, which splattered over her chest and face. She screamed, pounding Scott’s face repeatedly, each blow faster and harder than the previous one. 
Even after Scott’s body went limp, Lena continued to hit him. She felt a pair of hands on her, trying to pull her away, but she fought them off, not wanting to end her assault on the man who had caused so much pain to her family. She wasn’t done yet.
“Lena!” Ken lifted her face with both hands and then thrust the radio into her chest. “Jake!”
Slowly, Lena became more aware of the gunshots popping in the west. She looked over to Mark’s dead body and then picked up the pistol and fished the truck keys out of Scott’s pocket. She climbed behind the wheel and started the engine, leaving Ken, Mark, and whatever was left of her conscience behind. 



 
***
Once the call to Longwood had been made, Jake planted both elbows on top of the hood of his truck and peered through the scope of his rifle, watching Lena through the lens on her approach every step of the way. His finger was extended beyond the trigger but remained only a quick jerk away from being able to squeeze it. He chose a distance far enough away to stay hidden but close enough to where he was confident he could still be accurate. 
He continually readjusted his hands on the weapon, his palms sweating profusely. He kept his breathing at a steady pace, pulling in each breath and exhaling slowly. His mind wanted to drift to the fact that it was Kaley inside the shed, but there was no proof that she was. Not yet, at least. 
When Lena stopped close to where Scott was positioned and both were standing out in the open, Jake switched his aim from Lena to Scott and kept him in the crosshairs, slowly moving his finger to the trigger. The moment he saw anything he didn’t like he would take him down. But he never got the chance.
The gunshot, which made him feel as though his entire shoulder had exploded, came from his left and dropped him to the grass, with his gun remaining on the hood of his truck. A thousand knives dug into the wound, and he felt the warm trickle of blood cascade down his arm. He quickly shimmied behind the open driver-side door and felt the thump of another bullet rattle through the door’s metal. 
With one shaking arm he pulled himself up onto the bench seat as more bullets thundered across the open plains and collided into the hood of his truck and cracked the windshield. Jake covered the top of his head and kept below the dash. 
When the hail of bullets finally ended, the noise of gunshots was replaced by the throaty roar of an engine. Through the cracked windshield and bullet holes he saw a black sedan speeding toward him.
With his arm still aching, he lunged through the open crack in the door to the hood, where his fingertip grazed the stock of the rifle that lay just out of reach. Two more bullets disfigured the hood of the truck close to where his hand rested, and he felt the vibrations from the misses run up his arms. He stretched a little farther, feeling a tear in his wounded shoulder, but managed to get ahold of the weapon’s stock. He pulled it back inside the truck and cranked the engine to life.
The truck sputtered and whined when Jake shifted into drive and floored the accelerator, but the hulk moved forward regardless. He balanced the steering wheel with his knees while he reached for the seat belt, and the grill of his truck was pummeled with gunfire. The windshield shattered and grew cloudy with the thousands of lines of cracked glass. He stuck his head out the window to see and kept his trajectory smack in the middle of the black sedan’s path.
The two kept a collision course, both refusing to slow, but at the last second the black sedan swerved right, only the driver didn’t turn quickly enough. 
The impact of the two vehicles spun them both into a nearly three-hundred-sixty-degree spin that flipped Jake’s truck to its side. The air bag in the old truck blasted Jake in the face, and his body was thrown tight against the seatbelt, his body rattling until it came to rest along with the truck. The collision made the pain in his shoulder feel like nothing more than a light pinch. He lay there frozen for a moment, unsure if he was even able to move. 
Slowly, he managed to wiggle his toes, and then his fingers, and then, even though he felt an incredible ache in his head and the throbbing doubled in his shoulder when he attempted to move it, he pushed himself upright. 
With both legs shaking, Jake reached around behind his seat where the rifle had flung itself. With his one good arm barely able to keep hold of the weapon, he planted his left foot on the base of the steering column and poked his head up through the open passenger-side window. 
The sunlight was nearly gone but still somehow accentuated the pain in his head when he opened his eyes. He followed the skidded tire tracks cut in the grass and dirt and saw the wrecked sedan, which had flipped upside down. And from the front seats he saw two men crawl out, both with gash wounds to the head and both with rifles near their hands. 
Jake lifted the gun out of the truck and set it on the back rear window. He used his good hand and arm to push himself the rest of the way while his feet scraped against the dash and seats to keep the extra momentum. 
The slow struggle to get out and to his feet was made worse by the slow realization of the two men when they saw Jake making his escape. They both stumbled to their sides, twice, trying to balance their rifles, one of them puking in the process, no doubt from a concussion. The man who didn’t puke managed to squeeze off a shot, which was fired lazily into the undercarriage, missing Jake by at least three feet. 
Jake’s heart pounded as he scooted his stomach over the side of his truck and kicked his feet. With one final push he flopped all the way out, grabbed the rifle, and then half rolled, half fell off the side just as the gunman managed a more accurate shot that smacked the top edge of the undercarriage.
Jake groaned after the hard landing but immediately reached for the rifle. He scooted on his ass through the grass toward the back tailgate and tucked the weapon’s stock tight against his shoulder. With one shaking arm he poked around the side and only fired one bullet after the recoil from the gunshot loosened his grip and the weapon hit the ground. He ducked back behind the truck bed just as the second gunman managed to get to his feet with his weapon and fired. 
The sharp, metallic ring of bullets on metal kept the hazy, dull pain at bay as he reached for the rifle again. When he tried shouldering the weapon he failed. The rifle was too heavy, and he was to weak.
The two gunmen fired more quickly now, and from the sound of the ricochets it was on both ends of the truck. Blood continued to drizzle from his shoulder, though it flowed less liberally. He leaned his head back against the tailgate of the truck and felt the overwhelming sense of finality. Death wasn’t something he feared, but the thought of leaving his sister behind in the clutches of these people provided one last bit of grit for him to hold onto. 
Jake forced the weapon into his hand, groaning from the pain, and jumped around the corner of the back of the truck. The barrel of the rifle jammed into the first gunman’s belly, and without thought Jake squeezed the trigger. 
The gunman was thrown backward and slammed hard into the ground. Blood sprayed over Jake’s chest and face as he tried to aim the rifle at the second assassin. But his body refused the command, and the weapon sagged to the ground. He jumped back behind the cover of the truck just as the second gunman squeezed off a shot. 
Jake kept his back to the truck and felt the irregular drum of the bullets through the vehicle’s frame. With his one good hand he reached for the sheathed knife at his belt. He blinked rapidly, shaking his head and trying to rid himself of the foggy haze of pain. He kept his head on a swivel and crouched low, raising the knife as high as his shoulder would let him. 
The gunfire stopped, and Jake tried to listen but heard nothing except the high-pitched silence ringing in his ears that the gunfire left behind in its wake. His vision blurred, blackness slowly taking over as he felt his center of balance sway to the left and right. He was fading. He knew it. 
Then, more gunfire. But with the noise came something else. He looked to his right, and he saw a truck speeding toward them. A trail of dust and grass kicked up behind it. Bullets cracked the windshield, and it screeched to a stop near the wrecked black sedan. 
Lena jumped out and ducked for cover, the gunman unloading his weapon into the wreckage, screaming between spurts of gunfire. From Jake’s vantage point, lined up with the trunk of the car, he watched her head crane around the back, pistol in her hand and blood splatter all over her face and chest. They made eye contact, and she held up a hand, telling him to stay put. But Jake couldn’t sit there and watch her die.
“Hey!” Jake waved his hand around the corner of the truck. “Over here, asshole!” He pulled his hand back just before the bullets ricocheted off the corner. He looked back over to Lena, telling her to run. But she didn’t. Instead, she sprinted back around the other side of the car while Jake continued to scream. “C’mon, you fucking prick! Come over and finish me!” 
A the tip of a polished appeared in Jake’s line of sight, and just when the gunman made eye contact with Jake three gunshots fired and the thug dropped to the grass. Lena then stepped around the side of the truck, gun still smoking in her hand, collapsed, and wrapped her arms around her brother. 
Jake would have winced from the squeeze, but he was too exhausted. “Did you get her?” Jake asked when Lena pulled back from her embrace. “Did you get Kaley?”
Tears filled his sister’s eyes, and he watched the water cut through the dried blood on her face. She said nothing and then buried her face into his good shoulder. 
 



Chapter 11 – 2 Hours Left
 
It took a few tries, but Lena eventually got Jake over to the truck. Once he was secure inside, she searched the bodies of the two dead gunmen then looked inside the wreckage of their car but found nothing except more ammunition and a few more guns, which she took and tossed into the truck bed. 
Lena climbed into the driver seat, her view obstructed by the shattered windshield, and started the engine. It choked and sputtered, but it ran. She pulled away from the wreckage, and the vehicle rumbled back to where she’d left Ken with the bodies.
Neither Jake nor Lena spoke on the ride over, but she reached a bloodied hand over to Jake’s and held on to his wrist. When they arrived back at the shed, Ken sat propped up against the side wall, both Mark and Scott’s bodies where she’d left them.
Lena let go of Jake’s hand and put the truck in park. She laid her head back against the seat and closed her eyes. “They didn’t care about the deal.” Her words were dry and chapped like her lips and tongue. Her words tasted of metal and blood. “They have Kaley and Gwen now.” Through the view of the cracked windshield, Mark’s body looked to have been cut in a dozen pieces. 
“Did he say anything?” Jake asked. “Before you killed him.”
Lena paused and then opened the door. “No.” She got out, and Ken didn’t bother standing up, either from exhaustion or defiance. She walked over to Mark’s body and examined the shell that was her husband, her partner, one of the best things to ever happen in her life. 
Jake walked up behind her, his wounded shoulder wrapped tightly and the connected arm immobile. “They wanted to show you Mark’s body as a warning.” He looked west to where the two dead gunmen lay. “And from the hardware these guys were packing, it looks like we’re dealing with professionals.” He turned to Ken. “You didn’t mention anything about this.”
“I was never told about anything like this.” Ken pushed himself off the ground, rubbing the dirt from his palm on his pant leg. The pistol remained on the ground. 
“You have to know something else,” Lena said, her eyes still locked on Mark. She reached into her pocket and checked the time on her phone. If they were still keeping to the original deadline, then there was still time to find the girls. She took large, aggressive steps toward Ken. “Something you heard or saw. You spent so much time with these people. You ate with them, worked with them, lived with them. Think, Ken.”
Ken shut his eyes and shrugged, the lines of his forehead creased in harsh canyons. “I-I don’t know. They shut me out toward the end, keeping the calls to themselves. I couldn’t hear—” Ken opened his eyes, his mouth slack. “Phone calls.” Ken pointed to Scott’s body. “He kept getting these calls, and he never said anything. The phone would ring, he would answer but never speak, then hang up. They happened a lot.”
Lena knelt and searched the body, patting down Scott’s pants pockets until she felt the hard, rectangular outline of the mobile. She pulled it out and then slammed it down in frustration at the password encryption. “It’s locked.”
“I might be able to have Longwood take a look at it with the forensics team,” Jake said. 
“Would there be enough time?” Lena asked, the skepticism thick in her voice. 
Jake answered softly. “I don’t know.”
“There has to be something—”
Scott’s phone buzzed. Specks of dirt covered the screen, and the name of the caller was blocked, but the number appeared, and Lena made it a point to commit it to memory. It vibrated on the ground, and Lena reached a hand for the device and pressed it lightly to her ear, not saying a word.
Whimpering filled her ears, light moans and sniffles. And then, no louder than a whisper, Lena heard Kaley’s voice. “I’m still alive.”
“Kaley!” Lena clutched the phone with both hands and screamed into the receiver. “Kaley, can you hear me? Are you okay? Kaley?”
“Mommy—” But just as quickly as her daughter’s voice appeared, it was gone, and only ghost-like echoes lingered in Lena’s ear. 
“Kaley!” Desperation dripped from Lena’s lips as she tried to listen for her daughter’s voice, but there was only silence. She checked the screen. The call was still connected. She placed the phone back to her ear, and spoke slowly. “I know you’re probably looking at the clock and waiting for time to run out. Every second that ticks away is one more that your life draws closer to the end. Because I will find you, and when I do you will pray for your time to expire, but I won’t let it. I will cut you, piece by piece, forcing you to feel everything. You are a dead man.” She waited for a response, something, anything, but heard nothing. 
The call clicked dead, and Lena smashed the phone into the ground. She walked over to Jake. “Call Longwood.” 
He reached into his pocket and dialed the number. The bars were low, but he had service. “And what am I telling him?”
“That we have the kidnapper’s phone number. And that we need him to track down the location of that phone before he gets rid of it.” Lena shoved Scott’s phone into Jake’s chest and walked over to the truck. She removed the automatic rifles from the back and placed them up in the cabin of the truck. 
Ken walked over, this time the pistol in his hand. “Lena, if Scott didn’t bring your daughter here, then that means they have no intention of giving her back, no matter what.” 
“I know.” Lena loaded one of the magazines into the rifle and clicked the safety to make sure it was off. She then checked the number of bullets in the magazine of her pistol.
“Then why don’t you just go to the press with what you have now?”
“Because then they’ll kill my daughters out of spite,” Lena answered, shoving the magazine with five bullets back into the pistol. “This gives me a leg up to try and stop them before they kill my girls.”
Ken grabbed Lena by the shoulder and spun her around. “I can’t go with you on this. I’ve held up my end of the bargain. Have the DA finalize my deal.”
Lena placed the pistol’s barrel under Ken’s chin. “There are no more deals. All there is now is this gun that’s pressed against your skin, and my decision on whether or not I should squeeze the trigger.” She leaned closer, lowering her voice to just above a whisper. “You’re going to help me get my daughters back. Or I tell the DA to drop any involvement you had in the case. Because who else knows about it besides me and him? No one. Now get in the fucking truck.”
She removed the pistol, and Ken sheepishly walked around her to the back door and climbed inside. She wasn’t sure how much help he would be, but she needed as many guns as she could get her hands on. If the bloodshed out here was any indication as to what she was walking into, then it was going to be one hell of a night. 
“Got it!” Jake hobbled over, holding up his phone, and climbed into the passenger seat while Lena cranked the truck’s engine to life after a few churning sputters. “They traced it within a mile of an address off of old Highway 9. Longwood’s gonna meet us there with the cavalry.”
“How far?” Lena asked, flooring the accelerator.
“Forty minutes.”
 



Chapter 12 – 1 Hour Left
 
Despite Lena’s protest, Jake remained with them on the ride over. His cheeks were pallid and kept drifting in and out of consciousness, but the bleeding on his shoulder had stopped. The closer they drove to the location Longwood had given them, the more Lena realized just how much she’d need the sheriff department to back her up. Jake was in no position for any physical confrontation, and Ken looked ready to bolt the moment the opportunity revealed itself.
The GPS on Jake’s phone revealed their destination, which was less than a mile up the road. But from what Lena could see out of the rolled-down truck window, there was nothing. She picked up the phone from the cup holder and saw that they were practically on top of the area. “You’re sure this is where Longwood told you to meet up?”
Jake nodded. “Positive.”
Despite the confidence, Lena wasn’t sure if she believed him. Jake could barely keep his eyes open. She pulled off to the side of the road and grabbed Jake’s rifle out of the backseat. She climbed out while Jake and Ken remained in the car. She peered through the scope and scanned the horizon to her left and found nothing. She raised the rifle to the right and slowly drifted the crosshairs along the rolling plains until she saw the old farmhouse amid the acres of open land. When she lowered the scope it was nothing more than a speck, but when she gazed through the lens again, she saw two black sedans parked out front, the same make and model as the one that had chased down Jake. She was in the right place. 
It took all of her willpower to not sprint to the house then and there, but she needed more men if she meant to get the girls out alive. “Where the hell is Longwood?” She peered into the truck, but Jake had his eyes shut. “Jake?” Lena dropped the rifle and shook her brother’s arm. He winced, and she let out a sigh of relief.
“So what do we do?” Ken spoke like a child as he sat curled up in a ball, tucked tightly into the corner of the backseat. The hand that held his pistol rested on his knee. “The longer we wait, the closer the clock ticks down to zero.” 
“We move now.” Lena jumped inside the truck and parked it further off the side of the road. She gathered the weapons and ammunition in the duffel bag and slung one of the automatic rifles over her right shoulder, with the duffel-bag strap on her left. Jake tried to get out of the car, but Lena was able to walk to the other side and shut the door before he could even muster the strength to take off his seatbelt. “You stay here, keep an eye out for Longwood.”
“I’m not letting you go over there by yourself.” It was the first bit of grit that she’d seen from him since he’d been shot. 
“I won’t be alone.” Lena looked over to Ken, who stood with his shoulders slumped, a wide-eyed look of bewilderment and fear plastered on his face. When she turned back to Jake, his mood didn’t improve. “You can’t even walk. You’d die before we even made it to the house.” When she reached for his hand, it was ice cold. “If the girls don’t make it out alive, then neither do I.” It was a reality Lena couldn’t escape. With Mark gone, her fate was tied to that of her children. In life, or in death. 
Jake nodded. “Then make it out alive.”
“I will.” Lena kissed his forehead and turned to Ken, and they started their slow jog to the house. The closer they moved to the structure, the further they lowered themselves to the ground for cover. By the time they were five hundred feet out, they were crawling along the grass, concealed by the tall blades.
Lena dragged the duffel bag behind her, and she and Ken remained side by side. They stopped at the fence that encased the structure’s perimeter. She slowly raised her head and got a look at the front of the house. There was a porch, but she saw no guard on duty. She looked back behind her and still saw no other cars on the road. Wherever Longwood was, she wouldn’t be able to wait for him. 
Lena lowered herself back down and grabbed Ken by the collar. “There’s no way to know how many people are inside. But they don’t know how many people we have outside.” She handed him one of the automatic rifles. “You circle around back and start firing into the rear of the house as a distraction. When you start shooting I’ll storm the front while they’re trying to figure out how many of you there are. You just keep darting in the grass and shooting. Don’t let them see you. Got it?”
“And what if no one comes?” Ken asked, his voice dry and cracking.
“Then just keep shooting until someone does.” Lena watched him leave and then spied the front of the house one last time before she began her approach. Most of the yard was unkempt and overgrown with the wild, tall grass, but a large patch in front of the house where the cars were parked was completely dead and would expose her too easily. So instead, she maneuvered to the side of the house where the cover of the tall grass stretched all the way to the front porch. 
When she neared the house she removed the magazines from the duffel bag along with everything that she could carry on her person and waited for the gunfire from Ken. Her eyes were glued to the drawn front shutters and closed door as she waited for anyone to step outside. But it was oddly quiet. 
A few minutes passed, and Lena began to wonder if Ken had ditched her, gone back to the truck and tossed Jake out and left them on their own. But then she remembered his own self-interest and knew that without her he didn’t have a future, and neither did his family. 
The gunshots finally came, and Lena felt her body tense. She tucked the rifle tight against her shoulder and aimed for the open door. Gunfire echoed around the open plains, but there was no charge out the front, no stampede of confused or bewildered goons that spilled outside. 
Maybe they were waiting for her, saw her in the bushes, and they were just toying with her and waiting for their time to strike. But the longer she heard Ken’s firing in the back, the less likely she thought that to be true. 
With no movement inside that she could see, Lena jumped from the tall grass and sprinted to the front door. She backed up against the wall, rifle in hand, and reached for the doorknob. She gave it a light twist to see if it was unlocked then shoulder-checked it open.
Through the sight of the automatic rifle Lena stared down a dark hallway where dusty old furniture lined both sides of the walls. She squinted into the darkness, the sunlight outside disappearing with only the light of the moon and stars spilling into the doorway.
The floorboards gave a light groan, though she wasn’t sure if anyone could hear her steps over Ken’s continued gunfire, as he ran back and forth in the tall grass. Lena pressed forward, rifle raised, and veered into the first room on her left. She scanned it—more old furniture and a fireplace. No Kaley. No Gwen. Nobody.
Her heart rate spiked, and she started to think that she’d made a mistake coming here, that it was just another trick. But then why were the cars still out front? Another room was coming up to her left, and this time when she turned the corner Lena was able to see three lumps on the floor. Bodies.
Guns were still at their sides, and the blood pouring from their lethal wounds still looked fresh. Lena lowered her weapon slightly, and her heart continued to pound wildly in her chest. And then, between the gunfire, she heard moans. They were soft, nearly inaudible, but they were there. She left the room and the bodies and hurried farther down the hall toward the back of the house. 
In the darkness Lena saw kitchen cabinets through a back opening, and suddenly the gunfire outside stopped. She hastened her pace, nearly sprinting, and when she entered the kitchen and raised the rifle with her finger on the trigger, she nearly screamed.
Kaley and Gwen were tied and bound in chairs stationed right next to one another. Tears streamed down their faces, and gags muffled their crying. Lena sprinted to their side, kissing their cheeks, reaching for the ropes around their hands, ankles, chests, and bodies. “I’m going to get you out of here—” It was the piece of steel pressed against the back of her skull that froze Lena in place, but it was the voice that sent chills down her back. 
“Kick the rifle away, Lena.” Nick kept a shaky hand on his gun, but his voice remained steady. “Raise your hands slowly and place them on the back of your head.”
“What are you doing, Nick?” Lena kept her eyes on her daughters, both of whom still had gags covering their mouths. “This is—”
“You’re not in a position to make any demands!” Nick barked the words viciously. “Not anymore. Now stand up.” Lena complied, and the pistol remained glued to the back of her head. “Turn around. Slowly.”
Lena spun, and even though it was dark, she could still recognize her ex-husband’s features. Stubble covered his face, and he’d dyed his hair. He’d also exchanged the dirty rags she’d last seen him in for a nicer pair of duds. A steady stream of questions flowed through her mind, clogging the funnel to her mouth until one of them finally squeezed through. “Why?”
“You left, Lena.” Nick pressed the end of the pistol into her forehead, and the girls whimpered behind her. “You started a new life, and you left me behind. You got everything you wanted. New job. New house. New husband. New daughter. And my daughter.” His voice quivered on the last word. 
The front of Lena’s skull started to ache from the pressure of the pistol. “You were working with New Energy? This whole time?” She paused. “You took Kaley?”
“And who would you have rather taken her? Hmm?” Nick arched his eyebrows and leaned forward, adding more pressure to her skull. “One of the men I killed in the living room? Scott Ambers?” He shook his head. “No. She was safer with me.”
Lena spied the gun on the floor where Nick had told her to drop it, but Nick must have seen her look because a blinding pain struck the side of her face, a thousand tiny knives stabbing her along her jaw accompanied by a blinding white flash in her vision. She touched the spot where Nick had struck her and felt blood. 
“You pissed a lot of people off, Lena.” Nick pointed to Gwen, who was crying hysterically now. “And it put our daughter in danger. Scott tracked me down when they did a history check on your past indiscretions. I’d gotten into a lot debt with Hugo Reginald and they told me all I had to do to wipe it clean was take Kaley. If I didn’t they said they’d kill me and then kill Gwen anyway. What was I supposed to do?” 
Though she couldn’t see him, Lena could hear the thick phlegm and tremble of his voice as the realization struck her. “You bought the bullets from the store in Bismarck.” Lena slowly reached her hand for the rifle, hiding her motion as she pretended to struggle to stand up. “So now what? You’re going to take her? Run away? Gwen doesn’t want to be with you, Nick.”
“But she needs a father now more than ever.” Nick smiled more evilly than anything she could have imagined. There was joy in the smile, joy in the face of murder. “Mark couldn’t protect our daughter. You thought he was stronger than I was, but he wasn’t. I proved that.”
“You fucking bastard!” 
“You should have just let me stay in her life, Lena!” Nick gripped the pistol with both hands and placed his finger on the trigger. “But don’t worry. I’ll take good care of them after you’re gone.”
The blast of the gunshots thundered in the kitchen, but while Lena shut her eyes and winced, she felt nothing. When she opened them Nick lay in a pool of blood, and Longwood stood with a gun in his hand. Longwood rushed over and patted Nick down. “Lena, are you all right?”
But Lena was already at Gwen and Kaley’s side, ripping apart the restraints, all three of them crying. Longwood stepped over to help, handling Kaley’s restraints, and she was the first out. Lena kissed her daughter’s cheeks, and the little girl cried when Longwood lifted her up and away from the scene. “Your mom has to get your sister out, sweetheart. Just hang on.”
Everything felt too surreal, and even with Nick dead and them out of danger, all Lena could think about was trying to get out of the house. “Did you see Jake out front?”
“Yeah,” Longwood answered, panting heavily. “I saw him. Hey, do you have your phone on you?”
Lena was just about done with the ropes on Gwen’s wrist. “Yeah, why do you—”
“Mom!” Gwen screamed, and Lena spun around.
Longwood had Kaley close to his body, and the end of his pistol was pressed against her head. “I need you to call the DA, Lena. Tell him that everything is good and that he needs to send the original paperwork, and any copies made, over to New Energy so they can make a deal.”
Lena shuffled forward on her knees, her head swirling in confusion. “Chris, what—”
“Do it now, Lena!” Longwood pressed the end of the barrel harder into Kaley’s head. “I don’t want to, but I will spray your daughter’s brains all over this kitchen if you don’t. And then I’ll move on to Gwen. Then you. Make the call.”
Lena looked down at her hands, covered in blood. They shook, then she slowly commanded them to reach into her pocket and retrieve her phone to make the call. It took her three tries to unlock it, and Longwood’s harsh barking didn’t help. 
The phone rang, and Danny finally picked up. “Cutting it close, don’t you think?”
“It’s done,” Lena said. “Send the paperwork over to New Energy.”
“You’re sure?”
“Do it.” Lena hung up the phone and dropped it by her side.
“Very good, Lena. Now, up.” She complied and then backed up against the wall next to Gwen, who was still tied up. Longwood kept the pistol glued to the side of Kaley’s head and then released her with his free arm. “Now, don’t move, sweetheart.” He removed his own phone from his pocket and smiled. “This would have gone a lot easier if you’d just made the announcement, Lena.” He shook his head, pressing the phone to his ear. “Would have saved a lot of lives, and you a lot of trouble.”
“How long have you been in their pocket, Chris?” Lena asked, disgust and hate muddling her tongue. 
“Long time. They paid a lot better than my deputy salary, and most of it was just having me on retainer. It wasn’t until you started poking around that they began to use me. Odd jobs here and there, have me tamper with evidence, make sure enough things landed on their side.” Longwood smiled. “And when they offered to get rid of Jake for me so I could move into the sheriff’s office, I couldn’t resist. Your brother only won the election because he looks like a Wild West movie poster. I’ll do a better job than him.”
“By working with a company that is doing everything in its power to hurt the community you serve?” Lena asked. “Is that how?”
“Get off your high horse, Lena. We all do what we need to in order to survive.” Longwood waited for someone to pick up on the other end, and when they did he nodded in approval. “Excellent. I’ll wrap up here.” He hung up the phone and placed it back in his pocket. “Looks like everything went through just fine and dandy. I appreciate the cooperation.”
Lena looked at Kaley, who was still sobbing, exhaustion finally overtaking hysteria. “It’s going to be all right, baby. Mommy’s going to keep you safe.” She smiled, and Longwood laughed.
“You’ve really started believing what you were selling, haven’t you?” Longwood shook his head. “Well, even I have to admit I voted for you in the election. But now that this is all said and done I can’t just let you walk out of here, so this is what we’re going to do.” He picked Kaley up and backtracked toward the kitchen exit. “I’m going to take Kaley in the living room, where those dead men are, and you’re going to follow me.” He waited near the hall. “C’mon, now.”
Lena stepped forward slowly, looking back behind her to Gwen. She passed Longwood slowly and then took a right into the living room, taking her place among the dead. 
Longwood motioned for her to go a little farther into the room with the flick of his pistol. “Stand in the middle. There you go.” He set Kaley down and pointed the gun at Lena from his position in the hallway. “You’ll make the news, Lena. You’ll go down valiantly as a mother who sacrificed everything to save her children. But fell short.” He looked around at the scene and nodded. “If only Sheriff Longwood had gotten there sooner, then the Hayes family might have survived.” He smiled. “Goodbye, Lena.”
The gunshot was loud, and the sharp pain in Lena’s gut dropped her to her knees, but what she saw in front of her couldn’t have been right. Longwood was on the floor, half of his brain on the old floorboards. Kaley was standing there, screaming. She looked down to her stomach, and when she removed her hands she saw the blood welling up from her abdomen. It hurt, but it was warm, and then it was cold. 
Kaley rushed over and wrapped her arms around Lena’s neck. “Mommy! Mommy! What’s wrong? Mommy!” It was all her daughter could manage to say, but just hearing Kaley’s voice helped ease the pain from the gunshot. 
“It’s okay, baby. Everything’s okay.” And just before Lena fell to her side she saw Ken stagger into the living room. He limped forward with only one good leg, his hand over his right hip and blood staining his pants. His face looked how she must have felt. “My phone,” Lena said, her voice drifting. “Call for… help.”
 



Chapter 13 – Six Weeks Later
 
The cell was exactly six feet wide and eight feet long. The walls were a gloomy grey, and the commode that sat in one corner made the cot that rested right next it smell like shit. No mirror. No pictures. No window. Only three walls and a reinforced-steel door with a tiny window with clouded glass. 
Jake sat on the edge of the cot, staring at the floor. His sheriff’s uniform had been exchanged for county blues, which he filled out with the extra twenty pounds he’d put on. His short hair had lengthened as well, and his clean-shaven face had grown a thick scruff.
If there was one thing he couldn’t stand about prison, it was the inactivity. Never in his life had he been forced to stay in one location for so long. It was maddening. And with the number of people he’d arrested and jailed in the county, he was never allowed to be alone with the rest of the inmates. For the past six weeks it’d been nothing but sitting, shitting, and sleeping. All of it in the same goddamn room. 
Three knocks on the door, and Jake stood and marched to the rear of his cell with his hands on top of his head. The metal hinges of the cell door squealed as the correctional officers stepped inside. The steel restraints dangled in their hands, and one of them held a baton. “Time for your judgment, Sheriff.” The officer cracked a smile that was slightly masked under a bushy mustache. 
Restraints were placed on Jake’s wrists and ankles then connected together with a steel bar, rendering him nearly immobile except for the few inches he could shuffle forward with his feet. He was escorted to an armored truck and then chained to the long metal bench in the back. An officer, completely decked out in tactical gear, rode with him in the back, while two more sat in the front.
The only banter was between the three correctional officers. Jake closed his eyes and rested his head against the truck’s interior, letting the vibrations of the road give his mind the first piece of stimulation in weeks. 
It was a long ride, and by the time they arrived at the courthouse Jake was so stiff that the SWAT officer that rode with him in the back had to lift him up off the seat. The lack of exercise and added weight had left his body a mushy skeleton of his former self. 
On their approach to the courthouse a swarm of reporters shouted questions from behind the police tape that had been set up to provide Jake safe passage inside. He didn’t answer, and when he passed through the doors of the building the noise ended. 
Inside, Jake struggled to keep pace with the officers’ hurried steps. He was taken down the long hallways then led through a door that revealed the courtroom. The room was nearly full, but he still managed to find Lena’s face in the crowd. It was pale and frightened, but she was alive. He offered a smile to try and boost her spirits, but her complexion didn’t improve. She sat stiff and rigid, her arm clutched protectively over the still-healing wound of her stomach. 
Once Jake stood next to his attorney, the officers removed the connecting feet and ankle shackles and allowed him to sit down unencumbered. Jake stretched, but with the angry, armed guards still behind him he was careful not to move too quickly.
“How are you feeling?” The attorney that Lena had managed to provide was a former colleague of hers at law school and now owned his own practice. He was the only peer in her graduating class that had a higher GPA than she did. He was the valedictorian. 
“I’ll be better once this is over.” The court proceedings weren’t even the longest part of the process. It was the investigation that had taken up the most time. And with the amount of evidence that Longwood had tampered with, it created a nightmare for the prosecution. 
“All rise for the honorable Judge Baynor.” 
The courtroom stood, and the lawyer leaned in to Jake’s ear once again. “You did great on the stand. We painted the best picture that we could. It won’t be as bad as you think it will.”
“Be seated.” Judge Baynor smacked the gavel, calling the court to order. He adjusted his robes and then shuffled a few pieces of paper on his desk. “I have lingered on this case for over a week now. Jake Cooley, you were found guilty by a group of peers of second-degree manslaughter. While I have no doubt that when you shot Pete Wurstshed there was no intention of murder, you were there under violent pretenses.” He paused, looking back down to his notes. “However, your previous employment with the Dunn County Sheriff’s Department and your exemplary record with them reveal a man who has done nothing but uphold the law and do his best to keep order even under extraordinary circumstances.” He removed his glasses and looked Jake in the eyes. “But a man who uses the badge at all costs to prevent a crime can be just as dangerous as a man who ignores the laws completely.” He shifted his gaze toward the attorney. “Counsel, are you ready for sentencing?”
“We are, your honor.”
“Rise.”
Jake stood, and the steel cuffs around his wrists suddenly felt abnormally tight. His stomach churned from the bundle of nerves that nestled itself firmly in the pit of his gut. 
“Jake Cooley, North Dakota classifies second-degree manslaughter as a Class B felony with up to ten years in prison and up to ten thousand dollars in fines. Taking into consideration the elements of the case as well as the defendant’s lack of a criminal record, I hereby sentence you to three years in prison and seven years of probation.” The gavel smacked, and the courtroom burst into chatter.
The attorney grabbed Jake’s arm and gave a solemn nod. “Well, we knew that would most likely be the minimum. You might be able to get out early for good behavior, but we can cross that road when we come to it.” He extended his hand and shook Jake’s. “Best of luck to you, Jake.”
The attorney left, and the probation officers escorted Jake back to the door from which he entered. Before he passed through, Jake turned around and found Lena still seated on the bench, tears streaming down her face. He smiled but never got a chance to see her reaction as the door slammed shut. 



 
***
Ken bounced his knee nervously and had to continually brush the hair out of his face. The pain in his hip didn’t make the sitting and waiting any easier, but it felt good to be out of the hospital. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the pain meds the doctor had given him. He popped one in his mouth and then downed it with the rest of the coffee in his tiny Styrofoam cup. He’d already reached his limit for how many he could take in a day. And it was only one in the afternoon.
The door opened, and a man with a crew cut and dressed in a suit sat down with a folder. “All right, Mr. Lang, I think we have everything set.” He shuffled the papers out of the folder methodically, three portions neatly packed and paper-clipped. “You have everything you need in regard to documentation once you arrive. New passports, medical information, identifications, as well as a brief personal history for each member of your family that should be memorized prior to your arrival in Finland.”
Ken played with the corner of the plastic covering of the papers. “And when do we leave?”
“The sentencing of John Alwitz will happen in the next few hours, and you’ll be on the plane soon after.” The agent leaned forward, his hands clasped together. “We appreciate everything that you were able to provide for us in regard to your previous employer along with the rest of your history in DC politics. It was very… helpful.”
And easy. Ken spilled on everyone. Throughout his career he’d worked with some of the vilest individuals on the planet. They were the types of villains you’d see in a movie or television show, almost as if they were caricatures of their former selves. But out of all of them New Energy had taken the cake. They’d done anything to cut costs and expand. Every charge that Lena Hayes failed to stick them with for making all of those kids sick was returned to them one hundred fold when the FBI discovered all of their off shore accounts and shady deals with cartels and dictators down in South America. Their planned expansion as a global exporter in oil was dashed the day after Kaley Hayes was found and their dirty laundry was sprayed all over the internet. “I’d like to see my family now.”
The agent nodded. “They’re in the next room. My partner should be done with them soon.”
When Ken stepped into the anteroom, it wasn’t much different from the small box that he’d been stuffed inside. But when he saw Sasha’s and Tommy’s smiles, he couldn’t have cared less where he was.
“Dad!” Tommy bounced in his seat, and his face lit up. 
“Hey, buddy!” Ken rushed over to him and scooped him up gently. All of the treatments had left his son’s body in shambles, but you’d never guess it with the amount of energy he had. The only physical signs of his symptoms were the pallid color of his cheeks and the braces around his limbs. “Did they let you change your name to what you wanted?”
Sasha laughed. “Unfortunately Captain Super Awesome Fantastic doesn’t translate well into Finnish.”
“It doesn’t have to be in Finnish, though.” Tommy shrugged then whispered into Ken’s ear. “I don’t really want to live in Finland.”
“I know, buddy.” Ken kissed him on the top of the head then set him down. “But it’s where we can all be together. And be safe.” He tossed Sasha a glance, and his wife looked away. 
Tommy slid from the chair and grabbed his father’s hand. “Dad, do you think that if we live there full time I won’t be sick anymore? I mean, I know what I have is bad”—he furrowed his brow to emphasize the point—“but if I’m where all of the medicine is, that should make it better, right?”
Ken ran his fingers through his son’s light-blond hair. He never understood where he got that color from. Maybe his grandfather. “I think you might be on to something there. But”—Ken leaned closer, and Tommy’s eyes grew large and round—“it’s going to get a lot harder. It’s important to have hope, but also to remember what the doctors tell you to do. You have to commit to it.” Ken kissed his forehead. “Got it?”
“Yeah, I got it.” 
“Why don’t you go and fish out some cards, and we’ll play a little poker. Have you been practicing?”
Tommy nodded emphatically and then looked back to his mother. “Mom’s been showing me how to read your tell.”
Ken slowly turned his head toward Sasha, a half grin sliding up his right cheek. “Has she, now?” He thumped Tommy on his butt and pushed him toward their luggage across the room. He stretched his arm around her shoulders and intertwined his fingers with hers. “I didn’t realize there had been so many illegal activities going on at our house. Any other illicit avenues you need to tell me about, Mrs. Lang?”
Sasha shrugged her shoulders innocently. “Nothing that I’d like to admit at the moment.” She gave his hand a playful squeeze, but there was no smile on her face.
“What’s wrong?”
“He thinks we’re moving there because it will save him. It’s all he’s been able to talk about for the past few months. He doesn’t bring it up in front of you because he wants you to think he’s strong on his own.” Sasha’s mouth twitched. “He doesn’t think he’s going to die.” She used her free hand to muffle the sobs then quickly wiped a tear from the corner of her eye.
“Hey, listen to me.” Ken held her face with both hands. “Nothing is set in stone right now. There’s no reason that him being there full time won’t lead to something. It’s okay for him to get his hopes up, even if we don’t.” 
Sasha nodded, and Tommy returned, his face weary as he placed the deck of cards on the table. “Were you guys talking about me?” He pressed his chin into his chest and puffed out his lower lip. 
“We were talking about you.” Ken placed a finger under his son’s chin and raised it. “Your mother was just telling me how much money she thinks she can take from you.”
A slow, wide smile spread across Tommy’s face, and he jumped into the chair and ripped open the deck of cards. Sasha turned away, no doubt wiping the rest of the tears from her eyes. When she finally turned around she was smiling and leaned over to kiss Tommy on the cheek. 
Ken watched his son deal the cards. He understood that once this was all said and done and they were actually in their new home in their new country with their new names, there would be a heavy dose of reality of what that meant, but for now, with his family at the table and a two of a kind in his hand, he was ready to face whatever came his way.



 
***
 The courtroom had emptied quickly, but Lena remained glued to the long wooden bench. Two arguments raged inside of her, one thankful and one angry. Her years as a lawyer provided the reasons for her thankful side. The judge could have easily given Jake the full ten years. But the other side, the one fueled by guilt from letting Jake take the fall for her mistake, didn’t let her enjoy the outcome. 
But, in the end, it was something she had to accept. It was his decision to take the heat, as it was hers to choose her daughters over her brother. Of all the burdens she had carried in her lifetime, she knew this would weigh the heaviest. 
Lena used the back of the pew in front of her to lift off the old wooden seat then clutched it for support as she shuffled down the aisle. She had chosen to come alone, knowing that the girls didn’t need to be thrust into the circus light any more than they already had. 
Even if they had wanted to come, though, Lena wasn’t sure if she would have let them. When Lena went with Jake into Bismarck and tracked down that gun-store owner, it was just the two of them. When Lena was on her last leg and at rock bottom from her drug addiction, it was just her and Jake. When they were kids and one of them got in trouble, they always leaned on each other. Lena just wished that it hadn’t been Jake who took the final blow. There was no repaying this debt, no settling the score. But that was part of the burden too.
Lena waited by the courtroom’s rear exit and leaned against the wall. She placed a hand gently over her stomach, careful not to apply too much pressure. Even after six weeks she still felt a twinge of pain whenever she moved. The doctors assured her that it would go away, but currently, it didn’t feel as if that was ever going to happen.
The rear door opened, and one of the correctional officers stepped inside. “Mrs. Hayes? You can see him now.”
“Thank you.” Lena passed through the doorway, which was usually reserved for the transfer of jurors, judges, and inmates. Now, it was used by her to see her brother. The officer who escorted her down the hall was tall. And while he gave the illusion of a charmer, she saw the malice in his eyes. 
“Congratulations on your bill, Mrs. Hayes. It must feel good to have that win.”
“Yes. Good.” With the chaos of Jake’s trial she’d nearly forgotten the vote of her bill in the state legislature yesterday. Though with New Energy bankrupt, she didn’t expect for them to comply with any of the new regulations anytime soon.
The handsome giant shook his head. “I saw what happened to your family on the news, ma’am. It was an awful shame.”
“That’s kind of you to say.”
“And with all due respect, I know your brother was sheriff and all, but what he did was unlawful, and if you break the rules, you need to be held accountable. You of all people should understand that. I hope it gives you some comfort.” He reached for the doorknob and gave it a twist. 
Lena lingered in the hallway for a minute, nodding. “I do understand. I also understand the small minds that find pleasure in the pain and suffering of others.” The grin the correctional officer displayed earlier disappeared. “But I suppose even the weak need to find purpose in something.”
When she stepped into the room, the door was slammed shut behind her. She wouldn’t have smiled if it weren’t for Jake grinning back at her. 
“I see you met my caretakers,” Jake said.
“And what gentle souls they are.” Lena walked around the table slowly and leaned over to give Jake a hug. While she was able to secure the meeting, she wasn’t able to have Jake freed from the restraints that left him bolted to the chair. She sat next to him and squeezed his hand. The tip of her index finger grazed the cold steel around his wrist. “How are you?”
“Better now that it’s done. At least now I know what I’m facing.”
“I can talk with your attorney and see if we can’t schedule a special hearing with the parole board in six months and use time served to get you on parole in a year. I can speak with the warden about making sure you stay isolated so—”
“You don’t have to do that, Lena.” There was a sternness to Jake’s voice. One that sounded eerily like their father whenever one of them had done something they shouldn’t have. “I’ll be all right.”
“I know I don’t have to do anything. But I want to, Jake.” What color had flooded her cheeks from the exertion of the walk faded. “I have to get you out of that place as soon as possible.”
“There is one thing you can do for me,” Jake said, locking eyes with her, his tone softening. “And this is very important to me.”
“Name it.”
Jake leaned close, the chains around his ankles and wrists rattling. “Let go.”
Lena shook her head. “I don’t—”
“How much sleep have you gotten since we found Kaley?”
Lena pursed her lips, taken aback by the sudden offensive. “It’s my fault you’re in this mess.”
“No, it’s not.” Jake tilted his head to the side. “It was Nick who took Kaley. It was the New Energy executives that made all of those kids sick, it was Scott Ambers who convinced your junkie ex-husband to take your daughter, and it was Longwood who helped keep them in the loop and from going to prison. You’ve fought uphill against these people for so long that I don’t think you know what it’s like to set your feet on level ground. But that’s where you are now, Lena. You’re done.”
Lena shook her head. Tears streamed down her cheeks. “I’m not done, because you’re still in here. You’re still paying for what I did.” She wiped her sleeve over her face, regaining her composure. “I can’t let you do that.”
“This was my choice.” Jake leaned back. “Just like it was yours to stand against all of those people, even after the beating you took. And for as long as I live I will never blame you for the choices that I made.” Jake smiled, the dimpled grin looking oddly out of place with the blue jumpsuit and his shaggy hair and beard. “I know you don’t believe me, but out of both of us you’re the strongest. You’re the best.”
The door opened, and the officer from earlier stepped inside. “Time’s up.” The PO’s partner entered and immediately detached Jake’s restraints from the chair, lifting her brother and leading him away. But Lena blocked their path and wrapped her arms around Jake, squeezing tight. 
“You need to step aside, ma’am.” The officer took hold of her shoulder and forcefully peeled her off Jake. “Visiting time is over.”
“Do you remember what you said to me when I was six and Mom and Dad had just gotten divorced?” Jake asked as the two men pulled him down the hallway. “Do you remember what you told me that day?”
Lena nodded as the words flooded back through the channels of her memory. “It’s not your fault.”
“You were right then. Just like I’m right now.”
The door slammed shut, and Jake was gone. Lena collapsed back into the chair and clutched her stomach, a tearing pain that felt as if a hole had been ripped open.
When she looked down at her belly she half-expected to see blood on her palms, but there was nothing. She sat there for a little while longer and waited for the pain to subside. When it did she walked out the door and to her car. She wanted to get out of this place. She wanted to believe what Jake had said. She wanted to go home.



 
*** 
The entrance to the dirt road that led to Lena’s house had finally been cleared of reporters. All of the news stations had moved on to other news cycles. Lena, her town, and her family were old news. And she couldn’t have been happier about it. 
Lena parked in her front yard and shut off the car engine. She sat behind the wheel for a moment and looked to the front door. She knew when she entered she wouldn’t see Mark in the kitchen, making the girls pancakes. No matter how much she prayed.
The walk to the front door was slow, and when she cracked open the door and stepped inside she saw both Gwen and Kaley at the kitchen table. “Hey, girls.”
“Hey, Mom,” Kaley said.
“Hey,” Gwen said.
Stacks of photo albums were piled high, and both Kaley and Gwen turned pages, their eyes studying the pictures intently. Lena took a seat between her daughters and leaned over Kaley’s shoulder. “What are you guys doing?”
“We missed Dad,” Kaley said then turned the page of the album.
Lena placed her arm around her youngest girl’s shoulders and kissed her cheek. “Me too.” She pointed to one of the photos on the page Kaley had turned to. It was from four years ago, before Gwen entered her angst-filled teenage years, and Kaley was still in preschool. It was in the backyard of their house, and Mark had just constructed one of those plastic play sets. “Do you remember that day?”
Kaley shook her head. 
“You were so excited,” Lena said. “You went down that slide at least a thousand times.” She looked over to Gwen. “And you got stuck, remember?”
Gwen laughed. “I did?”
It was the first time Lena had heard any sounds of joy in the house since all three of them slept under the same roof four weeks ago when Lena was released from the hospital. “Dad had to take it apart to get you out.” Laughter rolled off her own tongue, and Kaley giggled as well.
Lena flipped through the pages, smiling at the memories, and Gwen positioned her chair closer to her. Before any of them realized, hours had passed, and they reached the end of the albums. Both girls rested their heads on Lena’s shoulders, and Lena gently stroked their hair. “You guys getting hungry at all?”
“Not really,” Gwen said.
“No,” Kaley answered.
“Me either.” Lena gave them both a squeeze. The trip down memory lane was nice, but despite the pleasantries she couldn’t rid herself of the uneasy swirl in the pit of her stomach. 
“Mom?” Kaley asked, lifting her head, her eyes wide. “What’s going to happen to Uncle Jake?”
“He has to stay away for a while, but I’m going to do everything I can to get him back to us quickly.” The answer seemed to satisfy Kaley, but when Gwen started to cry she knew that her oldest daughter understood the underlying consequences of what happened. 
Lena pulled them both close, clutching her family tighter than she ever had before. This was her life now. This was all that mattered. 
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