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Prologue


1995

“Please, Mommy, my tummy hurts,” Hannah whispered. “I promise I’ll be good now.”

“That’s the devil talking, child,” the woman growled through the door. “I’ll know when you’ve been purified. Now say your prayers. Only the Lord can save you.”

Hannah moved away from the door, not wanting to upset her mother even more. Her head hurt like never before. It had been two days, and still, her mother was sure the devil was inside her. Hannah didn’t know what that meant, only that she was a bad girl. Otherwise, her daddy would never have let her mom lock her away. She heard her mother humming from the kitchen, but the joyful tune brought her no peace.

Outside the small room where she was being held, Hannah could hear a truck rumbling in the distance. For a brief moment, her heart started to race. Father was home. He would surely reason with his wife if he heard how sorry Hannah truly was. She scurried to the door and crouched despite the sharp pain in her knees. The wood floors were old, splintering her soft skin each time she rested her cheek on them. It was the only way to see outside the room and into the house. The sliver of movement on the other side made her scurry back.

Instantly, the door flew open, fear racing through her as she gazed up at the formidable woman. The wooden spoon rested in her hand, propped on a thick hip barely contained by the spandex and apron. Mildred glared at her daughter and shook her head disapprovingly. They’d had the same conversation a dozen times since the girl’s confinement. The child knew what was coming.

“Your father’s home,” she growled. “Are you going to be a good girl?”

“I just want to see him—”

The spoon moved with such swift intent that Hannah didn’t have time to protect herself. She cried out when a jolt of pain shot through her tender cheek, driving the small splinters she hadn’t yet pulled farther into her skin.

“Your father is weak, just like you. I’m saving the both of you. Now, are you going to be a good girl, or do you need to be locked in the prayer room?”

Hannah shuddered at the memory of the small closet. She didn’t want to go back into the confined space. Not only did it smell terrible, but it was hard to breathe in there as well. Just thinking about being plunged back into the darkness made her chest hurt. Averting her eyes from her mother, Hannah shook her head silently. It was impossible to stop the growling in her stomach, though. She looked up at the woman standing over her, a silent pleading in her eyes as her mother smirked and clicked her tongue.

“Your body deceives you. Perhaps you need to spend some time in the prayer room. Maybe then, your body will cast out the dark spirit controlling it.”

She fought against her mother's grip, but the woman was too strong for her to break free. Hannah screamed, the splinters piercing her skin through the thin fabric that protected her. Seconds later, she was plunged into darkness again, still dizzy from the impact of her slight frame being flung against the wall. She drew her knees up to her chest, resting her head on them as she closed her eyes. Hannah prayed for sleep, knowing at least she wouldn't feel the hunger quite as much in her dreams. Slowly, the fatigue crept in, and she was able to drift away. How she loved it when she was sleeping.

It was the only good thing to come from the confinement. Some days, she’d wake feeling like everything was going to be okay. That hope was always quickly dashed by her mother, but the flicker for survival wore on. Every time she’d sleep, a beautiful man with long golden hair would meet her, and they’d walk through the dream. Her worries, fears, and excruciating pain would slip away. Once, she’d asked if he was God, but the man only laughed as he changed the subject. Whoever he was, he was her savior.
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“Hannah? Hannah, can you hear me?” the man asked.

She opened her eyes; the hunger pangs had nearly gone as the warm air slowly moved around her. Instantly, she was on her feet, feeling the grass between her toes as her friend smiled at her. He held out a hand, begging her to take it and walk with him as he had done before. Hannah didn't hesitate. It was always peaceful there. She wished the real world could be more like a dream.

“Are you ready to come with me yet, my child?”

Hannah hesitated. “I don't want to. My daddy… Not with her.”

“My sweet, sweet child, that is no concern of yours. Your father will be just fine without you. It's time for us to go. You must come with me. I cannot force you down this path, though. I can only point the way. Do you understand?”

She nodded. “I think so. Is my daddy going to be okay?”

The man smiled at her. “Come, it will all make sense soon.”

Hannah sighed and followed after him. She didn’t understand what was happening but somehow knew the man would make sure everything was okay. There was a familiarity about him, but she couldn’t place it, almost like she’d known the man her entire life. As the pair walked toward the warm, glowing light, she knew her fight was over, and never again would the pangs of hunger course through her body.

[image: ]


Outside the closet, as the man and woman started to bicker, a small golden puppy darted into the room through a broken slat in the wall. As he pawed at the door with his friend trapped inside, the puppy started to whine, knowing his friend was gone forever.
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“All right, everyone, what’s the one thing you need to do over the holiday break?” she asked.

“Have fun!” came the unanimous reply.

“That’s right! I want you all to have a wonderful time! Who wants to tell me about their plans? Are any of you going shopping?”

A plethora of hands shot into the air. Nicole beamed back at the class of first graders. They were squirming to get out of the classroom. Despite Nicole’s best attempts to make their days interesting, it was a challenge for any teacher. The age was challenging with just one kid, let alone the sixteen in her classroom. After a few more agonizing seconds for the young students, the bell finally rang.

The first round of students leaped from their seats, fighting the urge to run from the room to the main cafeteria where parents were picking them up. She couldn’t help but laugh at their excitement. In earnest, Nicole felt it as well. Thanksgiving break was always a big one for their ages. Packed with family, food, and adventures, it was the precursor for the unanimous favorite, Christmas. In their rural Minnesota town of Twin Lakes, Nicole knew she’d see at least half her students before the break was over.

When the final bell rang for bus students, only one child lingered behind, talking non-stop as she poked her head out the door. Nicole grinned at the lone student. Seconds later, a woman darted through the doorway, looking exhausted as she rolled her eyes. Nicole couldn’t help but grin at her best friend as the lone student wrapped her arms around her mother’s legs.

“Boy, you can’t make it through this place without getting peer-pressured into joining one club or another,” Jasmine muttered. She turned her attention to the girl. “Hi, honey! How was your day? Did your mean teacher beat you with the ruler?”

“Yep! All day long!” the girl replied with a playful wink at Nicole.

“Good,” Jasmine said. “I bet you deserved it.”

The child feigned shock with a dramatic gasp. Her attention to the charade was quickly cut short, though, when Nicole’s daughter ran into the room. The two were best friends. They started telling each other about their days and the latest first-grader gossip. Jasmine tossed both the girls a candy bar from her purse as Nicole rolled her eyes. She was always getting them hopped up on sugar but knew it was harmless. Plus, it was officially the holiday weekend.

“How was she today?” Jasmine asked.

“Jaz, Roxy is always a delight. She’s smart and outspoken.”

“Yeah, and you’re a pushover. I just want to make sure you aren’t getting played.”

Nicole snorted. “I’m the pushover? How many chocolate bars have you got in that bag of yours?”

Jaz gave her a wink. “Enough to bribe the teacher if needed.”

The woman burst into laughter as Nicole worked on packing up the last of her things. It always felt strange to be leaving the classroom for days at a time. While it came naturally in the summer, holiday breaks were never really vacations for teachers. She was one of the lucky ones, though. Her small class size and great student body made educating a dream. Setting her laptop on her chair, she grabbed everything except else, knowing if she put it into the bag, it’d be crushed beneath her mass of paperwork.

“So, what are you and Rachel doing for Thanksgiving? Is Tyler coming in?”

“No,” Nicole muttered. “I know she’s heartbroken about it, too, but Mom and Dad are going to put out a big spread. Are you guys coming?”

“Have you had that woman’s stuffing? I wouldn’t miss it for the world. Still, that sucks about Tyler.”

Nicole shrugged. “That’s why we’re separated, right? Work comes first. I know he tried to get here.”

“Are you sure?”

“No,” she muttered. “It doesn’t really matter now, does it? Rachel loves spending time with my parents, and she’s over the moon that you and Roxy are coming.”

“Good. Do you two want to grab some pizza tonight?” Jaz asked.

“We can’t!” Rachel exclaimed as they joined the adults. “Momma and I are going to the humane society to play with the puppies. We might even get one!”

Nicole’s jaw dropped. “Now, hold on one second. I said we could look—”

“That means maybe!” Rachel said confidently.

Jasmine laughed. “Looks like she’s got your number.”

“Should I bring one home for you guys, too?” Nicole asked.

“Right, with Dean’s allergies? We’d both be sleeping in the doghouse.”

“At least a puppy won’t snore like Dean does,” Nicole offered.

Both girls started to whine, ready to escape the school they saw as a glorified prison. It was easy to understand why they wanted to go so desperately. Nicole knew Jasmine would have fun adventures planned for the long weekend and Roxy as well. It warmed her heart that Rachel and Roxy had each other the same as she’d had Jasmine her entire life. Living in a community of less than two thousand, lasting friendships were important when you could quickly feel isolated.

After leaving the girls to linger a few more minutes in anticipation, the foursome finally left the classroom. They parted ways at the front doors as Jasmine and Roxy headed to the parent parking, and they made their way to her truck parked in the employee lot. Right away, she noticed the chill in the air and made a mental note to check the weather. A storm was moving in, but she wasn’t sure the time was right for her snow chains. Even as a native, the slick roads scared the daylights out of her. Her phone started to ring as soon as they were in the truck. Rachel proudly displayed her properly latched booster seat for Nicole to inspect as she tossed her bag onto the seat and answered the call.

“Hey, honey! What are you two up to?” her mother asked.

“We are headed to go pet puppies—”

“Were getting a puppy, Nana!” Rachel yelled before giggling.

Nicole grinned and rolled her eyes. “We are not getting a puppy; we are just visiting with them. Plus, you know how much Jelly hates dogs.”

Rachel’s eyes grew wide, the smile falling from her face. Nicole fought the urge to laugh. If her faces were any indication, Nicole was betting that her daughter had forgotten about their rather temperamental old tabby. Their love/hate relationship extended as far as Rachel, and that was it. She wasn’t particularly fond of the feline that attacked anyone over the age of eighteen, yet never in her life had she seen a cat so loving to children. It was an irritating enigma, to say the least.

“Well, I won’t keep you on the phone since it sounds like you’ve got your hands full. I was just wondering if we should be setting a place for Tyler at Thanksgiving tomorrow.”

Nicole cringed. “No, Mom. He’s not going to be able to make it back.”

“Ah, well then, maybe I will set an extra place for your plus one?”

“Mom…” she warned.

“What? You two have been separated for almost a year now. How long is he going to keep dragging this out? It’s time to sign the divorce papers and move on, Nicole.”

Her eyes darted to Rachel. Thankfully, she was distracted, flipping the radio stations and completely oblivious to her grandmother’s phone call. As soon as she’d realized it wasn’t about puppies or pumpkin pie, the girl’s attention had shifted.

“Mom, we’ve been over this a dozen times. Neither of us is in a hurry. We’ll get to it when we get to it.”

“I just think a pretty young thing like yourself deserves to be happy.”

She groaned. “I am happy, Mom. Rachel and I do just fine on our own.”

“Be better with a puppy,” Rachel mumbled.

Her jaw dropped, Nicole’s shock turning to a grin. “Mom, I’ve got to drop off your granddaughter at the firehouse.”

“Well, all right then, but you know there are no returns,” Brandy joked back.

“You hear that?” Nicole asked Rachel. “Grammy said you could move in with her.”

Before her mother could protest, quite enjoying her empty nest, Nicole told her she loved her and ended the call. The pair burst into laughter as they pulled away from the school, thankful to be carefree for the next few days.
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It only took them fifteen minutes to make it from one end of town to the other. The humane society was located directly across the street from the village park. It was a design aspect Nicole had always appreciated. What better way to lure families into adopting cats and dogs than to place it across from the one location parents and kids gather daily? To her surprise, Rachel barely glanced at the park as they drove past. She had been hinting at getting a second animal for several months, but Nicole wasn't quite ready to give in. It was still something she was thinking about as a surprise for her daughter's eighth birthday in a month.

Before Rachel could dart into the building, Nicole told her to stop. Though they had been there several times before, she still wanted to make sure her daughter remembered the rules. Ever since giving birth, Nicole had found herself with a heightened level of paranoia. It was rare for her to let her daughter out of her sight. With only a handful of people she trusted, Nicole knew her daughter would always be safe as long as she was around. In true seven-year-old form, Rachel groaned and turned around slowly to face her mother when Nicole called her name.

“I just want to make sure you remember the rules,” Nicole said.

“I do, Mom. You know I’m almost eight, right?”

“Of course, I know that,” Nicole said. “You won’t let me forget it. All right, smarty-pants. What are the rules then?”

She rolled her eyes. “Don’t talk to strangers, don’t leave without you, don’t give out our address, and don’t leave your line of sight.”

“Good, was that so hard?”

“No, but you really should try to remember the rules for yourself next time,” Rachel said. “You know, Mom, I won't always be around to hold your hand through things like this....”

She snorted at her daughter’s wit, thankful for it and worried about her own sanity at the same time. The teen years were going to be eventful. Nicole was already getting gray hair from trying to keep up with the intelligent little girl. In her heart, though, she beamed with pride. Grabbing the doorknob, Rachel held it open for Nicole as they stepped inside. Nicole bowed dramatically in appreciation. She had always believed adults were too stuffy with children. She adored letting go and seeing the world from her students’ perspectives.

A lanky man with a receding hairline smiled at them from behind the welcome desk. The familiar smell of the humane society greeted them. It was always pleasant, unlike others she’d come across in her days. The local foundation truly cared about all its residents, no matter how long their visit was. Instantly, Nicole felt a chill run down her spine. She didn't like the way the man looked her up and down before grinning at her.

He seemed to barely notice Rachel at her side. Nicole knew she was attractive by the western world standards but hated the attention. She often found herself avoiding interaction with the opposite sex altogether instead of trying to talk her way out of an invitation to dinner. Nicole briefly wished she had worn her wedding ring that morning. It didn't matter that they were separated. She and Tyler had a great friendship and co-parenting relationship. He wouldn't mind her using the ring as a scapegoat to get out of awkward situations, and she knew it.

Doing her best not to make eye contact with the man, she grabbed the clipboard with the sign-in sheet and a pen off the desk. Rachel was standing at the long row of cages, sticking her finger between the wires to pet the kittens she already knew from days before housed in the front part of the building. By keeping the animals segregated into different parts, a family could look at all the options. She couldn’t help but be slightly creeped out when the man watched her fill out the visitor information.

“Maple, huh?” he whispered when she gave him the plastic board back.

“Excuse me?” she said.

“You live on Maple Street, says it right here. That’s neat. I live on Cosgray. That’s just one road over.”

“Yeah, it’s a small town.”

“We should get a drink sometime. You know, since we both like animals and stuff.”

“I’m sorry, I’m married,” she muttered.

He snorted. “Sure, you are. That’s what they all say.”

Nicole ignored the comment, turning to smile at Rachel a few feet away as the man muttered something under his breath. While she didn’t catch all of it, she heard him make mention of her needing a man with a strong hand. Instantly, she felt her cheeks flush. She’d dealt with men like him before, the ones who couldn’t accept that not every woman in the world wanted to bed them. To her disgust, most of them were married fathers of her students acting with such lewdness.

She ground her teeth. “Maybe you shouldn’t hit on women when they walk in with their kids. That’s not really classy.”

“Wow, I guess you’re just one of those women, huh? Little stuck up? Think you’re better than the rest of the world?”

“Excuse me?” she snapped. “I don’t think your attitude is appropriate at your place of employment, sir. Is there a manager I can talk with instead?”

“Right, there you go, wow. You’re such a stereotype, sugar. I guess I’m dodging a bullet with baggage, right?”

Her jaw dropped. “And you need your mouth washed out with soap, boy.”

The man glared at her without saying a word. He pursed his lips and turned away, storming out a side door and disappearing. She was still stunned but wasn’t going to let it ruin their trip to the shelter. Rachel had already found the first of several animals she’d be playing with in the coming hour. Without the bizarre man watching over them, Nicole was able to join Rachel at the first enclosure. Normally, they’d wait for the employee to help them with the door, but she wasn’t going to invite the man to get that close to them a second time.

Instead, she opened it and brought the friendly kitten down into the play area, careful to sanitize both their hands before moving into the room. When she heard the back door open and close again, but no one appeared, Nicole assumed the man thought they’d gone. Not wanting her daughter’s time to be interrupted, she quickly rose and stepped back into the main hall. The woman behind the counter jumped, startled by her sudden appearance.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to frighten you,” she said.

“Oh, it’s no big deal. Listen, I’m Candace. I’m the manager here. I’m sorry about Tim. He’s a little off but harmless, I promise.”

“Are you sure he should have access to patrons’ addresses? I’m not trying to be rude, but he made me really uncomfortable.”

“Honestly, we don’t normally let him up here. He cleans the kennels and washes the dogs mostly. I just had to run to the bank with deposits really quickly. Please don’t mention it to anyone. I could get in a lot of trouble.”

“Why do I get the feeling this isn’t your first complaint about him?” Nicole asked.

She cringed. “I’m sorry. I can file a formal complaint with the state if you’d like, but everyone assigned community service here is under their watch, not mine. He’s not someone I’d hire off the streets, though.”

“Ah,” Nicole said. “Now it makes sense. No, no complaint needed. Maybe just make the deposits after close or wait for someone a little more…personable to come in?”

The girl blushed. “Right. Is there anything you guys need help with? I know you’ve been here a dozen times this year and know your way around. We have a new login, too, if you’d like. You can do it all online—”

“Crap,” Nicole hissed.

“I’m sorry?”

She shook her head. “Not you, sorry. You just reminded me that I left my computer at work. It looks like today’s visit is going to be cut short anyway. I’m sorry if we’ve caused any problems.”

“Oh no, none at all.”

Nicole thanked her again before darting back to the playroom. Rachel was crawling around on the floor with the kitten. It broke her heart that they’d have to leave so soon. By the time they made it back to the school, the humane society would be getting ready to close for the night. Still, she could think of a few ways to salvage the evening. As she stepped back into the room, Rachel looked up and frowned, seeing her mother’s expression, knowing something had changed. Nicole knew she was in for a rough few years. Her daughter was intuitive beyond her age.
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“Please, Mommy? I promise I’ll be good and won’t move.”

Nicole frowned, her eyes moving to the school’s entrance just twenty feet away. She hated the idea of leaving Rachel in the car, even if it was only for a few minutes. Part of her knew it was an opportunity for growth, though, on both their parts. Rachel wanted more freedom, and eventually, Nicole would have to grant it. She sighed and nodded, making the child ecstatic.

“I’m going to lock the doors, okay? It will stay running, but I’ll have the keys with me. That way, you won’t get cold. Do not open the door for anyone. I don’t care who it is. Don’t even roll down the window, got it?”

“What if it’s Grammy?” she asked.

“No one, understood?”

Rachel nodded. “Okay, but you’re gonna have to tell Grammy why you left her out in the cold.”

“Oh, I will. Wait…why would she be out in the cold? Is she walking here in this scenario?”

She shrugged. “Maybe Papaw dropped her off when she saw the truck, but now, she’s locked out in the cold, and you won’t let me let her in, and she’s angry and—”

“Maybe if Grammy shows up, just send her inside, and I’ll sort out why Papaw decided to drop her off, eh?”

“Yeah, that’s a good plan. Then she’ll be mad at you and not me.”

Nicole chuckled and glanced at her daughter one more time, telling her she loved her before jumping out of the truck and locking the doors behind her. She jogged up the steps as quickly as possible, glancing at her phone to check the time as she reached for the door. It was a little after four, and the door was still unlocked. The cleaning staff would be working until at least five. Darting to her room, she unlocked the classroom and trotted to her chair, where the computer still sat.

As she spun around, she nearly ran right into a young man with his back to her. It didn’t take long for her to realize he hadn’t seen nor heard her, thanks to the music vibrating through the headphones covering his ears. Nicole carefully stepped around him to approach from the front, not wanting to spook him any more than she absolutely needed. He was a sweet kid with a heart of gold, even if he was a little slow. Travis still jumped when he saw her, jerking the headphones off his ears as he stammered out an apology.

“Awe, shoot, I’m real sorry, Mrs. Nicole. I didn’t see you there!”

“It’s okay, Travis. I just didn’t want to scare you. I left my laptop here.”

“Well, now, you can’t do much without that, now can you? I thought maybe I was in the wrong classroom.”

“Oh no, you’re right where you’re supposed to be. Do you have any plans for the holiday, Travis? I know this is one of your favorites for people watching.”

He blushed. The man couldn’t have been older than his early twenties but had the mind of a child barely older than her daughter. She always went out of her way to make sure they had a conversation. Nicole got the impression that he was alone in life, which broke her heart. As far as she could remember, the only family he had was his father, and the young man was unable to drive to go visit him.

“Oh yeah, I’ve already got the best table at the diner picked out to watch people all weekend. It’s going to be so much fun, and tomorrow, my pops is going to come get me for dinner. Can you believe it? He’s gonna drive right up to my apartment and pick me up!”

“Whoa! That’s awesome, Travis. Well, if you need anything over the holiday, don’t hesitate to give me a call, okay? Don’t forget that Mrs. Sanderson is away for the week—”

“She went to South Carolina; they are the second top peach-producing state in the country. It was the first state to secede from the union and is known for its barbeque. Charleston has one of the oldest trees in the country. The state has the largest ginkgo farm in the world.”

Nicole burst into laughter. She loved watching the way Travis’s mind worked. It was good that his father was going to spend some time with the boy over the holidays. Otherwise, she might have invited them to join her family instead. While it had been his diligent work ethic that had landed him the job, she knew it was his outgoing personality that kept him employed there. Any one of the staff members would go out of their way to help Travis.

“All right, Travis. Well, I have Rachel in the car, so I don’t want to stay for too long. Are you okay here? Do you need anything?”

“I need to change my mop water. Mr. Green says twenty feet. Twenty feet to change the water. Kids are messy. They make scuffs on the floors.”

“Well, why don’t you get your water changed, and I’ll see you when school is back in session, okay? If you need anything, just give me a call.”

Giving Travis one final wave, she headed back for the truck. As soon as she reached the front steps, a bitter wind cut through to her core. The weather forecast looked to be spot on for once. They were in for a nasty storm. Zipping up her jacket the rest of the way, she tucked her laptop beneath the thick overcoat and jogged toward the truck, not wanting the moisture in the air to affect the electronics.

Just as she reached the front of the truck, her heart started to race. She didn’t see Rachel in the passenger seat. For a split second, her body froze in terror as the blood drained from her face. It didn’t feel real as she frantically scanned the surrounding area, but there was no sign of her daughter. How was it possible? The truck had been locked. Suddenly, Rachel sat up and waved at her mom, the leftover grapes she had for lunch in her hands. A wave of relief crashed over Nicole as she walked to the driver’s side door and climbed inside.

“Hi, Mommy! Did you get your computer?”

She nodded. “Yep, what about you? Did you listen and stay put?”

Rachel shrugged. “Tried to make a break for it but digging to China seemed like a long trip.”

“Well, that, and it’s impossible, so I feel like you made a good decision. I suppose I should be grateful you didn’t steal the truck and head for the border.”

“Mom, come on, I’m only seven. My feet would never reach the pedals.”

“Fair point, but then how did you plan on digging through to China if you’re only seven?”

“I can’t reach the pedals, but I can sure use power tools!”

“Oh yeah? Well, I didn’t know that,” she said with a chuckle.

Rachel nodded adamantly, telling her all about the drills and other small machinery her papaw had let her use, under supervision, of course. As they pulled away from the school and she listened to her daughter talk about all her adventures with her grandfather, Nicole couldn’t help but let her mind drift off. She was still irritated by the encounter at the humane society, but there was something more brewing beneath. It killed her to admit how much she missed Tyler around the holidays. They’d made their decision and parted as friends, but it still didn’t feel right, even after the separation paperwork and custody order had gone through.

The forms had been nothing more than a legality for taxes. Yet they’d carried such weight with them that when it came time to sign the divorce papers, Nicole could sympathize with Tyler’s hesitations. The time apart wasn’t healing any wounds, though. They simply didn’t have any. There had never been a question of faithfulness in their marriage, nor had they hidden dark secrets about their past. Much like the relationship between Jasmine and her husband, Dean, Nicole’s marriage had been picturesque, if not a lie.

Tyler had never wanted to stay put. They’d tried long distance, but, in the end, they’d broken up not long after graduating college. After a heated night of passion when they’d both been passing back through Twin Lakes, the flame had been rekindled, leading to Rachel’s arrival and a quick marriage ceremony. Despite the strange start to their marriage and the unique outlooks they both held, the timing never felt quite right. Tyler was always looking for the next big adventure while Nicole was home with their perfect daughter. Not that she minded. Next to Jasmine, Rachel was Nicole’s best friend. She’d take a night with her over a night out partying any day of the week.
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As soon as they were through the front door, Rachel dropped her bag on the floor and yelled for the obese orange terror that had been left to its own devices all day. Nicole could hear the cat calling out for her daughter as well. She couldn't help but smile and shake her head at the duo’s personal form of communication. The creature leaped from the top of the steps into Rachel's waiting arms. Seconds later, the seven-year-old was carrying the rotund cat around as she hung up her book bag and jacket.

Nicole chuckled and shook her head again as she started her nightly routine. Plugging in the laptop on the kitchen island, she opened the fridge and poked through for dinner options. Since it was the end of the week, they had no plans of cooking whatsoever. Instead, she grabbed the takeout menus from the side of the fridge and tossed them onto the table where Rachel sat down. Without needing to look up, Nicole told Rachel to get the cat off the table. A few seconds later, when she looked back up, she wasn't surprised to find Jelly still sitting on the table and glaring at her.

“You know I feed you, right?” Nicole addressed the cat.

Jelly hissed at her.

“How does Chinese sound, Rachel?” she asked.

Jelly growled but slowly jumped off the table and onto his owner’s waiting lap as she thumbed through the takeout options. Out of habit, Nicole logged into her school account and checked the messages. Despite knowing there would be no class in the morning, her instinct was to immediately start their bedtime routine. She had to fight the urge, knowing they did not have an early morning or any plans until later in the afternoon. While she waited for Rachel, who had enlisted the help of Jelly, to pick what they wanted for dinner, Nicole replied to the dozen messages on her phone.

Three of them were from Tyler. Only one of the messages, though, was of any concern. The other two were funny jokes he’d heard throughout the course of his day. As much as she wanted to hold her mother’s same resentment toward him, Nicole knew in her heart that she would always love the father of her child. After what felt like an eternity, Rachel finally managed to pick a place for takeout. With her decision landing soundly on pizza, Nicole informed the cat that he would live to survive another night.

Hours later, packed full of pizza and cookies, Rachel slowly made her way upstairs to bed. She managed to talk her mother out of her nightly bath, though, with the promise to take one in the morning. At exactly eight in the evening, her phone rang. She knew who it was. It was the same number that called every single night. Smiling to herself, Nicole answered the call and immediately handed it to Rachel, who was already tucked in bed. The girl’s face lit up as she said hello to her father. Nicole gave the two some privacy as she busied herself putting away laundry in Rachel’s dresser. Before long, she heard the conversation come to an end. Kissing her daughter on the forehead, she left the door open a crack and shut off the light as she slipped into the hallway.

“Hey,” she said. “You still there?”

“Yeah, how was your day?” Tyler asked.

“It was good, exhausting. That’s the holidays for you with little kids. I’m happy we’re going to Mom’s tomorrow. I don’t think I have it in me to cook a Thanksgiving meal.”

He chuckled. “Well, you deserve a break more than anyone I know. I’m sorry I can’t get back—”

“Don’t, Tyler,” she whispered. “You know you don’t need to do that anymore. It’s okay. She’s happy. My parents always make such a big deal out of stuff anyway. I don’t think she’ll have time tomorrow to remember either of us exists.”

“Good, I’m happy she’s got them, and you, too. I know they aren’t in love with me.”

Nicole grinned. “Come on now, you know you’re always going to be their favorite son-in-law.”

“Uh oh, does that mean I’ve got competition as the only one?”

“Not unless I’ve got a sibling they didn’t tell me about.”

“Good. I mean…”

“It’s okay, Tyler. I know what you mean. I’m a single mom, though. I don’t have the time or the desire to date, but I think you already knew that.”

“That road goes both ways, darlin’, and it always had. You’re the only one who’s ever had my heart.”

She drew a ragged breath. It delighted her that they got along so well for Rachel’s sake, but she was lying to herself if she could pretend like it didn’t hurt at times. They’d always been perfect for each other, yet they could never seem to make things work. Nicole needed him to make sacrifices he simply couldn’t. Reminding herself of the dozens of ways they’d tried to work it out in the past, Nicole cleared her throat and tried to focus on keeping her voice steady.

“How are things there?” she asked.

“Literally just like every other day. It’s weird being in a place that doesn’t celebrate Thanksgiving, you know? Like, I understand that logically, we are the only country that does, but knowing it and seeing it are very different.”

“I could live without all the pomp and circumstance, but I don’t think I’d survive without Black Friday. It’s just too much fun to watch crazy people…well going crazy.”

He groaned. “Dammit, now that I miss! Thanks for reminding me.”

Nicole giggled. “Sorry. Don’t worry, we’ll do lots of crazy watching for you.”

“I expect to see videos.” he joked.

From down the hall, she heard the familiar howl of Rachel’s best friend demanding to be let outside. On the other end of the phone, Tyler laughed. He knew the cat’s piercing vocals well. She sighed and jogged down the hall, opening the back door for Jelly before he darted past, hissing at her the whole time.

“Jesus, I think that thing might actually be a demon,” Tyler said.

“Do you think there is anyone who does cat exorcisms?”

“It’s twenty-twenty-two, sweetheart, I’m sure there is. Hell, they’ll probably pierce his ears and cleanse his aura for you while they’re at it.”

“No joke, it’s a messed-up world we live in. Go get yourself some breakfast,” she said.

“I need coffee first. I’ll give you guys a call tomorrow.”

“Okay, bye, hun.”

She ended the call and set her phone on the kitchen counter. It was always hard when they talked. They shifted so flawlessly back into being a happily married couple that it scared her at times. Maybe her mother was right and it was time for her to move on, but in her heart, Nicole didn’t want to. She hadn’t been lying when she had told him there was no time to date. While her mother was baffled by the knowledge, Nicole had no desire to spend her time meeting new people.

Grabbing the empty boxes from the living room, she tied off the trash and walked it out to the can already waiting at the curb. A strange sensation coursed through her, making her pause for a second at the end of the driveway. When a foreboding chill ran down her spine, and she realized someone was watching her, Nicole’s gaze darted around the neighborhood. It was late. Nothing looked out of place, though.

There was no reason for anything to seem off. No one worried about what their neighbor was doing in Twin Lakes. Had anyone suspicious been lurking in the area, Nicole would have heard about it first as a teacher. Plus, her mother’s active involvement in the community always ended up getting Nicole far more gossip and insight than she wanted. Shaking off the feeling, she quickly made her way back inside. She paused at the door and yelled for Jelly but got no response. While she loved to hate the cat, he was still a part of the family.

Leaving the door cracked for the fat feline, Nicole started cleaning up their mess from earlier in the evening. As she worked, she thought about the call with Tyler again and her mother’s words as well. After twenty minutes and still no sign of Jelly, the main floor of the house was once again spotless, and she’d reached the point of exhaustion. Nicole called for him one last time before shouting into the darkness that he was on his own for the evening.

She closed and locked the door behind her, killing the lights one by one as she headed back upstairs to her bedroom. It wasn’t Jelly’s first night outside, and by three in the morning, she knew he’d be downstairs howling to be let in. As always, she’d begrudgingly comply with her cat overlord’s demands.
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Nicole woke with a start, beads of sweat rolling down her head in a panic. She tried to figure out what had roused her while her vision adjusted to the room’s darkness. A quick glance at her alarm clock told her it was barely after five in the morning. Suddenly, a rhythmic pounding filled the silence around her. Her feet hit the ground, her mind racing to the worst possible scenario. For a moment, she questioned if someone was trying to break into the house. Grabbing the baseball bat she kept next to the bedroom door and her phone from the top of the dresser, she carefully opened the door.

Several seconds of silence passed before she heard the soft pounding again. It was coming from the front door. Moving quickly, she raced down the steps to the front but didn’t turn on any lights. Still unsure if she wanted the person lurking outside to see her or not as she peeked out the long, narrow side windows bordering the oak door. The motion-activated porch light stung her eyes. It was a man in his late sixties, from the looks of it. He was dressed in a thick, outdated, but well-cared-for sweatshirt and matching slacks.

Everything about him seemed harmless. Something was in his hands, a blanket wrapped around a large mound. Her heart plunged when she inspected the contents closer, the whisp of an orange tail poking out from beneath the blanket. It was a color she knew all too well. Dropping the bat, she jerked open the door and blinked against the harsh light. The man jumped as if he hadn’t been expecting her.

“Can I help you?”

“Er, sorry. Miss, my name is Carl…I wasn’t sure I’d wake you up, but I didn’t want to just leave the little fella…” he muttered. “He ran right out in front of me.”

“Oh no, Jelly,” she whispered. “Crap. That’s my daughter’s cat.”

“Hell, I’m really sorry. I saw the address on his collar. I didn’t even see him. I wasn’t speeding or nothing like that. Awe, dang it, ma’am, I hate that this is your kid’s.”

“It’s okay. It was an accident. It’s my fault, really. She’s going to be heartbroken. I should have tried harder to get him to come in last night.”

“We all make mistakes as parents. How old is she?”

“Seven, almost eight,” Nicole whispered.

He cringed. “That’s a rough age for mommas and daughters if I’ve ever seen one. Listen, I’ve got a kennel of my own. These things happen. I was just on my way back from dropping off a puppy, actually. If you’d like, I can stop back by in a few hours with a little burial box for the fella. They’re real pretty, all colorful and handmade.”

“I don’t want you going out of your way—”

“It’s the least I can do. It sure would make me feel a little better. I’ll even make him a little cross for y’all to put over it in the backyard.”

She knew arguing with the man wasn’t going to do any good. The guilt was evident in his eyes. She felt almost as bad for him as she did for Jelly. Nodding, she saw him let out a noticeable sigh of relief. After promising her he’d take care of everything and return by ten, she thanked him again and closed the door. Leaning against it, Nicole closed her eyes and tried to wrap her mind around what she was going to tell Rachel. The cat was her first friend, having shown up just days after the girl had been born. Nicole was heartbroken for her daughter.

Climbing the steps to Rachel’s room, she poked her head inside and listened for her daughter’s rhythmic breathing before creeping back into her own room. There was no way she was going to be able to go back to sleep, not with Rachel waking in a few hours. The first thing she’d notice was Jelly’s absence. She hadn’t woken up without her feline sidekick a single time in the seven years they’d had him. The one time she’d tried to kick him out of her room was when she was barely six weeks old. He’d howled for hours until, finally, Tyler relented and let the cat back into the nursery.

Nicole unlocked her phone after crawling back onto her bed and called the one person she knew would already be awake.

“What’s wrong?” her mother asked as soon as she answered.

“Why does something have to be wrong for me to call you?”

“Because it’s five in the morning on Thanksgiving Day. The last time you called me this early, you were going into labor.”

Nicole chuckled. “You’re a smart woman, Mom. It’s Jelly. He got hit by a car.”

“Oh no, sweetheart. I’m so sorry.”

“Thanks, I haven’t told Rachel yet, but we are going to do a little service for him a little later in the morning. I just wanted you to know we’ll be running a bit behind.”

“You two take all the time you need. They are having a festival down at the park, too. Maybe that will cheer her up some.”

“Thanks, Mom, that’s a good idea. I’ll let you get back to cooking up a storm.”

“Come now. You should know I’ve had this ready for days now. Give Rachel a big hug for me. We’ll find her a kitten when the time is right.”

Nicole grinned. “She’s been pushing for a puppy. After this, I might just cave. I can’t really say that it’s because of Jelly now.”

“See? Silver lining. Do you remember when we lost Bear?”

“Yeah, he was a good boy.”

Nicole remembered Bear with the fond memories of a child. It wasn’t until later in life, when she’d moved in with Tyler and his geriatric black lab, that she realized what a terror they could be for adults. The childhood antics and joy she’d found when Bear had shared her ice cream cone, climbed into the pool with her, and taste-tested her fifth birthday cake now looked like daunting messes from a mother’s perspective. It was strange to think she was grappling with the same struggles her mother had once tackled.

Dogs were a huge commitment as a parent and adult. While Jelly had been a pain, he was fairly low maintenance for an animal. She didn’t know when she was supposed to find the time to train a puppy, keep it active, and still work her job while parenting. Yet people had been doing it for hundreds of years. Nicole knew she was playing her own devil’s advocate. She wanted an animal in the house as much as Rachel did. However, she had the time to research breeds first. If she could make it slightly less chaotic by avoiding her parent’s pitfalls, Nicole would jump on the chance.

“He absolutely was, but when we got Gunner a few months later, you were over the moon. She’s going to be fine and open her heart again to another four-legged friend. Dogs teach a child so much, too. Think of how much responsibility you learned and how it has shaped your love for animals. I’m not saying they aren’t a lot of work, but it’s worth it for a lifelong best friend who loves you with all of their heart.”

“You’re definitely making the case for a dog sound better. She is responsible for her age. I know she would help take care of one. I like the idea of her having someone to grow up with.”

“Well, you could always give her a sibling, too. Women nowadays don’t need a partner to have a—”

“Mom…” Nicole warned. “You aren’t getting any more grandbabies, at least not the human kind. Keep pushing your luck, and I’ll let her adopt a pet snake.”

“Yuck, that gives me the chills just thinking about it! You win, though. Four-legged fur babies it is. Let me know if you two need anything.”

“Thanks, Mom, love you.”

Nicole leaned against the headboard and sighed, opening the web browser to the humane society’s website. As she scrolled through the available dogs, time started to slip away from her. Before long, the sun was starting to crest over the tips of the trees, and the world slowly woke. There was always a different feeling in the air on holidays, one that felt familiar and warm. As soon as she heard Rachel’s bed creaking, the ease of the day disappeared, and her stomach clenched. Nicole was at Rachel’s door before the girl had woken fully. She was still rubbing the sleep from her eyes when Nicole sat down on the end of the bed.

“Where’s Jelly?” she asked in a groggy tone.

Nicole cringed. “Honey, something happened….”
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“Are we really having a funeral for a cat?” Jaz whispered. “Not that I mind getting up this early and all.”

Nicole finished her wine and nodded. “Yep. Just look at them out there. They look like little widows. I can almost hear them talking about the weather and arthritis. Did you tell Roxy to dress in black?”

“Nope,” Jaz muttered, finishing her glass. “That was all her. She said it was the ‘respectful’ thing to do. I swear I don’t know where she gets it from. I don’t remember us being so…deep at that age. All we cared about were Barbies and boy bands.”

“My God, those two are about as extra as they come.”

Jaz chuckled and shook her head. “Peas in a pod, man. So, what are our plans for the wake? Please don’t tell me you’ve ordered a cat-shaped cake.”

“Ha! No, but don’t say that too loudly. They might get ideas. Mom said there was a festival down at the park today. We could go there; it would lift their spirits.”

“You mean get them all hopped up on sugar?” Jaz offered.

“Yep, then we’ll head to Mom’s and drink away the sorrow while the grandparents chase after them. God knows how much that cat liked to make me drink. Jelly would appreciate the irony.”

Nicole sighed, watching the girls in the backyard. The funeral had ended fifteen minutes before, but the pair lingered behind in their matching black dresses, lovingly laying flowers around the cross. She was still baffled that the man who had ended Jelly’s life had come through. He’d met Rachel and apologized for what had happened. To her youthful credit, Rachel was polite and thanked him for the small, beautifully crafted casket and cross. Once Nicole saw it, she felt guilty all over again, knowing it must have taken weeks to make. He declined to stay for the services, citing his own four-legged friends who still needed care.

“As morbid as it is, at least you’ll get to play with the puppies at the humane society again, right?”

She groaned. “Ugh, don’t remind me about that creep.”

“Creep? Did a puppy hump your leg?”

“At least that would be cute. No, the guy at the desk there was super aggressive. He acted like I was terrible for not wanting to get hit on. He even mentioned the road we lived on. Who does that?”

“Yikes, did you say something to his boss?”

“Kind of. Apparently, some of the people they have working there are actually working off a debt to the community.”

“Really? Man, I didn’t know that. I hope they at least screen people first. I take Roxy there all the time. She’s obsessed with that pregnant cat, the black one?”

“She’s such a doll,” Nicole agreed. “She has to be due any day now.”

“Isn’t Brandy friends with Lily Miller? The woman who runs the society. You could have your pick of kittens.”

“She’s got her heart set on a puppy,” Nicole said.

Jaz shook her head. “How the heck are you going to manage that? You’ll have to hire one of those people who come to walk your dog every day.”

“Or I could just come home on lunch and do it. We live right down the road. Why are we even talking about this? There is no way we are ready for a pet yet. She needs to heal first.”

“Yeah,” Jaz muttered sarcastically. “She looks pretty devastated.”

They watched the two girls dart away from the grave, now using the flowers as swords and fighting against each other. Nicole knew the black dresses wouldn’t make it an hour without being covered in mud. Cracking open the kitchen window they were watching the pair from, Nicole yelled at the girls to go change before goofing off. Seconds later, they were racing through the house and up the stairs to Rachel’s room, where Jaz had left a bag for Roxy. Nicole was always impressed with how prepared her friend was. She inspired Nicole every day to try to do better.

“All right, girl, you sure you want to handle these two on your own?” Jaz asked.

Nicole chuckled. “I don’t know if I’m ever ready, but if I’m not watching kids, I have to cook, and no one wants that. Go, make Mom’s pies, and we’ll meet you at the park in a few hours.”

Jazz hesitated. “You know, if you wanted Dean to have a few words with the man from the humane society, I’m sure he would be happy to do it. You are family to him, to us both…I don’t want you feeling uncomfortable.”

“Thanks, I’ll think about it. Thank Dean for me, too. If Tyler were here, he’d already be up there, beating the man to a pulp. I don’t want to teach Rachel that the only way to solve your problems is with violence, though.”

“So, you’re just going to let it go? You know Rachel is going to want to go back as soon as the holiday is over. You can’t just pretend like nothing happened. What if he is there again next time?”

“Then I’ll cross that bridge when I get to it. Yes, he was out of line, but not to the point that I want to make a scene.”

Jasmine frowned, and Nicole knew it wasn’t the answer her friend had hoped for. They saw eye to eye on most things, but Jasmine had spent several months hopping around the state and in the larger cities. She was far more vigilant and critical of men. Despite knowing how dangerous the larger cities could be for single moms and young girls, they were in Twin Lakes. All she had to do was place a call to her mother, and the guilty man would be gone from the humane society altogether.

“I think you are too nice to people,” Jaz muttered.

“Really? I don’t think so. I just know everyone deserves a second chance. Maybe he was having a bad day or genuinely didn’t know that was an inappropriate way to approach things.”

“Or maybe he’s just an asshole who likes to treat women like shit.”

She sighed and rolled her eyes. “Maybe. Either way, it’s over and done with now.”

“Except that he knows where you live….”

“Yeah, and every other person who went there yesterday. Do you really think they would let him off with community service if he was a danger to society? Or let him be in a place where he’s around innocent animals and people all day?”

Jaz shrugged. “Hell, if I know. You’ve seen our government at work. They aren’t exactly watching out for the little guy unless he suddenly inherits a ton of money they can tax.”

“You are such a cynic. I’m going to keep trying to see the glass as half full.”

“Suit yourself. Just be careful and promise me you’ll take action if anything else happens.”

“Like what? He hits on me the next time?”

“Well…yeah…or shows up with flowers and a human heart….”

She groaned. “Gross. Don’t you have somewhere to be?”

Jaz laughed and tugged her into a warm embrace. “Don’t hate me for looking out for you. I couldn’t lose my best friend.”

“Don’t worry, I’m not going anywhere, and I promise if anything else happens, you and Dean will be the first to know.”

“Thank you. I know that will make him feel better. I should get going before he and Roxy decide we don’t need any pies at all and eat all the whipped cream.”

She walked with Jasmine to the door, closing it after her to keep out the bitter cold as a chorus of laughs came from upstairs. She knew the girls would be content playing with each other for hours. It gave her some time to relax, something she desperately needed. After being woke at the ungodly hour, Nicole planned on sitting on the couch and doing nothing for a good long while. The peace was short-lived, though, as her phone started to vibrate on the coffee table. Nicole groaned and reached for it. While the area code was local, it wasn’t a number she recognized.

“Hello?” she said. “Can I help you?”

Nicole could hear someone breathing on the other end. A chill moved slowly down her spine, awakening every sense in her body as she swallowed. She tried to speak to the caller a second time, but the line went dead. The encounter left her shaken. Looking down at the number, she tried to place it but couldn’t, instead opting to type it into her internet search and see what came up. When the smiling humans and four-legged faces looked back at her, Nicole gasped. It was the number for the humane society.

She ground her teeth, rage coursing through her at the intrusion into her personal space. Nicole called the number back, but it went to the building voicemail system. It was a holiday, after all. No one should have been there. Yet the number was a match. Had it not been for the girls upstairs, Nicole would have driven to the humane society herself and pounded on the door until someone answered. She knew it was the man from before, the abrasive one who didn’t care if he bothered her or not.
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Nicole was sitting with Jasmine at the park. The two of them watched the girls run around the playground, playing a game of tag. Nicole watched as her daughter mercilessly chased Roxy around the swing sets and through the wooden playhouses throughout the park. There were a few other kids there, and it didn’t take long for the two girls to make more friends.

“This was a great idea, especially after losing Jelly,” Nicole said.

“I agree,” Jasmine replied. “It’s good to take her mind off it, though I’m sure it will be a while before she gets sidetracked enough to forget about the cat.”

“Forgetting isn’t always what’s best, but a good distraction so soon after is good for her.”

“Rachel definitely looks distracted now.” Jasmine chuckled. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen them go after each other that hard.”

“The girls always have so much fun here. I just wish the temperature would stay a little warmer all year round. The air already has a deep chill to it.”

“I agree, and we aren’t even into winter yet. We’ve lived here our whole lives, and we still complain about the cold. You think we’d be used to it after so many years.”

Nicole chuckled. “It’s funny how that works.”

She heard the girls screaming and jumped up to get a better view. She sighed when she realized Rachel had tagged Roxy, and the girls were screaming with delight. Nicole wasn’t sure why she was so on edge, but she took a deep breath and sat back down. Jasmine smiled at her, and she smiled awkwardly in return. Her best friend would never say it, but she knew the look of concern when she saw it.

“Everything okay?”

“Yeah, I don’t know why I’m so jumpy.”

Jasmine laughed. “It’s your daughter. After losing Jelly, you’re bound to be more than a little concerned about her. Those two were close.”

“You’re probably right. I shouldn’t be so worried. It’s not like anything crazy has ever happened here.”

“I don’t think there’s anything exciting that has happened here, either.”

The two of them laughed, but Nicole knew she wasn’t wrong. The small world around them had been home for her whole life, and she couldn’t remember a time anything major had ever happened. She smiled when she saw the two girls come running up to them. They were both out of breath, and their little faces were red from the chill in the air. When Rachel rushed up to her, she threw herself into Nicole’s arms.

“You look so could, honey. Are you guys ready to go?” Nicole asked.

“It is cold, silly. And no, I don’t want to leave yet. Roxy and I made new friends, and I want to stay and play.”

“Then what are you doing over here? Go play.”

“I wanted to know if you would get us some ice cream,” Rachel said with a big smile.

“Oh, you little trickster. I thought you just wanted Mommy’s love.”

“Well yeah, but I wanted ice cream, too.”

Nicole chuckled. “All right, but stay where I can see you.”

Even in November, the ice cream stand would stay open. Aside from a big storm, the place never closed. It had been there as long as she could remember, but the ownership had changed hands several times over the years. Nicole sifted through her purse and found her change bag. Digging through it, she pulled out a ten-dollar bill and handed it to her daughter, much to her delight. She smiled as she watched her giggle and take off running with Roxy to the stand.

Nicole couldn’t help but be happy that her daughter was distracted. Losing their cat had opened her eyes to the damage a loss like that could have on a little kid. Her mind flashed back to when she had lost her first animal when she was about Rachel’s age. Bear had been a guiding light during part of her childhood. She knew now that dogs with the behavior of Bear would have been called emotional support dogs, and that’s exactly what he had been.

The family dog was only about two years old when Nicole had taken her for a walk. It had been a chillier day in November, and they were heading back to her childhood home. Suddenly, the leash snapped, and Bear took off through the woods. Nicole chased him as fast as she could until they came up on some train tracks. A train horn sounded in the distance, and she tried to call Bear back to her, but the stubborn dog wouldn’t come. He sat there, waiting on the train.

She quickly made her way to the other side where he stood, still trying to coax him to her. Bear was about twenty feet from her, still sitting by the tracks, when the train started to go by. Thinking she had nothing to worry about, she started to throw rocks at the side of the train, but when she looked back at Bear, he was watching the train. Without warning, he jumped right into the train, killing him on impact. She didn’t sleep for weeks after that. Snapping her back to the present was the voice of her friend.

“You all right over there? What are you thinking about?” Jasmine asked.

“Oh, just thinking about the first pet I remember having.”

“Bear, right?”

“Yeah. He was just perfect. I was just thinking about what Rachel will go through in the next couple of days. Must have gotten lost in the memories of him.”

Jasmine smiled. “I remember him when we were…what? About their age now. Eight, maybe nine?”

“Exactly. That’s what made me think about it.”

Just then, her phone started to ring. Digging the phone out of her pocket, she could see the call was coming from Brian Hayes. Brian was the local police chief. Normally, she wouldn’t answer, but since Mrs. Anderson was on vacation, she knew she was the liaison until she returned.

“Hello,” Nicole said.

“Hey, is this Nicole Stewart?”

“Yeah, what can I do for you, Chief?”

“Well, I hate to bother you, but we just received a report of a suspicious person hanging around outside of the school.”

“Oh, okay. Well, what do you need from me?”

Hayes sighed. “Actually, we’re just getting ready to head over there and check it out. If you could meet us there, we’d really appreciate it. Never know if it’s someone familiar to the school or illegal activity.”

“Well, I’m just down here at the park. I could be there in about fifteen minutes.”

“Okay, Nicole. That sounds great. I’ll meet you at the school then.”

She ended the call, quickly explained what was going on to Jasmine, and asked her if she could keep an eye on Rachel while she handled the situation. Her friend was more than willing to watch the two kids, who were busy enjoying their ice cream cones on a bench on the other side of the park. She thanked her and hustled to her car. The drive to the school was uneventful, and when she pulled into the school parking lot, she was surprised to see the chief and a patrol officer standing next to their cruisers, talking to Travis. She parked the car next to them and jumped out.

“So, what’s going on?” Rachel asked.

“Well, this guy here was trying to get into the building through one of the windows. He says he works here. Do you know him?” Chief Hayes asked.

“Yeah, his name is Travis, and he’s our janitor. What were you doing, Travis?”

“I accidentally forgot my bag and was trying to get in to get it. I didn’t mean to stir up a bunch of trouble,” Travis said. “I just didn’t want to bother anyone on their vacation. I figured I could get in through the open window, grab my bag, and no one would have to break away from their family get-together.”

“Travis, next time, just give me a call. I would have gladly come back and opened the door for you.

“Sorry, Miss Stewart. I didn’t mean to cause trouble.”

“It’s okay, Travis,” Nicole said. “He’s good, Chief. This is Travis Parker. I can vouch for him. He’s harmless, if not a little forgetful.”

Hayes smiled. “Okay, Nicole. As long as you know who he is, I think we’re all good here. Let’s just use the door from now on, okay?”

“Yes, sir,” Travis replied.

“Thanks for coming out, Nicole. I really appreciate it. Now, we have to get back to the office. Sorry to bother you over a false alarm.”

Nicole chuckled. “It’s okay. Thanks for getting right here and making sure there was nothing else going on.”

They all said their goodbyes and headed their separate ways. Nicole couldn’t help but laugh at the thought of some “Karen” calling the police while Travis crawled headfirst through the school window. As she got back into her warm car, she cranked up the heater. She headed back to the park to pick up Rachel, turning up the radio when one of her favorite songs came on.
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Nicole made her way back to the park. It was an easy drive until she reached the closed roads for the festival. By now, things were starting to die down. She watched people coming out of the park as the vendors started tearing down the displays and unsold wares. Nicole inched through the parking lot, waving at the cluster of moms gathered near the picnic benches. It was wonderful to live in a town where she didn’t have to worry about the company her daughter was keeping. Everyone knew each other in Twin Lakes. There were no outsiders among them.

In the distance, she could hear children squealing with delight as they chased each other around. She saw Roxy poke her head out from behind one of the massive trees near the edge of the park and knew Rachel wouldn’t be far behind her. She climbed out of her car and headed to the group. Jasmine waved and jogged in her direction. Despite it still being fairly early in the afternoon, Nicole was already exhausted. She knew she would have to tell Jasmine about the strange call she had gotten as well. Yet she didn't want to ruin the holiday and knew Dean would blow his top the second he found out.

It was something that could wait for the morning. Nicole took a quick stock of everyone there. Two of the parents had students in her class. The others she knew from town but not nearly as personal a level. Twin Lakes was unlike any other community she'd ever seen. Even during the trying times of the pandemic, the town hadn’t lost a single step. They’d formed welcome wagons, socially distant events, and the school was set up as a resource center. With things finally returning to a more stable normal, Nicole wondered how much of the ordeal the children would remember.

“Hey! Is everything okay over at the school?” Jasmine asked.

Nicole nodded. “Yeah, it was Travis. Poor kid left his bag inside.”

“Awe, that stinks. Well, I’m happy they called you instead of bothering the principal. Is he okay? They didn’t like…arrest him or anything, right?”

“Oh no, I wouldn’t let them do that. He’s a sweet kid, just a little slow. I felt bad for him and almost invited him to my parent’s house, but he’s so excited his dad is coming to get him for the weekend.”

“Good, I’m glad it all worked out. The girls are having a blast, obviously.”

“What are we going to do all winter? Look at them. They love it out here. I don’t think I can handle another four months being stuck inside.”

“Well, like I said this time last year, we could always leave our husbands, take their money, and move somewhere much warmer. I feel like the girls would love Hawaii.”

Nicole laughed and rolled her eyes. “Are you sure it’s the kids who want to spend their days on a beach?”

“Hey, it’s not my fault they make those men down there so damn good-looking—”

“Oh, I bet Dean loves to hear about your love for the islanders. I bet that’s the last time he takes you on vacation there.”

Jasmine groaned. “It was one drunken comment, one time, and he’s never going to let me live it down!”

“You told him you wanted to be a Hawaiian sandwich with two of those ‘sweet buns’ on either side.”

Jasmine burst into laughter at the memory. It was all in joking, good fun. Dean wasn’t upset by her friend’s drunken comments, but she would still never let Jaz live it down. A familiar song could be heard in the distance, and Nicole grinned.

“I think we are all about to get our own little taste of something sweet,” she said.

Jasmine cocked her head in confusion for a moment before she, too, heard the approaching sound. A few minutes later, a large white van pulled into the lot. The brightly painted patterns on the sides notified everyone within eyesight of what the vendor had to offer. Parents instinctively pulled coins and cash from their pockets and purses as children started to flood the area, pleading with them for the sugary sweet liquid the truck carried. Nicole and Jasmine waited and watched. Roxy came bounding toward them, her eyes darting all around for her best friend.

Roxy approached them breathlessly. “Have you seen Rachel?”

They both shook their heads. Nicole knew when a big game of hide-and-seek was played at the park, kids could go anywhere. While they all had individually imposed borders by their parents, the general rule among the community was to stay in the park. Rachel knew better than to go past the fence that separated the play area from the national forest. It was about twenty feet beyond the large oaks at the other end of the play zone. Nicole scanned the area again, searching for Rachel to help Roxy find her. It wasn't like Rachel not to be at Roxy’s side. As the seconds turned into minutes and Roxy became anxious to get to the hot cocoa truck before it left, Nicole started to become nervous.

“Do you see her?” Jasmine asked.

Nicole shook her head. “No, where the hell could she have gone? She knows she’s not allowed past the fence, especially not with the creek moving so fast from last week’s storm.”

“I’m sure she just didn’t hear the truck pull up. You and I both know she wouldn’t pass up the chance for some more sugar.”

“Well, if that’s the case, we are going to get her hearing tested because this is giving me a panic attack.”

Jasmine chuckled. “Isn’t that what kids are supposed to do? Make us paranoid all the time?”

“Jaz, this isn’t like her….”

“I know,” Jasmine whispered.

She swallowed, her throat feeling dry as she dropped to Roxy’s level. If anyone knew where Rachel would be hiding, it would be Roxy. Even in the intense game of hide-and-seek, the pair didn’t keep secrets from each other. If one was the seeker, you could bet that they both were. The smile had dropped from Roxy’s face as the trio continued to search the area for her friend. Tension had moved into the air; Nicole knew Rachel wouldn't go far without her best friend. She tried to fight the rising panic inside her as she smiled at Roxy to keep the girl calm.

“Honey, do you remember the last time you saw Rachel?” Nicole asked. “Where were you two hiding?”

Roxy pointed to the trees. “Over there, by the fence. She wasn’t playing with us, though.”

Her heart pounded. “What do you mean she wasn’t playing with you?”

“Well, she was playing with us, but then a puppy ran over. Did you see it, Momma?” Roxy asked Jaz.

Her friend smiled and shook her head. “No, honey. What did it look like?”

“It was so cute and fluffy, but he didn’t want to go home, so he ran away from his daddy.”

“Oh no!” Nicole said, keeping things light. “Did the puppy find his owner?”

“Probably, they weren’t there when we heard the hot chocolate truck.”

The growing dread inside of Nicole threatened to bubble over. She took a deep breath, fighting the panic attack starting to rise. Rachel knew better than to talk to strangers, but in a place like Twin Lakes, a stranger was practically nonexistent. Everyone knew everybody else, and when a new family moved in, Nicole was one of the first to know as a teacher.

“Roxy,” Nicole whispered. “I need to know exactly where Rachel is at.”

“She just wanted to pet the puppy….”

“Where is she, Roxy?” Nicole growled.

The intuitive little girl sensed the change in Nicole’s tone and took a step away from her toward Jasmine. She sucked in a sharp breath and closed her eyes, pleading with her emotions to stay in control. Nicole knew when it came to Rachel, she had a tendency to overreact. As an only child, Rachel was almost never without some sort of adult supervision. With each passing second, though, the fear inside of Nicole grew. The color had drained from Jasmine's face as she looked at her friend and daughter.

“I don’t know,” Roxy whispered. “The man asked if we wanted to help him find his puppy, but I was having fun, so I said no—”

Nicole felt the world starting to spin slowly around her as she left to her feet. She didn't need to hear what else Roxy was saying. Instantly she broke into a sprint in the direction of the forest. Behind her, she could hear Jasmine yelling to the other parents that they had a missing child. Her heart felt like someone had a vice grip around it as her mind raced. It didn't matter how many times she had warned Rachel or how close an eye she had kept on her daughter; in a split second, the child was gone.
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After fifteen minutes, the entire park was swarming with police. While Nicole was thankful for the quick response, she didn’t have time to thank them. She was busy looking for her daughter. In her mind, she was trying to go through every face she could remember. No one was standing out, though, and she couldn’t believe her daughter would have just run off. She never wanted to be far from her mother. She looked around the open area. She spotted the police chief walking toward where Jasmine and Roxy were standing. She quickly made her way over there, too.

“Has anyone seen anything?” Nicole asked.

“I’m sorry, Nicole, but none of my officers have seen any sign of Rachel,” Hayes said, turning his attention to Jasmine. “Would it be okay if I asked your daughter what she knows?”

Jasmine looked down at Roxy. “Is that okay, honey? You can tell the chief what you know. It will help find Rachel, okay?”

“Okay,” Roxy replied, not looking up from her shoes.

“Do you know where Rachel went?”

“Well, we were playing hide-and-seek. Rachel and I hid over there by that tree,” she said, pointing toward a large oak tree in the middle of the park.

“Good. Now, can you tell me what happened next?” Hayes asked.

“A man came up to us and asked us to help him. I was having fun playing, but Rachel wanted to help.”

“What do you mean a man—”

“Nicole, let me handle this, okay?” Hayes said. “What did the man need help with?”

“Am I in trouble?” Roxy asked.

“No, honey,” Jasmine said. “But, if you know something that will help find Rachel, you need to tell the nice police officer.”

“Okay, Mommy,” Roxy sighed. “He said he needed help to find a missing puppy. He said he saw it here at the park but couldn’t find him anywhere.”

“Okay, good. Now, do you know what happened after that?”

“Um, I wanted to keep playing, but Rachel was really sad about Jelly being gone. So, she went with the man to help look for the puppy. She said she didn’t want another little girl to have to be as sad as she was.”

“Thank you, Roxy. You’ve been a really big help,” Hayes said.

Nicole was stunned. She was overwhelmed with concern for her daughter. She blamed herself for not teaching her daughter about the dangers of strangers, but there was anger running through her veins as well. Nothing like that ever happened in the area she called home. Her mind was still running through the faces she had seen earlier, trying to pinpoint anyone who looked out of place, but nothing came to her. She looked down at Roxy, who still had tears in her eyes for her missing friend.

Wiping her own concerns away, she tried to think of anything that had happened in the last few days that could pertain to her daughter being taken. She suddenly remembered the strange man at the humane society. The man had given her the creeps, but she didn’t know if that was necessarily a sign that the man would kidnap her daughter. Nicole didn’t take long to decide she wasn’t going to take any chances and quickly pulled Chief Hayes off to the side.

“We’re doing everything we can, Nicole. I know you’re going through a lot with all of this, but we’re going by the book here. We have her description out across the surrounding counties, along with roadblocks on every exit out of town.”

“I appreciate that, but that’s not what I’m concerned with. There was this guy at the humane society who really gave me a bad vibe. I don’t know if it means anything, but I thought you should know.”

She quickly told the chief everything she recalled about the guy. She gave him a quick description along with telling him the way he had acted and the things he had said. Even though she knew they were doing everything they could, as Rachel’s mother, she didn’t feel like it would be enough. Every crazy movie she had seen about child abduction was now running through her mind. Even though she knew they were only movies, her concern grew when she realized was happening wasn’t a script. She had no idea how it would end.

“Look,” Hayes said, “we’re doing all we can here. I hate to say it, but I doubt we will find her around here. Though I don’t plan on stopping the search, I think it would be best if you come down to the station so we can get all the paperwork filed, and you can tell me more about Rachel.”

“I don’t know if I can drive right now. This is messed up. Why would someone want to take my little girl?”

“Well, I doubt it was planned. I think she just wanted to be helpful and did it with the wrong person. I promise we’re going to find your daughter. No matter what it takes. If you need a ride, you can ride with me to the station. I don’t mind bringing you back after we get everything filed.”

“No, that’s okay. I’m sure Jasmine can give me a ride there.”

“Okay, just stay positive. We’re going to find her. I’ll meet you down at the station.”

“Okay,” Nicole replied.

Nicole was still in shock. She watched as Hayes got into his cruiser and headed for the police station. She knew she needed to get going, but she really didn’t know if she’d be able to focus long enough to get there on her own. Nothing was right to her. The pain of going through her daughter being kidnapped was already taking its toll on her. She barely noticed when Jasmine walked up and wrapped her arms around her. She just felt completely numb.

“Nicole? I know this is overwhelming, but I’m trying to make this as easy as possible. I already called your parents.”

“Thank you,” she whispered.

“Dean just got here, too, okay? He’s going to give you a ride down to the station, and your parents are coming here to pick up your car and take it to the station.”

“What if we don’t find her?”

“Now, don’t be doing that to yourself, all right? You don’t need to be filling your head with all that negativity. They’re going to do everything they can to find her. It’s going to be okay.”

Nicole was thankful that Jasmine was taking care of the little things. She couldn’t focus on much more than the pain she was feeling. There were tons of questions going through her mind, but there wasn’t anyone who had answers for her. Her daughter had been missing for less than an hour, and she already felt like it had been an eternity. She didn’t notice when Dean walked up to her and guided her to his car.

The cold air felt like an afterthought. A tingling sensation rolled up her back as a rush of cool air blew up through her coat. She suddenly wondered if Rachel was cold or being held somewhere warm. She didn’t understand why she was thinking about things out of her control, but she knew she had no control over anything. Her heart was racing, and the panic was starting to set in.

The constant nagging in the back of her mind was asking the same question, over and over. Why Rachel? She wondered if her daughter had been picked or if it was by random selection. She pulled herself from her destructive thoughts before realizing they were driving through town on their way to the station. She had been so deep in thought that she never realized she had gotten into the car, let alone that they were almost there.

The longer the drive went, the angrier she became. She had trusted Jasmine to look after her daughter. Though they had been friends for as long as she could remember, it didn’t ease the pain of who was at fault. She knew there wasn’t anyone to blame other than whoever took Rachel, but it didn’t stop her from being angry at everyone, including herself.

She quickly fell back into her thoughts, forgetting everything around her and hoping her daughter was safe. Nicole’s thoughts reverted back to before she left for the school. She thought about the strange feeling that overtook her when she thought something bad had happened, only to find the girls were screaming because they were enjoying their day at the park. Though, at that moment, her fear was nothing compared to what she felt now.

The only constant that went through her head was that she had left Rachel with a woman she thought she could trust. Now, her daughter was missing, and there weren’t any signs as to where she was. Her blood started to boil, and the rage she had been trying to contain was slowly coming to the forefront of her mind.
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Sitting outside the police station, Nicole was still in a daze. She couldn’t wrap her mind around what was happening. Her heart felt like it was being ripped into a dozen pieces. Even after replaying what Roxy had told them earlier a dozen times in her head, she still felt like everything was a cruel trick. Her phone vibrated in her hand, but she didn't notice at first. It wasn't until it rang a second time that she bothered to look at it. Nicole was embarrassed by the way she had acted at the park toward her best friend.

Even as she considered apologizing, the rage flickered again. Tyler was calling her for the third time. She knew her parents must have said something to him. It wasn't fair to leave him lingering with questions. Rachel was his daughter as well. How was she going to tell him, though, that their child was missing? It felt like if she told Tyler, the whole thing would become real and unavoidable in her mind. Her hands shook as the phone vibrated once again. Nicole could feel Dean watching her every move.

“Tyler,” she whispered into the speaker. “I…I don’t know where our baby is.”

“I know, sweetheart. Listen, I’ve already booked a flight out of here. It leaves in less than an hour. I’ll be there as soon as possible. What happened?”

“I have no idea. Roxy said a man approached her. She was so sad about losing Jelly—”

“What do you mean ‘losing Jelly,’ where the hell did the cat go?”

“Shit, I’m sorry, we haven’t had time to even talk about that yet. He was hit by a car this morning. I just…I don’t know. I don’t care. We need to find her.”

“We will. She probably just got lost. Everyone in town is already looking for her, I’m sure, but you can’t think the worst. I know how much you want to, but don’t.”

“What are we going to do?”

“Find her, Nicole. That’s what we are going to do. How the hell did this happen? Who was watching her?”

“Jasmine…” she whispered.

She felt Dean's gaze intensify next to her, but she didn't turn to see his expression. Her cheeks flushed with anger. It didn't matter if it was misplaced or not. Her child was missing. As far as she was concerned, it never would have happened on her watch. Taking a deep breath, Nicole focused on the conversation, not her rage. After a few more minutes of giving Tyler every detail they had found so far, the call ended. Seconds later, though, her phone started to ring again. Nicole ground her teeth when she saw Jasmine’s name appear on the screen. She quickly declined the call, her eyes darting to Dean and the driver’s seat.

“What?” she snapped. “Do you have something to say?”

He shook his head. “You know this isn’t Jasmine’s fault. Those kids all run wild in the woods. It could have been anyone’s kid….”

“But it wasn’t, now, was it? It was mine,” Nicole snarled. “Not your little girl, mine.”

“Nic—”

“Don’t, just don’t, Dean. You don’t know what this is like. Do you have any idea what could be happening to her right now? Do you want to think about it?”

“Of course not, Nicole….”

“Yeah? Well, guess what? I sure as hell am thinking about it. I can’t stop. I can’t get the fucking images out of my head. Why don’t you try to put Roxy in that thought process so you can see how I feel? Oh wait, you get to go back to the park and hold your little girl.”

“You think this isn’t eating Jaz alive? Rachel is like our daughter, too. We are family.”

“Family doesn’t let your child get kidnapped,” Nicole snapped.

She didn’t wait for him to finish, jerking open the door of his car and quickly climbing out. He slipped the car into park and started to exit as well, but she shot him a scathing look. To his credit, he sighed and climbed back into the vehicle. She slammed the door and started up the steps of the police precinct. Dean didn't pull away, though. She knew he wouldn't until he got approval from Jasmine to leave her there alone. Every eye turned to look at her when she entered the main doors.

In the small community, everyone already knew what had happened. While the knowledge should have brought her peace, knowing everyone was searching for her daughter, it only served to infuriate her more. How was it in such a small town that no one seemed to know anything about Rachel's abduction? Someone in their midst was keeping secrets, and she was going to find out who. Instantly, an officer came over to her and escorted her into the precinct’s sole conference room. By the time Officer Hayes arrived, Nicole was ticked off and ready to leave. It wasn't doing her daughter any good to be sitting around in the tiny room.

“Thanks for coming down, Nicole. This isn’t going to take long; I’ve already got men combing the woods, as you know, and dogs tracking her scent.”

“Great, then why the hell am I here and not out looking for her? This is a waste of time.”

“We just need to go over everything one more time. Now, between leaving the park and getting back, how much time had passed?”

“Jesus, we have to go over this again. You were there, for Christ’s sake!”

“Just one more time, please,” he said.

“I don’t know, maybe forty minutes altogether.”

“And you’d left her in the care of Jasmine—”

“Yes,” she snapped. “Again, I left her in someone else’s care, and this happened.”

“You said your estranged husband isn’t in town?”

Nicole glared at the man, strumming her fingers along the table and considering her words carefully. She wanted to tell him exactly where he could shove his questions. There was nothing “estranged” about Tyler. She could see the direction Hayes was taking already. All she had to do was answer his questions in order to get out of there. If he wasn't going to look for her daughter, or if he was going in to go down the wrong path, she would find Rachel without their help.

“Tyler is a good man and a wonderful father. He was devastated when I told him what was happening.”

“But he’s not here, correct? And you two are going through a divorce and custody battle.”

“Excuse me?” she snapped. “There is no ‘battle’ between us, and there never has been, got it? Tyler didn’t have anything to do with this. That’s like saying I kidnapped my daughter to keep her from her father. It wouldn’t happen. We love each other; the marriage just didn’t work.”

“Ma’am, there is no reason to get defensive here. We are all working to find Rachel. These are questions we have to ask for protocol.”

“Well, your protocol is wasting time my daughter might not have.”

He sighed. “In situations like this, we’ve found that it’s either someone close to the child or that they’ve simply gotten lost. What’s worrying me right now is the cold snap that we have coming in. If she’s out there wandering around—”

“She isn’t wandering around anywhere. Rachel wouldn’t walk off by herself; she knows better.”

“The same way that she knows better than to walk off with a strange man?” he asked.

She bit the sides of her mouth, the act keeping her from calling the officer every colorful name under the sun. Anger would get her nowhere. She just had to play along and get out of there.

“Look, I’m sorry. I know this is hard for you. The faster we can clear out the obvious suspects, the better our chance of finding her.”

She was ready to storm out, but before she could, a ruckus in the main part of the building caught her attention. A woman’s familiar elevated voice rained down on the silence, piercing the thick glass of the conference room. Nicole gave Hayes a slight grin as the color drained from his face. While the pair may not have known each other well, there was one Murphy in the family everyone in town knew and held a healthy fear of.

Brandy Murphy had joined the party.
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Nicole almost smiled to herself, knowing how protective her mother could be over her family. She knew it wouldn’t be long before Brandy would bully her way through the officers and make her way to her. Sure enough, moments later, her mother had cleared two of the officers. Only one other officer was standing in her way, and as Nicole watched his face, she could tell Brandy had put the fear of God into the man, judging by the fear that washed over him.

Her mother was a prominent member of the community. Her charity work alone helped the city to upgrade many parts of the police force. Brandy’s donations had paid for a new cruiser and the finances to keep a K-9 unit on staff. Many of the officers in the precinct looked hesitant to stop her, while others still knew they had to do their jobs. It was comical in part because her mother wasn’t a very sizeable opponent, but the officer’s coward in her wake regardless.

Brandy brushed the officer aside and rushed through the door to the room she was in. As soon as she entered the room, she made her way to where her daughter sat and wrapped her in her arms. Growing up, she had hated how protective she could be, but now she was grateful to have the woman holding her. The tears flowed as the pain of every emotion she was going through overtook her mind.

Nicole wiped the tears from her face and blew her nose on the tissue she had grabbed from the box sitting on the desk next to her. Brandy cupped her cheeks, holding Nicole’s face close to her own. She could see by the look in her mother’s eyes that she was there to comfort her. While her heart ached for her missing daughter, she felt comforted by Brandy’s touch. A calmness washed over her, though she knew it wouldn’t last.

“It’s going to be okay, dear,” Brandy said. “Everything will be fine. These nice officers are going to do everything they can to find Rachel.”

“Everyone keeps telling me that, but it’s not okay. Not right now; it isn’t. I truly hope you’re all right about it, but nothing feels okay.”

“I know, honey. But you have to have faith in the police here. They have all the resources they need to find her, and they’ve already ensured me that they are doing everything in their power. I was told they have roadblocks out and that all the main streets are covered.”

“We don’t even know how long she’s been gone. Even if it was thirty minutes, that’s more than enough time to get out before the roadblocks even were set in place.”

Brandy sighed. “I know everything feels overwhelming, but now is not the time to go dark. Just keep your head up. I have faith we will find her, and everything will be all right. Faith is the only thing we can control. Have faith that God will bring her home safely.”

While growing up in a faith-based home had its benefits, now wasn’t the time she wanted to think about having faith. To her, faith was something that could be interpreted in many ways. At that moment, she could have blamed God for the things that had happened. How could an all-loving God allow a child to be abducted in the middle of the day with no signs of a witness? She instantly regretted her feelings and said a silent prayer of forgiveness and protection for Rachel.

Nicole wanted to throw herself into the police investigation. Her mind thought she could stick to one of the officers and find out what they had learned so far. As she stood to stretch her legs and look to see if Hayes had returned, her mother stood, too. Her mind raced when she realized she wouldn’t be doing anything with Brandy looking over her, but she couldn’t bring herself to leave the woman behind. She quickly resigned herself to being stuck with her mother looking over her shoulder.

“Where was Hayes headed off to?” Brandy asked.

“He’s going back to the park to check the progress there and disperse the officers to where he needs them. I don’t know if they’ve found anything, but I’m sure they’ll let me know the moment they do.”

“So, you ready to break out of this place?”

“I want to stay here and see what they find out. I don’t want them to have to come looking for me when news comes of where Rachel is.”

Her mother said nothing and stood. Nicole had no idea what Brandy was going to do, but she watched as she walked from the room to the officer standing just outside the door. Her heart raced when she saw the expression on her mother’s face, knowing she was about to rain hell down on the men and women in the precinct. She couldn’t make out everything Brandy said, but she could tell by the shouting that she was demanding she be allowed to take her daughter home.

Nicole wasn’t thrilled by the idea of going home. She knew the house would feel empty without her daughter there, no matter how many other people would be stopping in to check on her. Her heart already ached at the thought of how long it could be before she had her daughter in her arms again. The emotional weight was becoming too much, and she preferred not to have a breakdown in public.

None of the officers in the precinct argued with Brandy. Instead, they informed her that since all the proper paperwork had been filed, she was welcome to leave at any time. Brandy returned a few minutes later.

“Let’s get you out of here and back at home. They said they would call the moment they hear or find anything.”

“Okay,” Nicole stammered.

She slowly stood and followed Brandy toward the exit of the building. The numbing effect of missing Rachel made it hard to focus on her surroundings, and she was sitting in the car before she realized they had even gotten to it. Her mother fired it up and quickly pulled out of the parking lot, turning in the direction of Nicole’s house. Neither of them spoke on the drive home, leaving Nicole struggling through the emotions gripping her heart.

As they pulled into the driveway, Nicole noticed how empty it already felt. She didn’t want to walk through the door, knowing Rachel wouldn’t be on the other side. Reluctantly, she followed Brandy into the house, only stopping when they reached the living room. She quickly threw herself onto the couch and began to cry. Exhaustion had hit her hard, though she knew she wouldn’t be able to sleep.

“I know you’ve heard it over and over already,” Brandy said, “but I’m going to say it again anyway. Everything is going to be okay.”

“I think I’ve heard that enough already. I don’t know what to think, but I do know I’m tired of hearing it’s going to be okay. Nobody knows that for sure, and what if it’s not?”

“I know how it feels from a grandmother’s perspective, but I can’t imagine how it feels for you as Rachel’s mother. I’m here for you. Just let it all out now.”

As Brandy sat down on the loveseat next to her, Nicole collapsed into her arms. The tears poured out of her like a waterfall. The comfort her mother gave her was of little consolation. Nicole felt like her world was falling apart, and nothing would make it right again until Rachel was back home where she belonged. She couldn’t explain the rush of emotions boiling through her, but the constant flow of tears was explanation enough.

“You need to get some sleep,” Brandy said.

“How can I get any sleep, knowing my daughter is out there with some child predator?”

“It won’t be easy, but you’re no good to Rachel if you allow yourself to be exhausted. Just take a little nap, and if I hear anything, I’ll wake you up to tell you.”

Nicole scoffed. “Just like that? I’m supposed to get rest while my daughter is out there scared. Real good advice, Mom.”

Brandy didn’t respond. Instead, she got up and walked to the kitchen. Nicole regretted the words before she finished saying them. She knew the only reason she was acting out was due to the pain in her heart. It was several minutes before her mother returned with a cup of warm tea. Without saying a word, she set the cup in front of her and then sat next to Nicole again.

“Look, I know it’s all upsetting. If you’re not going to get any rest, at least keep yourself hydrated. Plus, the tea will help calm your nerves.”

Nicole did what her mother asked and quickly drank the liquid. A minute or two later, she felt dizzy and lightheaded. She quickly understood what her mother had done. The room started to go dark, and she laid her head at the end of the couch. The last thing she remembered before the world shut down was her mother’s words.

“Now, a little rest is the best thing for you. Get some sleep.”
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Her head felt like it was splitting in two when she woke the next morning. After half a dozen hours of restless sleep, Nicole still couldn't wrap her mind around what was happening. The early morning rays of sun poked through her curtains, eliciting another stab of pain that shot down the back of her neck. She sat up, rubbing her temples though it did no good. Thankfully, at some point in the night, her mother had set a bottle of water on the nightstand next to her. Drinking it down in a couple gulps, Nicole slowly rose and tried to clear the haze from her mind. It was almost eight in the morning.

She knew if anything had happened during the time she'd been asleep, her mother would have woken her instantly. With the combination of drugs, though, Nicole wasn't sure if waking up would have even been possible. Not long after waking, Nicole heard her mother downstairs. Even through the closed bedroom door, she could hear Brandy singing along with the radio as she bustled around the house. While she was grateful for all her mother's help, Nicole wanted nothing more than to be alone with her misery.

She knew it wasn’t a feasible option, though. Her mother would never leave her with what was going on. Not that she could blame her. If the shoe had been on the other foot, Nicole would have hovered just as badly. No sooner had she sat down at the kitchen island than her mother had a cup of coffee ready and in front of her. Nicole muttered a thank you, not knowing what else to say.

“I’d ask how you slept, but I think I already know the answer.”

“At least I tried. What about you?” Nicole asked.

Her mother shrugged. “I dozed a few times on the couch. It wasn’t easy, though. I kept turning on the news and checking my phone for updates.”

“Still nothing then?”

She shook her head. Nicole hadn’t thought she could feel any worse, but, at that moment, the world felt like it was closing in all over again. She took a sip of the bitter coffee. Her mother chuckled and quickly grabbed the cup from her.

“Sorry, I forgot you take creamer.”

“I’ve only been drinking it the same way since I was sixteen."

She shrugged. “I’m old. I forget things.”

“Dad drinks his the same way. You’ve literally been making the exact same two cups of coffee every morning for the last thirty years at least.”

“Well, someone is snappy this morning.”

“I think I have good reason to be,” Nicole muttered.

Instantly she felt bad about what she’d said. She watched her mother cringe but quickly recover. It killed her how much she was taking out her pain on those around her. After realizing that the whole thing hadn’t simply been a terrible nightmare that morning, Nicole immediately wanted to reach out to Jasmine. Now that her head was starting to clear, it brought with it the comfort of the anger from the day before.

She felt like a shell of a person. Without Rachel, her life served no purpose. Shoving down the guilt and depression, Nicole did her best to pull herself out of the dark slump she knew she was slipping into. Every time she thought about her daughter and what she might be enduring, though, the floodgates of misery opened once more.

“Hey,” her mother whispered.

Her eyes darted to Brandy. “I feel like I’m drowning, Mom.”

“I know, sweetheart. We are going to find her, okay? We will. It’s going to be okay.”

“How can you know that? Have you looked at the statistics? Mom, after the first twenty-four hours, the odds—”

“Hush,” Brandy snapped. “We are not going to think like that, do you understand me? That isn’t going to happen. We are going to get her back, and she’ll be just fine. We’ll have a Thanksgiving do-over and get back to life.”

“Mom…”

“Tell me something, do you remember the farm out on Lake Road? It was your grandparents’ place years ago before they passed.”

“Yeah, you and Dad thought about buying it.”

“That’s right. You couldn’t have been older than six when we went out there. You hated it. You’ve always loved the city.”

Nicole grinned. “I don’t mind the country; I just like being able to walk anywhere I need.”

“Now, do you remember what happened when we took Rachel to that horse farm two years ago?”

“Of course, I do. That’s what got her into the pony club. She loves riding and girl scouts. You guys got her into that, too. I tell you what, if you guys weren’t footing the bill for that pony lease, I don’t know that we’d be able to do it.”

Her mom scoffed. “Oh please, she’s our only grandbaby. We love helping you guys do things like that for her. What are we going to do with the extra money anyway? Go on vacation? We’re both retired. Every day is a vacation for us.”

Nicole’s mind drifted away from the conversation with her mother. She knew Brandy was trying to distract her, but it wasn’t working. None of it mattered. They had to find Rachel. She sighed and cradled her head in her hands. Every second it felt like she was fighting off a complete breakdown. Crying wouldn’t do Rachel any good, though. Before her mother could continue with her story, there was a knock at the front door.

Nicole’s eyes darted to her mother as she rose. Her heart was racing beyond control as she jogged to the front door. Relief washed over Nicole when she saw it wasn’t the police. Instead, it was a boy who couldn’t have been older than fifteen or sixteen. He was looking around cautiously as if he were doing something wrong. Just as she opened it, he started to knock again. The young man shoved a small box in her direction before darting off the steps and racing away from the house.

“What in heavens was that all about?” Brandy muttered.

Nicole closed the door, looking at the box in her hands. It was a rectangle roughly six inches wide and eight long, barely two inches thick. There was no name or return address on the package, only her name. Something told her she needed to sit down before opening it. With her mom following her, she sat on the sofa and took a deep breath.

“We should call the police,” Brandy whispered.

“Go for it,” Nicole muttered, “But I’m not going to wait around for them to get here.”

Her mother sighed and stood. Nicole could hear her talking to someone on the phone from the kitchen, but she didn’t care. Her focus was on the parcel in her hands. With trembling fingers, she opened one end. The contents slid into her palm. There was an envelope inside, but that wasn’t what caught her attention. It was the picture that made her gasp. She cried out at the sight of her daughter. While she was alive and holding a small puppy, Nicole could see from the look in the child’s bloodshot eyes that she was terrified.

“Oh my God,” Brandy whispered behind her. “That’s Rachel.”

“I know, Mom. Look at her. She’s petrified. What kind of monster does this?”

“I…I don’t know…I think I’m going to be sick.”

“I’m calling the cops again….”

Even as the words came out of her mouth, she felt the bile rising in her throat. How could anyone be so horrifically cruel? They now had proof that Rachel and her kind heart had been lured away from the other children with the puppy. Nicole knew there had to be clues in the photo, but all she could think about was her poor, innocent child. Rage soared through her once again. She was going to make whoever had taken Rachel suffer. Not knowing whether or not her daughter would live long enough to see Nicole get her revenge sent another wave of nausea through her. Covering her mouth with her hand, Nicole raced up the steps to the bathroom. As she cradled the toilet, uncontrollable sobs raked her body.
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Nicole opened the envelope containing the letter. Her hands were trembling, and she didn’t notice she was holding her breath. As she removed the letter, she let out a sigh. The picture already had her mind reeling, and she didn’t know what to expect. As she glanced over the letter addressed directly to her, she noticed that the handwriting looked like an Old English version of cursive. The beginning of each sentence started with big letters with many hoops. The handwriting was neat and reminded her more of a woman’s touch than a man’s.

“What does it say, Nicole?” Brandy asked.

“I’ll read it out loud. The writing is unique. I’ll give it that. It’s cleaner than I thought would come from a man, which is concerning since Roxy said it was a guy she was helping at the park.”

“Maybe he has an accomplice helping him.”

Nicole sighed. “Maybe.”

“Just read it, then we’ll figure out the rest.”

“Okay,” she replied as she started to read the letter out loud. “My dearest Nicole. Thank you for watching over her for me. I’ve waited for this moment for so long, I can hardly believe it’s here. Now, you must know the girl is better off with me. You’ll never see her again, but she’ll be well taken care of.

“Proverbs 23:13 says, ‘Do not hold back discipline from the child, although you strike him with the rod, he will not die.’ I have not forsaken this girl as you have. Rachel deserves much better parents. She will stay in my care as I prepare her for their final journey as mother and daughter.”

“What in the hell does that mean?” Brandy asked. “Are they trying to say Rachel needs discipline?”

“I think so. It doesn’t really make sense. I’ll kill the son of a bitch myself if he hurts my daughter.”

“That’s all I need to hear. I’m going to call the police again and let them know about the package and the letter.”

As her mother dialed the police department's number, Nicole tried to figure out the meaning of the letter. She didn’t understand the picture or the letter itself. She went over the Bible verse again, trying to see it from a religious standpoint. The only conclusion she could come to was that the kidnapper wanted to discipline her child, though she didn’t understand why. Rachel was a good kid who always helped others.

Her heart was racing, and it felt like she was going to have a heart attack. Her mouth became dry, and her arm was going numb. She suddenly realized she was having a panic attack, not a heart attack. She quickly sat down before she fell over. Trying to gain her bearings, she listened to Brandy explain the situation to whoever had answered the phone. As soon as her mother ended the call, she came to her side.

“Just take deep breaths. Come on, Nicole. Don’t do this to yourself. The letter is just that, a letter. We’re going to find her before he has a chance to harm her. I swear we won’t rest until she’s back home again.”

“Just look how scared she is in the picture. He acts like he’s trying to save her by the way he talks, but save her from what? Is he saying I’m a bad mother?”

“Not a chance, sweetheart. That little girl does not go without. You make sure she has everything she needs, and you love her with all your heart. There’s nothing you wouldn’t do for Rachel, and she knows that.”

“But what if I’m raising her wrong?”

Brandy sighed. “That’s impossible. Don’t you see this man is simply delusional?”

“I see that just fine, and that’s what scares me,” Nicole said.

“I understand your wanting to worry about her, but you have raised her to be a strong young lady. She’s going to get through this, and so will you. The police are all over the situation. They’ll find her and get her back home.”

“I want to go down to the humane society and have a talk with that jackass who freaked me out. Maybe I can pry something out of him.”

Brandy sighed. “We have no idea if he even has anything to do with it, honey. We can’t just go barging in on everyone we think is a little off.”

“He’s more than a little off. The guy is a creep.”

“Just let the police do their job, okay? They will find Rachel. Just have faith.”

Nicole scoffed. “What do you mean by having faith? Because it sounds like this guy has his own version?”

“That’s not fair, sweetheart. God doesn’t control how people interpret his word.”

“Yeah, well, maybe he should make it a little clearer. I want my baby home.”

“I know you do,” Brandy whispered, taking her in her arms once again.

Nicole knew it wasn’t God’s fault, but she didn’t have anywhere else to lay the blame. She hated that she was making the people around her feel less than what they really meant to her. The grieving mother's excuse would only get her so far, and she knew she needed to bite her tongue from then on. Her initial panic was starting to settle, and she took a deep breath. She held it in and slowly began to exhale through the count of ten. Her heartbeat was slowing back down until she heard a knock on the door.

Having already received one package, she was instantly worried that she was about to get another one. Suddenly, her breathing stopped when she thought of one of the movies she had seen. The character had opened the parcel only to find a body part inside. Nicole rushed to the door, praying it wasn’t a package like that. When she flung open the door, she was greeted by Chief Hayes and a woman with a familiar face.

Hayes greeted her, though he wasn’t smiling, knowing the circumstances didn’t call for a happy face. The woman standing on his left side was none other than Amy Wilson. Nicole’s heart sank. She immediately assumed the worst, that they were there to deliver the bad news that her daughter was gone forever. Tears began to well up in her eyes. Hayes quickly noticed and tried to calm her.

“We don’t have anything new. I’m not here to deliver any other bad news, so don’t freak out, okay? I’ve still got more than a dozen officers on the street looking for Rachel. There’s the APB and an AMBER Alert, too.”

“I…I thought for sure that’s why you were here,” Nicole said.

“No, not at all. I’m hoping we don’t have to get to that point. That’s why I brought Amy. Amy, this is Nicole. Nicole, this is Amy Wilson. She’s part of an elite program on the federal level.”

Nicole didn’t bother to interrupt his introduction, though she had known Amy for years. They had gone to the same college and were roommates. She knew the woman better than Hayes, but she was surprised to see her. When they had graduated from college, Amy had received an invitation to join the elite program. She knew the woman could be hard to get along with, even though they had been good friends at school.

She remembered a time when they were graduating. Everyone in the dorm was throwing parties. When the option to have people in their dorm room came up, Amy had shot it down. It wasn’t that she was against parties or drinking, but she was still working on moving on with her career. Amy had refused to allow any alcohol within their room. It caused quite a stir with the other students in the building, but Nicole had backed her up. She kept her door open, but anyone who walked into the room with a drink in their hand was quickly turned around and kicked out of the room.

Soon after their college days, she received a single call from Amy and hadn’t heard from her since. Based on the conversation they’d had that day, Nicole knew there had to be some kind of bad news coming. Through the last few years, she was sure Amy had proven herself to whatever agency she was a part of. The woman had a strict work ethic and did everything by the book. There wasn’t a time she could remember in college that Amy had broken her ethics about study time. She never did their skip days and even did the extra courses online.

She was suddenly grateful to have her old friend there, knowing that whatever the reason was for her presence, she would do whatever it was in her power to find her daughter. She looked at her old college friend, then back to Hayes.

“Is it okay if we come in?” Hayes asked.
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“Brandy, Nicole,” Hayes muttered. “This is—”

“Hey, Amy,” Nicole interrupted. “I don’t know if I should be relieved or worried that you’re here.”

“So, I guess you two know each other?” the officer said.

Amy nodded, extending her hand to Nicole. “We were roommates in college. I’m sorry the reunion is happening under these circumstances. Nicole, I’d like to introduce you to my team.”

Nicole looked at the two men who had followed Amy into the house.

“This is Special Agent Spencer Wilson and Special Agent Zach Lawson. They work with me at the Serial Abduction Unit.”

“Hi, there,” Nicole whispered. “This is my mother, Brandy. Mom, you remember me talking about Amy?”

Brandy nodded and shook the woman’s hand. “I do, though I’m still a little fuzzy on why it is you’re here now.”

“Of course,” Amy said. “Would you mind if we sat down?”

Nicole nodded, leading the four officers into the living room as her mother busied herself, taking drink orders for them all. Despite knowing none of them would be there long enough to enjoy a cup of coffee, Nicole said nothing to her mother. Just as she’d done for the last twenty-four hours, Brandy was trying to stay busy, and Nicole couldn’t blame her. She noticed Amy was also waiting for Brandy to leave. Nicole was grateful to her old roommate for that. Brandy was already stretching herself thin. Nicole didn’t want to add to her plate.

“I’d like to start by saying I had no idea it was your daughter who was taken, not until I saw the file. I don’t want anyone at the SAU thinking I’m playing favorites.”

Nicole smiled. “Of course not, so why are you here?”

“We’ve been following a string of kidnappings that all meet the same criteria. We believe it is one person committing all the crimes.”

“What?” Nicole stammered. “I don’t understand…how many other girls have been kidnapped?”

“Four, all from neighboring communities. Small, local, tight-knit, just like yours. We’ve got Hartford, Belpre, Rawlings, and Manchester on that list.”

“Four other girls are missing?”

Amy’s eyes darted to Hayes. The look exchanged between the two made her blood run cold. She didn’t want to think about what it implied. At that moment, it took all her energy just to keep from passing out. It couldn’t be true. She wouldn’t let it be. All she had to do was find the man responsible. Drawing a deep breath, she closed her eyes to keep the world from spinning. Amy reached out and touched her arm, but she pulled away. It didn’t feel like genuine concern, more like something the government had trained her to do when dealing with civilians.

“You don’t know it’s the same person. You said it yourself, Hayes. It’s probably someone we know…she’s probably just lost in the woods, right?” Nicole whispered. “She’s alive! You saw the picture…the letter….”

Hayes looked like he was about to cry. “Nicole…”

Amy cleared her throat. “Right now, we know the letter you received and the photo lineup with the previous…cases. Those girls were always taken on Thanksgiving Day from very public locations. They all had blond hair and blue eyes—”

“So what?” Nicole snapped. “That doesn’t mean anything. There are plenty of girls who match that description.”

“Nicole,” Amy hesitated, “would you mind if my guys took a look around while we talked?”

Anger flushed her cheeks. She pursed her lips to keep from saying what she really wanted. In earnest, she wanted every last one of them out of her house. They weren’t making any sense. First, Hayes had told her one thing. Now the agency wanted to search her house. They were all over the place. Nicole felt the familiar tug of a panic attack. To her credit, Amy must have also seen the early signs.

“Hey, take a deep breath. In order to find the man who took her, we have to see how she lives, who she knows, where she goes, all of it. It’s got nothing to do with you, I promise,” Amy said.

Nicole nodded her approval. She didn’t know what to say. What she wanted was to know where her daughter was. It still felt like they were wasting time going through her house, but the two men disappeared almost immediately. Nicole could hear her mother giving them both a piece of her mind as they quickly hurried past her. The woman’s familiar and fiercely protective nature snapped her out of the fog. She drew a deep breath and looked at Amy.

“What do you know about the kidnapper?” Nicole asked.

“Let’s start from the beginning. The team I work with, the Serial Abduction Unit, focuses on kidnapping and abduction cases that extend past one victim. In this case, as you know, there have already been four.”

Nicole drew a ragged breath, forcing herself to nod along.

“The letter you received wasn’t the first of its kind. The parents of the first four girls received it as well. We’ll take the photo and letter and check for any kind of forensics—”

“What does that mean?” she asked. “I mean…what are you looking for, I guess?”

“Anything really. I don’t think we’ll find much if I’m being honest, though.”

“Is that because you haven’t found anything on the first four?”

Amy nodded. “This case is identical to the previous ones.”

It was impossible for Nicole to process the cruelty of one individual. Sure, she’d watched the news year after year about the local girls going missing; always shaking her head in heartfelt dismay and thanking God it wasn’t her child, but now, she was one of the elite, unlucky few who genuinely knew how it felt to be on the other side. Was there no mercy left in the world? What kind of God would allow such suffering to take place? Nicole ground her teeth, refusing to succumb to her rage yet again.

“How did he take them?” Nicole pressed.

Amy hesitated. “The case files are still sealed since it’s an ongoing investigation. It’s always been a public location, though—”

“Where? When? Don’t give me that bullshit. If you don’t want to help me, that’s fine, but I will find out what happened.”

For the first time since arriving at the house, Amy looked flustered. “Nicole, I understand how upsetting this is, and we’re doing everything in our power to help your daughter, but this is still a police matter. Your involvement doesn’t need to go past being here and ready for your child to return.”

She snorted. “Right, like the other parents waited. It looks like you and your team have done a great job helping them.”

“This sort of reaction, the anger you are feeling, it’s all part of the process. Right now, we need to focus on what we know. I need you to walk me through the events of yesterday. Everything from when you woke up to the point the police were called.”

“Excuse me?” Brandy snapped from the other room.

Everyone turned to look at her. Nicole knew her mother’s tone and cringed at what was about to transpire. She’d caught the tail end of the conversation with Hayes the day before and understood why Nicole was getting frustrated. Talking about what had happened wouldn’t do anything. It wouldn’t bring her granddaughter back safely. Brandy stormed forward into the room, her steely gaze locking on Amy. The woman fidgeted some, breaking eye contact and clearing her throat.

“I know you’ve already gone over this with the others, but any small detail you may have forgotten could be significant.”

“Her cat died,” Nicole muttered. “Jelly was hit by a car. She was heartbroken, but the man—”

“Did you get a name?” Amy asked.

Nicole glared. “No, he was about a hundred years old and made the damn thing a cross for his gravesite. Does that sound like a serial abductor to you? He was barely able to get around. I don’t know how you think he abducted her. You should be looking into that creep from the humane society. He called me the night before she went missing.”

“Are you sure it was the same man?”

“The call came from the humane society, and the creep just sat there and breathed into the phone, so you tell me.”

“The man who hit your daughter’s cat, would you be able to give us a description?”

Nicole ground her teeth, glaring at the woman with a hateful look that conveyed how she felt about her line of questioning. She neither nodded nor shook her head as the awkward and tense silence filled the room. It was obvious they weren’t going to listen to her. She was starting to wonder if her daughter’s only hope was Nicole herself.

“What happened to the other girls?” Nicole asked. “I’m not saying anything else until you tell me.”
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Nicole was still reeling from snapping at Amy. She knew her reaction was simply because she missed her daughter, but she didn’t want her attitude to reflect how much she needed the team to help find Rachel. As she looked around the area and saw the SAU team going room to room, she began to wonder about the other victims. She couldn’t help but feel alone in her thoughts, even with the room full of people.

“What happened with the other four girls who were taken?” Nicole asked. “What happened to them?”

Amy sighed. “I know you have questions, and I wish I could answer them all. I just think it’s for the best if you don’t know everything that went on with the others.”

“You say that, but you make it sound so dark. I have to know what to expect.”

“I promise we will find your daughter, Nicole. For now, it’s better if you focus on our questions and how you can help guide us to the kidnappers.”

“I already told you everything I know,” Nicole snapped. “Just tell me what happened to them. What will my little girl have to endure while we’re standing around in my home?”

She watched as her one-time friend shifted her weight from one foot to the other and tried to dodge her questions. Nicole knew in her own way that she was trying to protect her from what the other girls went through, but she knew she needed to know. While knowing that her daughter was gone was enough to drive her crazy, she honestly felt like if she had some sort of insight as to what she would go through, it would help her understand why she was taken to begin with.

“I understand how difficult this is for you. The parents of the other girls went through all the same emotions. One of the best things you have going for you, and us, is that you have a solid family and rapport within the community. It’s likely that the more people we have supporting you, the better our chances of finding her.”

“Amy,” she snapped, “you’ve dodged my question enough. You don’t have any idea what I’m feeling or what I’m going through. You’re looking at this case through a microscope, but I’m the one living it. For the last time, what happens next?”

Amy sighed. “You’re right. I don’t really know how you feel. So, I’ll tell you what I know, but don’t be surprised when you don’t like what I have to say.”

“Fine, just tell me.”

“Okay. You got this first package at eight this morning. The other parents got the same thing, with the same type of letter. All of them have a religious scripture written within them. The scripture always has something to do with bad parenting, so we think we’re dealing with some sort of religious nut.”

“All right, well, that makes sense, but what’s the next step?” Nicole asked.

“So, each of the parents before you received another package the next day. Exactly twenty-four hours after the first letter.”

“What comes with the second package?”

“Nothing as fearful as what you’re thinking. It’s simply going to be Rachel’s personal effects. It’s going to contain her clothing and anything else she had with her when she was taken. We think the kidnapper uses this process as some sort of cleansing of the past. We haven’t quite figured that part out.”

Nicole paused. The thoughts that ran through her mind were horrifying. She couldn’t imagine her daughter going through the types of things she was thinking. She wondered if the kidnapper would do anything sexual to her and couldn’t push the idea from her mind. She almost didn’t want the answer, but there was something inside of her that needed to push forward. She didn’t want to be surprised by anything, despite how dark and twisted they could become.

“So, they’ll strip her down?” Nicole stammered. “Is that some sort of washing, or is it something sexual? I can’t imagine someone doing those things to children. We have to—”

“Okay, now, slow down. We’re not dealing with any kind of sexual assault here. None of the previous children had any signs of trauma in that regard, okay?”

She let out a sigh of relief. If nothing else, she was satisfied in knowing that Rachel wouldn’t be subjected to something so twisted. Nicole is still worried, as mothers do. She wanted her daughter home, back in her arms. The more Amy went on about the things Rachel would go through, the less she wanted to know. She wanted to scream and kick everyone out of her house, but she knew Amy was right. No matter how painful the insight would be, she had to know.

Brandy entered the room with a glass of water and some aspirin. She quickly took the tablets and water from her mom, popping the aspirin into her mouth and chasing it down with the water. Nicole thanked her, and her mother rushed back into the kitchen. She was thankful Brandy was there to look after her. Her mother, even if she had drugged her to force her to sleep, still had her best interests at heart. Nicole took a deep breath and exhaled.

“Okay, so she won’t be sexually assaulted. That’s a good thing.”

“It is. We have no reports or evidence that suggests anything the abductor does is for sexual gratification,” Amy said.

“So, if he doesn’t do it for sexual reasons, why does he strip them down?”

“As I said before, it’s some kind of cleansing. We feel like the kidnapper goes through this whole process like the girls are daughters to them. The abductor grooms them like they are their own, like some sort of gift they’re preparing the children as.”

“The bastard thinks the kids are his. What kind of sick, twisted shit is that?”

“I know it’s hard to understand, but you’d have to understand the process and beliefs of the subject to really get to the depth of what they’re doing. In his mind, he doesn’t think he’s doing anything wrong. Quite the opposite, actually. He thinks he’s doing all this as some kind of rebirth, and he believes he is saving the girls from their parents.”

“I suppose you understand the subject?”

“Nicole, I know it’s hard to soak in, but finding the bad guys sometimes involves going into their psyche, and that’s what I’ve been trained to do,” Amy said. “Now, I may not be the best, but I’ve moved up quicker than anyone has before. I understand the small details that no one else understands. I will find your daughter.”

She could tell from the expression on Amy’s face that she was determined to find the kidnapper, but she couldn’t tell if she was doing it for herself or the kids. There was something different about the woman she had once shared a dorm with, but she couldn’t quite put her finger on it. Nicole became disturbed by the revelation that some stranger thought they were saving her daughter.

“So, you’re saying this psychotic Jesus freak is trying to save Rachel, but from what? Does he assume I’m some kind of bad parent?”

“Not necessarily a bad parent, but maybe just not as God-fearing as they should be. That’s the reason for the scripture.”

“Okay, so I don’t go to church enough. I don’t feel like that’s something that calls for all of this.”

“You need to know the kidnapper is probably deranged and went through some kind of past trauma.”

“You sound like you’re defending them, Amy. Whose side are you on?”

“I’m on yours and your daughter’s side. I just have an understanding of the type of person we are chasing.”

“What happens on the third day?” Nicole asked.

“Well, a new package arrives every day. It’s always twenty-four hours after the previous one. The third delivery will contain a photo album with several pictures,” Amy replied.

Nicole could feel the blood rush to her face. Her heart rate went up, and she was finding it hard to contain her anger. She didn’t understand what kind of human this person had to be. She felt like they were going to tease her with trinkets and photos until she snapped. She clenched her jaw, hoping to keep in the anger she was fighting. In an instant, she knew if the opportunity came, she’d rip the kidnapper’s arms from his body and beat him with them.

The visual images she gave herself were satisfying, but they did nothing to contain the rage building inside her. Even though she knew losing control of her anger wouldn’t help her find Rachel, she couldn’t hold back her true thoughts on the coward who had taken her child.

“Are you shitting me right now?” she snapped. “What kind of sick fucking bastard are we dealing with?”
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As much as she didn't want to keep going, Nicole knew it was the only way they could move forward. Everything Amy told her, though, made her stomach clench. She hated the idea of someone taking care of her child, especially a stranger. The sick and twisted games that Rachel's abductor was playing were enough to make anyone fly into an angry rage. Nicole wasn't going to succumb to her emotions again, though. There was no time for it. Every second counted.

“Jesus,” Brandy whispered. “Do people not understand that children are a gift from God? No one fears the fires of hell anymore, but I promise that’s where this man is going to end up. Who does something like that?”

“That's what we are trying to find out. Every piece of information we collect from you gets put with the other previous victims. We find the man’s pattern, and then we will be able to locate him. We know he has to live locally. That's the only reason he takes girls from the surrounding areas.”

“Can you do a search? If you have it narrowed down that much, it shouldn't be a problem, right?”

“I wish it was that easy. Unfortunately, it's still way too much of a map area to do a door-to-door search. The funding we get wouldn’t allow for that much manpower. Plus, it would take us six months to complete—”

“Six months is half the time between kills. Are you telling me the US government doesn’t want to waste the money to save a life? Wow, that’s a new low even for them.”

“It’s not like that, Nicole. Listen, I’m trying to help you out here. I’m trying to answer your questions, but the constant assault on our methods isn’t helping matters.”

“So far, your methods haven’t worked. Kind of makes me wonder if this is the right department for this. Maybe Hayes should take over.”

Amy glared at her, straightening in her seat. Nicole knew she’d insulted the woman by implying Hayes was better suited for the task than she was. Nicole didn’t give a damn about whose feathers she ruffled, though. In a week, Amy would leave with her team, and Nicole would be left in turmoil. The woman cleared her throat and straightened her suit’s jacket again. It wasn’t the first time she’d done so. Nicole was starting to notice a pattern in Amy’s behavior. When you were constantly surrounded by an age group that struggled with honesty, you learned to pick up on unspoken cues.

“We are ready this time,” Amy snapped.

“How can you be so sure?” Nicole asked. “Should I just assume that’s the same thing you have told the last four parents?”

“Honestly? We haven't told the last four parents anything. We went through everything we could with them, but the details of the case are still a lot for family members to hear. The only reason I have shared this much with you is because of our history. I'm starting to wonder if that was a bad decision, though.”

A pang of guilt moved through Nicole. She knew she was making things far more complicated than they needed to be. It was infuriating, though, to feel like there was nothing she could do to help her daughter. It wasn't in her nature to sit around and twirl her thumbs while everyone else was being productive. Yet she was stuck in the living room, at least until she had answered all their questions. After that, she had no intention of sitting around and waiting while everyone else searched. Whether or not Amy and her team of agents liked it, Nicole was going to keep working the case.

“Nicole, I need you to work with me on this,” Amy said. “I know this is difficult, but right now, we are your best option for finding Rachel.”

“There is no doubt in my mind that you will find her. I'm just wondering if it will be too late.”

“Right now, that’s not something we’re going to think about. We’re going to stay positive, we're going to search, and we’re going to follow the clues. I understand if this is too hard for you to get through. We can move on without going any further if you would prefer.”

“No, I want to keep going. I need to know what to expect. Tell me what happened on day four.”

Any hesitated but nodded, seemingly resigned to the knowledge that Nicole wasn't going to let things go. It was obvious to Nicole that Amy didn't have any children, nieces, or nephews she loved. If she had, Nicole was certain there would be a more significant urgency in the case. As it was, Nicole just wanted them gone so she could start hunting for her daughter on her own. If they didn't want to take the suspect at the humane society seriously, she was happy to do their jobs for them.

“If this is the same man, you'll get a slightly larger package on day four.”

Nicole's stomach lurched. “Oh, God...”

“The package the previous victims’ parents have received generally contains a new outfit in the girl’s size. It's always come from a department store in Belpre.”

“Wouldn’t the department store have security cameras?”

Amy shook her head. “Not when they went out of business almost thirty years ago. The outfits the abductor sends are all from the same week the store went out of business. If nothing else, it tells us they are still in the area. We believe the suspect is local, not having ever lived outside of the state.”

“How can you know something like that?” Nicole asked.

Nicole was starting to get frustrated. It felt like they were talking in circles. She knew her old roommate didn't want to add fuel to the fire, but without all of the information, Nicole couldn't be of any help to her daughter. Even with the years of expertise the bureau had, they could never compare to a mother's love for her daughter. If anyone was going to find Rachel, it would be her, not a group of strangers.

She grinned. “Not only have we been working this case for the last four years, but we also happen to be one of the most exclusive units in the bureau. We were selected to work this case because we know how criminal sociopaths like this one operate. I'm working under the assumption it is either a man and a woman or a man acting alone.”

“It still doesn't make any sense. What’s the point in abducting them?”

“We believe the abductor is trying to relive a fantasy. Perhaps it is something that happened to him or a sister when he was younger. Past traumas like this can often lay dormant until a trigger is present.”

“So, you're trying to find out what that trigger was? What started all of the abductions?”

“Exactly!” Amy said. “I'm hoping you'll be able to help us with that part. Something you said stands out. One of the other victims said they’d lost a pet that week as well. The other three didn’t mention losing animals, but that might be a link. You said a man approached you and built the cross out back? Would you mind if we took it to look for fingerprints?”

“Let me get this straight. You want to take my missing daughter’s dead cat’s cross because of a lead I’ve said won’t pan out?”

“Nicole, we have been over this. Please, let us do our jobs. This is what I went to college for, and the others as well. I need you to trust me on this. I’m trained to see the links and patterns that otherwise might go missed.”

“What do they send on the fifth day?” Nicole asked, quickly changing the topic again. “Or is the still more to the fourth day? I don’t know anymore. My head hurts. They send clothes, right?”

“Yes.”

“And that’s it? Just some clothing from a store that went under decades ago?”

“No, unfortunately, they also send instructions for the outfit.”

“Instructions? I'm sorry, but you aren't making any sense right now. We’re wasting precious time that we could be out looking for her.”

“Finding out the small details, like that her cat died, helps us to build a profile for this guy. We need to know what he is doing in order to understand what's going to happen.”

“I think we already know what is going to happen next. You’ve already seen it four times before, right? So, tell me, Agent, what do they send with the clothing?”

“It’s a note, Nicole, instructing the parents to bury the child in the clothing.”
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At that moment, Nicole felt like everything was going to fall apart if it wasn’t already. Her mind was telling her there was no use in going on if her daughter was just going to be killed at the end of it all. She felt another panic taking hold of her as she tried to fight it off. She closed her eyes and looked down into her lap, soaking in the last image she had of Rachel on the playground.

Her happy daughter was laughing and chasing her friend around the playground, eating an ice cream cone, and enjoying the day. Nicole’s heart was breaking, but she knew she had to push forward. The panic was quickly overtaken by the urge to find her daughter and save her, regardless of the feelings rushing through her. She focused on the picture of her daughter being happy, vowing to herself that nothing was going to stop her from bringing Rachel home.

Her body was shaking, and a chill ran up her spine. She understood the meaning behind the “burial clothes,” but it just started to register within her what it meant for the fifth day. The panic had settled, but she was furious that the kidnapper had the balls to take her child. She looked up from her lap and into the face of the woman answering her questions. Nicole could see the determination in Amy’s eyes, and regardless of the outcome the kidnapper was hoping for, she knew, right then, that the two of them would stop at nothing to find Rachel.

Amy sighed. “I knew it would be a lot for you to take in. We don’t need to go over everything right now. Let’s just take a break and finish up after you get yourself some fresh air.”

“I don’t need a break. I’m tired of breaking. Both in the case of finding my daughter and emotionally. I don’t think my daughter is getting a break from the torture he’s putting her through.”

“I understand you’re angry, but we are here to help.”

“And you can help by not telling me to take a break. I want Rachel home, and the longer we sit around, waiting for you to tell me everything, the longer it’s going to take to find her.”

“I’m not the only one looking into her disappearance, okay?” Amy said. “Other officers and members of my team are scouring every inch of the park to find any evidence left behind. They're going through all the people who have had contact with your daughter recently. We are doing something, Nicole.”

“Fine, but I still don’t need a break,” Nicole seethed.

“All right then, we can keep moving forward, as long as you’re up for continuing.”

“I am. Let’s keep going.”

“Can we go back over what happened again, just so we can be sure everything is accurate?”

“We’ve already been over everything several times,” Nicole snapped. “It’s not going to do any good to keep going over it. I’m not going to remember anything any differently than I did the first time.”

“I just need to make sure I have it all—”

“You’re wasting my time and what precious time Rachel has. Now, we can keep going on with all this nonsense, or we can do something more productive. I would suggest the latter here.”

Nicole saw a look of dismay from Amy. The woman was smart, but she knew it, too. She wondered if that was what was different between then and now. Had Amy figured out how smart she really was, and now she was acting all high and mighty because of it? She quickly shook the thought from her mind. There wasn’t time to argue with the woman, she needed to get to her daughter, but she was tired of the games.

Since the moment she had found out Rachel was missing, everyone around seemed to be toying with the dangers of her emotions. There had already been several ups and downs, and Nicole didn’t want to play the game any longer. She was tired, angry, and sad, all wrapped into one painful reaction.

Regardless of how she felt about going through the events that day, her mind went through the memories anyway. She remembered the park, the school, and then back to the park. Rachel was missing, and the events of going to the police department were just a shortlist of the thoughts her mind rushed through. Nothing stood out. No one was out of place, and there wasn’t anyone she could think of who would cause her to think anyone was a part of her daughter’s abduction.

“It’s the last time I’ll make you go over it,” Amy said.

Nicole didn’t say anything at first. The whole idea of going over everything again was infuriating. After a stare-down with Amy, she finally caved and went over everything her mind had just done on its own. Her heart raced as she described what she had learned when she returned to the park to find Rachel missing. She was already tired of reliving the kidnapping, but she continued until Amy told her to stop. None of what she said was any different than what the original report had written in it.

“That’s good enough, Nicole. I just needed to be sure about everything.”

“Good, because I don’t know how many more times I can go through this. It’s like reliving all of it again and again.”

“I know, but I am a woman of my word, Nicole. I won’t make you go over it again. That’s all I need for now. Do you have any more questions for me?”

The question lingered in Nicole’s mind for several seconds. She wanted to know how the fifth day would go, but something inside her didn’t want the details. She struggled to understand what would happen, but the urge to know was more than she could bear. Nicole could feel the panic return, though it was covered in anger. The idea that the day at the park was going to be the last time she saw her daughter nearly dropped her to her knees. By the time she was ready to ask her question, Amy was watching her. She looked at her, and a flood of emotions rushed through her.

She hesitated a moment longer, trying to gain the nerve to hear what happened on the last day. The burial clothes were enough to bring a tear to her eye, but she was determined not to break. Slowly, the courage to ask started to build, until finally, she asked, “What happens on the fifth day, Amy?”

Amy hesitated and shifted her weight while looking down at her file. Nicole knew her worst fears were about to be confirmed. The simple fact that she was dodging the question was a confirmation of what she already knew, but she wanted to hear Amy say the words. Her fear of what could happen was nothing compared to her mind needing to know the truth.

“It’s not going to get to that point,” Amy said. “We’re going to find your daughter before it ever reaches the fifth day.”

“I need you to tell me. What gets sent on the fifth day? You can tell me, or I can go to Hayes and ask him to find out for me. Or maybe I just read it in the paper. I’m sure there was some sort of news reported about the case. These details always get out, no matter how hard the police try to conceal them.”

“There’s no need to go through all that. I will tell you. First, I want you to know I am confident that we will get to her before then. We have a good profile to go with, and the kidnapper is going to make a mistake.”

“You’re still disregarding what I want to know. I won’t sit back and wait for a mistake to be made. I need to know what you know if I’m going to be any help.”

“Fine,” Amy said. “On the fifth morning, you’ll get another package delivered. The contents are basically like a middle finger to the parents, in some religious cult sort of way. If you really want to know, I’ll tell you. But it’s going to be quite disturbing.”

“Tell me already. Quit hiding things from me, dammit.”

Amy let out a deep breath. “Okay, well, it will have a condolence card. Some bullshit about how sorry they are for your loss. Written on the card will be the location where we can find the body, but it’s not going to happen this time. We’re going to get to the kidnapper before he has the chance to take it that far.”

Hearing the words was more traumatic than Nicole had imagined. She took a deep breath and fought back the tears threatening to fall. She stood up, ignoring anyone who called her name and walked out of the house. Now, she needed some air.
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Ten minutes later, Nicole was standing in the backyard, leaning against the house. Her mind was racing with all of the information that had been unloaded on it over the course of the last hour. She had tried to filter through it, siphoning out the detail she needed while letting the horrifying ones go. Looking around cautiously, she reached into her back pocket and pulled out the emergency joint she kept stashed in her bedroom. It wasn't something she often did, though, in that moment, she knew it would steady her nerves.

Nicole couldn't wrap her head around the fact that her entire world had come crashing down in the course of a single day. She wanted to curl up on the cold ground and cry. Even that act of resignation, though, reminded her of her daughter’s turmoil. Was Rachel being fed? Cared for? There was little relief in knowing the past kidnapping victims hadn’t been sexually abused. There were so many other ways someone could hurt a child, too many for her to want to think about.

Taking another long drag, she held it as long as possible before letting the plume of smoke waft back out. Suddenly, she heard the back door that led off the kitchen open. Thinking about the officers crawling around her house, she quickly dropped to snuff out the lit joint. She didn’t move fast enough as someone stepped outside, shivering against the bitter wind. Instantly, a wave of emotions coursed through her at the sight of her best friend. Jaz hesitated for a moment.

Nicole got to her feet, moving over to Jasmine without thinking. She pulled the woman into her arms as they both started to sob. Gone was yesterday’s rage. Nicole needed her friend to know she wasn’t to blame for what had happened. She had to apologize for the way she’d treated Jaz. It filled her with remorse each time she thought about what she’d said to the woman in her fit of anger.

They spoke simultaneously. “I’m so sorry—”

The pair smiled at each other. Nicole took a deep breath and started the conversation, knowing she had to get out the words before tears overtook her again.

“I was such an ass to you yesterday, Jaz. I never should have blamed you. I was just so angry…”

“I know, sweetheart, I am, too. It’s okay. That wasn’t you yesterday. This is…unbelievable.”

“Yeah, I’m not even sure where to start. Let’s get out of the cold, though.”

“Back inside?”

Nicole shook her head, holding the still burning roll between her fingers. Jasmine smiled and jerked her head toward the garage. It wasn’t the first time the pair had escaped to the small, heated space to enjoy the occasional smoke but never before had the circumstances been so somber. As soon as they crossed the threshold and the warm air hit her, Nicole felt a little better. Right away, she shared the information Amy had given her with Jasmine.

Her friend listened in stunned silence as she spoke. It was impossible to describe the turmoil. Every parent’s worst nightmare wasn’t a good enough description. When Tyler’s mother had passed away, he’d told her the pain was indescribable. It made him think about everything and challenged the beliefs Tyler had held his entire life. Now, she could understand the difference between knowing and feeling the fear of her daughter being abducted.

“This is unbelievable,” Jasmine stammered.

Nicole handed her the smoke as they sat in a pair of folding chairs kept around for such occasions. It felt wonderful to be sitting there with her best friend. She hadn’t realized just how much she needed Jasmine’s support or anyone else’s for that matter. She’d been handling things on her own for so long, but this was too much for one person.

“Never in my life could I imagine something like this happening here, not to us…to me,” Nicole whispered.

“I don’t even have words. Rage. I have rage. That’s what I know. Can I do anything? What’s the next step?”

“I don’t know, and I don’t know. I just got so stunned by everything. I needed to catch my breath. It’s been overwhelming, to say the least.”

“All right, well, screw them. We don’t have to sit around and do nothing. You know that little girl better than anyone else, and Brandy has her ear to the ground on everything in this town. The cops can dig, but we’ve got the ultimate PI team right here.”

Nicole chuckled. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

“Luckily for you, that’s something you never have to worry about. Have you talked with Tyler since you got the package?”

She shook her head. “No, and I don’t know what I’m going to tell him. He said he was catching the first flight, but I haven’t heard anything since. Flying from the Philippians can be tricky sometimes. Who knows where his layover is going to be?”

“Well, hopefully, he makes it here soon. I’ll feel a lot better when you’ve got him here.”

She cringed. “I hadn’t even thought about that. He hasn’t been around long enough for us to really talk about the separation. The only reason we rushed it was for tax season. God, do you think he’s planning on staying here?”

“Dude, he’s still your husband. Do you expect him to stay in a hotel?”

“Of course not! I just…I didn’t think about it. I guess it’s something to think about now, though.”

Nicole sighed and snuffed out the burning ember. She didn’t want to be in a state of inebriation but was happy she’d made the decision to smoke. It took off the panicked edge ever so slightly, clearing her mind to think and look at what was happening from a different angle. The team inside didn’t think much of the man from the humane society, but that didn’t mean Nicole was going to let it go. Especially with Tyler coming home, she couldn’t be there, doing nothing, while their baby was gone.

“You just tell me what you need me to do, and I’ll show up. So, they’re saying we have what, about three days?”

Her stomach knotted. “Assuming they keep her alive until the very end.”

“That’s what we are going to stick with. We need that spark of hope, girl. Rachel isn’t just smart, Nicole. She’s thrifty and careful. That kid will go into survival mode immediately and start looking for a way out.”

Nicole chuckled. “She is a smart little tart, isn’t she? Do you remember when they built that fort in the backyard? All the boys in the neighborhood wanted to play in it, but those two held them off with water guns and rotten eggs—”

“Which we could smell for weeks, don’t forget.”

“Did we ever find out where they got them from?” Nicole asked.

“Nope, but my money is on your mom’s chickens. They had to be planning their defenses from the second they started building that place.”

“God, Tommy Granger’s dad was so pissed off. They had to throw away his brand-new school outfit. The smell just wouldn’t go away….”

“Ha! I didn’t know that. Well, serves him right for raising a little jerk like that. Still, it proves my point. She’s smart beyond her years. Rachel is a fighter.”

“She’s just a little girl, though, Jaz. How can she possibly—”

“Hey, God has this handled, okay? All we can do is have faith and keep asking questions. Like I said, I’ll follow your lead on this, but I know we are going to find her. Do you understand me?”

She nodded. Nicole knew Jasmine was right; at least she prayed she was. Time after time, Rachel had shown a wealth of knowledge beyond her years. She was kind and gentle yet fiercely protective. An empath at heart, Rachel was able to bond with animals and people alike. If anyone could convince their abductor they should be free, it was her wild child. She refused to accept that her daughter was a helpless little girl. With that came a slippery slope of depression that Nicole couldn’t afford to head down. Before they could take the conversation any further, there was a knock on the garage door.

Her eyes darted to Jasmine, who quickly grabbed the bottle of air freshener off the table and layered the room in a thick coat. She couldn’t help but giggle a little at how childish the whole thing was. They were adults in her private garage, going through an incredibly traumatic time. She was ready to fight anyone who had an opinion on the matter. Nicole gagged on the fragrant fumes as she moved to the door, praying the bureau had no desire to arrest them for smoking the not-quite-legal herb.
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“You can come in,” Nicole said.

The door opened, and Hayes took a few steps toward them, a knowing look on his face. They had finished smoking the joint several minutes before he had knocked, but the lingering smell of marijuana still filled the room. Nicole didn’t care, as it was the only thing that would calm her nerves and keep her from falling apart completely. While he didn’t say anything, Nicole could see the judgmental expression on his face.

“While I’m going to assume there is some kind of incense burning in here and nothing illegal is going on, you’re needed back inside, Nicole,” Hayes said.

“Why? Does she want to ask me what happened again?’

“No, she won’t make you go over everything again. Look, I understand you’re upset, but she’s just doing her job.”

“Well, you and many others have already done the job for her. So, I’m sorry if I don’t want to play that game anymore.”

“Do you really think we are playing some kind of game?”

“Well, no, but—”

“We don’t think this is a game. We’re just trying to be thorough. Sometimes, victims remember things after going over the situation a few times. That’s all she was trying to do.”

Nicole sighed. “I get that, but it’s not like I was there the entire time. What more could I have seen?”

“Anything really. I’m sure you don’t know anything else, but Amy is invested in this case. She’s our best chance of finding your daughter before anything crazy happens. She has a special insight into what we’re looking for. So, it may be in your best interest to give her a break.”

“I know. It’s just that everything has hit me so hard. I’m worried about Rachel, and I can’t imagine what she must be thinking.”

“Right now, she’s thinking about being with her mother. She’s looking forward to being home, just as much as you’re looking forward to having her here.”

She immediately knew Hayes was right. She was being selfish in her despair, thinking that the case revolved around how she felt. In truth, she knew all the people involved were doing everything in their power to find Rachel, and she was grateful for each and every one of them. She looked at Jasmine, and she looked back at her. Nicole smiled slightly, happy to have her friend back, knowing she had completely overreacted.

“You are right, and I know it,” Nicole said. “Give me a few minutes, and I’ll be right in.”

“We just want to go over the next steps to take. Amy wants you to be part of the discussion of what we’re going to do next and what direction the team is going to go in,” Hayes said. “It will be helpful to have your input.”

“Thank you, Hayes. Not just for this, but everything you’ve done so far.”

“No need to thank me, Nicole. Just doing my job. Besides, even though we never were close in school, you’re as much a part of this town’s history as I am. I can’t stand by and let this happen on my watch.”

Until she heard the words, she never realized just how close she was to the people in the community. It felt good to be such a large part of it. She smiled, finally feeling something more than the fear and doubt she had felt over the last day.

“Thank you,” she muttered.

“Anyway, I’ll be inside waiting for you, but take your time, both of you. I think you could use a few minutes to air out.” He chuckled. “Just don’t let me catch you doing it again.”

Feeling the acceptance she had always longed for and being in the heat of the moment, she lurched forward and wrapped her arms around him. There wasn’t a romantic thought in her mind, but the human contact felt good amid missing Rachel. She thanked him again and broke her hold. He smiled at her, nodding that everything would be okay. She watched as he quickly turned and headed for the door. He stopped just before leaving the garage and turned around.

“If I were you two, I’d hit the bathroom first. Maybe wash your hands and spray something. I don’t know where you got that stuff, but it’s not exactly a subtle fragrance.” He chuckled as he closed the door behind him.

“That brings back some memories,” Jasmine said.

Jasmine smiled at Nicole, and she smiled back. She suddenly felt as if she was back in high school, and they were getting caught smoking on school property. The two were smoking pot in Jasmine’s car on their lunch break. One of the teachers had spotted the smoke coming from the car. Thinking they had found someone smoking cigarettes, the teacher had come out to scold them and possibly suspend the two of them.

The moment he realized it was marijuana, he chuckled and asked them nicely to take a drive. Nicole never knew if he was a smoker, too, or if he had let them off with a warning because he thought they were attractive. Either way, she had been grateful she never had to have the conversation with her mother. The religious background would have made for an awkward punishment.

Nicole, still feeling like she needed a hug, reached out her arms and wrapped them around Jasmine. Jasmine hugged her back, and she felt like she was finally able to head back to the house. She was anxious to hear what the plan was going to be. They broke the embrace and headed out of the garage, but not before Nicole propped open the window to allow it to air out. She was glad Hayes didn’t make a big deal about the pot, but she knew he was right. With cops all over the place, she didn’t want to take the chance of any of them making the connection and starting a big scene.

As they walked to the house, they joked about the old high school days. Few memories stood out as much as the one about getting caught smoking, but it was good to reminisce and not think about the current affairs she was dreading. Just before they reached the door, Jasmine grabbed her shoulder.

“I’m going to stay with you tonight,” Jasmine said.

Nicole paused. “You know you don’t have to do that. My mom has been staying with me.”

“Well, you don’t have much say in the matter.” Jasmine smiled. “I already talked it over with Brandy, and we’re going to stay with you in shifts. You don’t need to be alone right now, and your mom deserves some time at home with your dad. I’m sure he’s going just as crazy as the rest of us.”

“Neither one of you should be away from your families. I’ll be just fine. I can stay busy with clues to find Rachel.”

“What, and not get any rest? I don’t know what I’d go through if something ever happened to Roxy, but I know you can’t work yourself to the bone trying to find her without sleep. We’ll take turns keeping an eye on you. That way, you’ll always have someone here with you. As I said, you don’t really get a say. I insist that I stay with you.”

Nicole wasn’t sure what to say. She knew being alone wasn’t a good idea, though she didn’t want to be a burden on anyone else. She felt bad that the people around her felt the need to protect her, but on the other hand, she knew the ups and downs in emotions were going to be a struggle to control. Her own feelings were confusing her. She didn’t understand how one minute she could feel so sad, and then the next she was biting someone’s head off. The constant back and forth was draining.

As she thought about how she had treated Jasmine and snapped at Amy, she realized her reactions were coming from the grief of missing Rachel. It wasn’t their fault that her daughter had been kidnapped. The blame laid solely on the person who had taken her.

She quickly concluded that her friends and family were only trying to be helpful. She wasn’t going through all that alone, even if she felt like she was. Although she knew it would be impossible to control her mixed emotions, she knew she needed to have someone close by to help her get through it. She couldn’t do it all on her own.

“Thank you. As long as it doesn’t put you out, I’ll agree to it.”

“Good. It will help ease some of the guilt for her kidnapping while I watched her.”

Nicole sighed. “You know it isn’t your fault, right?”

“Yeah, but it doesn’t make me feel any less guilty.”


20



As they emerged into the kitchen and looked around, Jaz darted immediately for the fridge. She tried to fight the amused chuckle she felt rising up as her mother glared at them. The trio of agents was standing near the door. They barely glanced in her direction before her mother had time to grab her arm and pull her into the laundry room off the kitchen. She closed the door gently behind them.

“This place is a madhouse,” Brandy growled. “Do you know they are taking over the whole house? They searched through your garment drawer!”

Her hands clenched. “It’s okay, Mom. We just need to keep it together for a while longer.”

“Well, it smells like you and Jaz have a little extra help in that matter.”

Nicole blushed. Of course, her mother would know she’d been smoking. The woman was a walking smoke detector. She could tell the first, and only time Nicole had ever tried cigarettes as well. It was a one-time mistake that she’d never try again. If edibles didn’t hit so hard, she’d forgo smoking altogether.

“Listen, I don’t blame you. If your father didn’t have the nose of a bloodhound, I might have joined you. If it helps you to keep a level head, then I support it. Just make sure the others don’t notice, okay? They are already an untrustworthy lot.”

“Mom, they are trying to help us find Rachel. I know it seems like a lot right now, but we need all the help we can get. I feel like we are talking in circles right now. Let’s just get out there and figure out what they know.”

Brandy pursed her lips and sighed. It was obvious she wasn’t happy about it, but Nicole knew her mother would play along. She was worried in her own way, even if she didn’t know how to show it.

“Come on,” Nicole said, giving her mother a tender squeeze. “And listen, if you change your mind and decide the wine isn’t cutting it, there is a roach in the garage that you’re welcome to…confiscate.”

Her mother burst into laughter. “Oh, Lord! That would be the day. I’d never live it down. Whenever your pops wanted a new set of clubs or to go on a trip, I’d have that guilt chucked right back at me.”

“Ha! Fair enough. Maybe we’ll get him tipsy one night and talk him into trying it so you can get that new kitchen you’ve always wanted.”

The pair laughed as Brandy followed her back out into the kitchen. Thankfully, the house was no longer packed with people. Chief Hayes and the officer he’d brought with him had disappeared along with the two agents working under Amy. The woman smiled at the pair as they entered.

“I’ve got both my men out talking with your neighbors to see if anyone noticed any suspicious cars or people in the area in the last few days,” Amy started.

“You’re wasting your time,” Nicole said. “If anyone had seen anything, we’d already know about it. People watch out for each other around here.”

Amy pursed her lips. “Be that as it may, we still need to follow protocol on this. The first step is talking to people and getting a feel for the area.”

They had turned the kitchen table into a makeshift operating center. Brandy was obviously not happy about it as she grumbled and worked around them. She wanted them gone as much as Nicole did. As long as they were there, though, she would use the time and gather as much information about the suspect as possible. Even if Amy didn’t want her snooping around on the case, which wasn’t going to stop Nicole. She strummed her fingers impatiently on the island, waiting for the woman to continue.

“That’s only the first step, though,” Amy said. “I’m not going to be here doing nothing, just so we are clear. It’s important that you know we have the upper hand here compared to other cases.”

Nicole snorted. “How so? If you knew what was going on, I don’t think my daughter would have been snatched by this man. Although considering our tax dollars at work, I wouldn’t be surprised if he’d already been caught and released.”

“We know the abductor has an established pattern. They like to do the same thing every year, but that doesn’t explain what they do with the other fifty-one weeks in the year. If we can find out what they do in that time, we can find out why they are doing this now.”

“Great, be sure to find out why when you talk with him, but I’m not going to sit here and do nothing.”

“We aren’t doing nothing. Everything that is happening is going according to plan. Like I was saying, the pattern speaks. For the first girl who went missing, the parents held a press release. We questioned the decision later, wondering if we’d done the wrong thing. The second kidnapping caught us off guard. We were hoping it was a one-time thing.”

“But it wasn’t,” Nicole whispered.

“No. We didn’t issue a statement with a press the second time. We thought it might deter them from fulfilling the plan, but it didn’t stop the progress. By the third abduction, we decided to keep the press release basic and impersonal but stress its importance. You’ve already got checkpoints at all the main roads, but if he’s local, he can slip past.”

“He has to be returning to deliver the packages, though, right?” Nicole asked.

Amy nodded, her mouth twitching into a grin before returning to its stoic natural state. She started to dig through the stack of files on Nicole’s kitchen table. Her eyes darted to Jaz, who was just as confused as Nicole.

“I have to know,” Jaz blurted out. “Isn’t having all these files in a victim’s home like…breaking protocol or something?”

Amy blushed. “Yes, actually. It’s more of a personal preference, though. These are all copies. The originals are with Officer Hayes back at the station. Normally, we would post an officer here with you…but both my agents are men, and I’ve always had a problem with leaving men posted at homes with single women. I trust them, but it doesn’t look good, you know?”

“For your men?”

“For the woman,” Amy said. “Listen, I’m not from a small town, but I’m good at my job. Every case my team has taken is with communities under five-thousand people. I understand the dynamic and how much people can talk. I don’t like to put women in that situation, not when we can leave town and you’re still here.”

Nicole was speechless. She hadn’t expected such depth, foresight, and understanding from the calculating woman. There was no denying she was good at her job. It was easy to understand why she had to be tough in her line of work. The men she’d met before, her agents, were cold and stoic, yet it seemed to come naturally to them. The wave of understanding she felt coursing through her brought with it the flood of emotions from before. With the tears prickling her eyes, she sucked in a sharp breath and fought the urge to cry.

“Listen, this way, I can be here, and you’ve got a great team to stay at night. I don’t think either of these women is going to let you out of their sight any time soon. I’ll be here at seven to get the packages and be out of your hair for the afternoon.”

“No,” Brandy suddenly growled. “That’s not going to happen. You can take all this and go right back to that station.”

“Mom!” Nicole hissed.

Amy blushed but held up her hand. “It’s okay, Nicole. I understand.”

“Good, you can take your files and go.”

“Mother! Why are you being so rude?”

“I promise I will be out of your hair as soon as my team is done. I will need to be here in the morning, but that’s it.”

“Fine, what’s next? What else do you need from my daughter?” Brandy asked.

“We’re going to blast Rachel’s picture everywhere. There will be a press conference as well. The details of it aren’t finalized, but we can go over that once they are—”

Before she could continue talking, the two agents who worked under Amy came through the front door. It bothered her to no end that they didn’t knock. She was grateful that her mother had taken control of the situation for whatever reason. The men invaded her kitchen, grabbing files and taking them into the living room. Nicole had no personal space left; the walls were starting to close in around her.
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Nicole was thinking about the press release. She had seen a few on the television over the years, but she wasn’t sure what she should say or how she should act. Her mind was racing with the words she wanted to say, but those words wouldn’t help get her daughter back. She was angry with the kidnapper and the fact that her daughter was missing. Rachel needed her to be strong, but if she spoke too sternly, she would likely lead the kidnapper to rush his timeline.

Fear rose inside her as she remembered the last plea she had seen. The woman was about her age and broke down at the podium as she asked the kidnapper to release her daughter. Nicole knew she could be tough, but as soon as the thought ran through her mind about the upcoming days, she knew she would break down, too. It wasn’t easy to be afraid and brave at the same time, but she’d do anything to save her daughter from the torment she would receive. Her heart ached to hold Rachel in her arms again. She’d never thought she’d be going through the pain of that kind of loss.

After debating with herself for several minutes, she decided her best option was going to be to ask Amy her opinion. She approached her and cleared her throat. “Where are you going to set up the press conference?”

“It will probably be best to have it down at the station. We don’t want to spook the kidnapper by having your front yard on the news. Plus, it will be easier to hide how many people we have helping on the case.”

“That makes sense. I’d rather not have it here, either,” Nicole said.

“I thought about you when I made the decision as well. No need to blast your house all over the news. The reporters will likely settle out on your front yard anyway, but I’d like to keep that to a minimum if we can.”

“Do you have any pointers as to what I should say? Should I plea with the kidnapper or just ask for help finding my daughter?”

“Well, I was actually thinking it would be better if we didn’t have you there at all,” Amy said.

“What do you mean? How can you have a press conference about my daughter without me there?”

“I was thinking about it, and I don’t want the kidnapper to get upset by seeing you on the news as her mother.”

“But I am her mother. What in the hell is that supposed to mean?”

Amy sighed. “That’s not how I meant it. I just know the mentality of the kidnapper doesn’t see you as Rachel’s mother. I’d rather not put you on the news. If they happen to see you referring to yourself as her mother, then they might end up getting pissed off and doing something rash. I’m trying to protect her and you.”

Nicole was fuming. She didn’t understand the logic behind eliminating her from the press. It was obvious to everyone who wasn’t delusional that she was Rachel’s mother. She honestly still felt like people were playing games with her daughter’s life, and she was sick of it. As she tried to manage her anger, she realized she didn’t want them in her home anymore. She couldn’t emotionally handle what was happening and quickly decided she would be better off if they would just leave and let her have the home for her and her family.

“That’s it. I can’t take this anymore,” Nicole shouted. “If you’re not my immediate family and your name isn’t Jasmine, just get the hell out of my home. I don’t want this as your headquarters, and I certainly don’t want any of you here right now.”

“Nicole, this is for the best. I’m only trying to keep the kidnapper from doing something crazy. I know this is—”

“You don’t know anything about me. You don’t seem to care about how I feel and what you’re putting me through by making all these decisions without me. Now, get out. Friends or not, I want anyone with a badge to leave my house and get off my property.”

Amy looked as if she was going to say something else but quickly changed her mind. She watched as the officers grabbed their files and folders and quickly left through the front door. Amy took her time grabbing the things she had in Nicole’s house but didn’t say anything more. Judging by the look on her face, Nicole could tell the woman was unhappy, but she didn’t care. She was more than happy to help remove anyone who felt like they didn’t have to go.

Once everyone had vacated her home, Brandy and Jasmine were the only two to remain. Brandy came up and hugged her. Nicole nearly broke down. Nothing the police were planning made any sense, and she was tired of trying to push through the constant disrespect she was feeling. The one thing she knew for sure was that she wanted Rachel back, and she was done playing tag with the kidnapper. She didn’t know how, but she was going to find her daughter on her own.

“I can’t believe they aren’t even going to have you be a part of the news conference. It just doesn’t make any sense.”

“Yeah. What am I supposed to do, Mom? Am I just supposed to stand back and pretend I’m not Rachel’s mother? I understand how someone as delusional as her kidnapper can think that seeing me is a slap in the face, but he knew I was Rachel’s mother before he took her in the first place. What would it matter if I appeared on the news that way? I don’t want to let him have the win by not reaching out to ask for my baby girl’s safe return.

“Everything is going to be okay, Nicole,” Brandy said. “They’re doing everything they can to find her. You know that, right? Aside from the oddity of not being part of the press, I know they’re doing what they can.”

“I know, but the constant reminder that I can’t do anything is more than I can stand. I can’t just sit around and wait for them to hopefully find her.”

Brandy sighed. “Then we should do something about it ourselves. I’m tired of sitting around, too. As much as I believe they’re doing everything they can, I know it’s better to have more people doing the same.”

Nicole was shocked. Her Bible-thumping mother was suggesting they investigate the kidnapping on their own, which was exactly what she was just thinking. She had never seen Brandy as upset as she was right then. She looked at her mother, who forced a smile. Then, she glanced over at Jasmine. She had been her best friend for as long as she could remember.

Jasmine nodded. “Hey, I go where you go, babe.”

Nicole smiled. “Are you sure Dean will be okay with watching Roxy while we play detective?”

“Oh yeah, he’s looking forward to his Daddy/daughter night with Roxy. As soon as I mentioned staying with you, he jumped at the opportunity to help you out. He knows how important you are to me and is willing to do whatever is needed.”

“That’s great, but what about work?”

“He has the weekend off, but he took a few extra days so I could be here with you anyway. Plus, he’s already offered his help if we need it. So, we’ll have a guy on our team if it comes to needing a masculine presence.”

Brandy chuckled. “We got the girls club. Who needs the men when we have each other?”

Nicole was still shocked that her mother was the one who had suggested this group of girls take matters into their own hands, but she was excited to get started. For the first time since the kidnapping, she felt like she wasn’t alone and knew it was true. Now, she just had to figure out their next step. The resurgence of hope that rushed through her was invigorating.

Since the beginning of the whole thing, she had followed everyone’s lead. Though she had argued her point on a few occasions, she was now in charge of her own future. She would no longer stand in the background and follow the orders of officers who really didn’t know much more than she did about Rachel’s kidnapping. Amy knew about the previous cases, but Nicole felt like this was different somehow.

“Ladies,” Nicole said, “I think we’re onto something here. With the three of us looking into this and the police keeping up their end, the kidnapper isn’t going to see us coming.”

“Now, where do we start?” Brandy said.
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“The police and SAU team are wasting time talking to the neighbors if you ask me,” Nicole said. “They sort of blew off the humane society man, and that really ticks me off. You’ve always told me to trust my instincts, Mom, and it’s telling me to go there.”

“Then that’s where the two of you need to go.”

“Just us?” Nicole asked.

“Yeah, I’m going to stay here and hold down the fort,” Brandy replied. “You two go. If anyone comes by, I’ll make up an excuse.”

“I don’t know what we’d do without you.”

The pair hugged her before slipping out the side door and darting to Jaz’s car. Everyone knew Nicole’s truck. Jaz’s was slightly less obvious. The small car moved quickly through the streets. She’d half expected to catch a tail following them, but the road was empty.

“Do you really think this guy took her?” Jaz asked.

“I think he could. I don’t know, though.”

They pulled into the empty humane society parking lot. It was late enough in the morning that the staff had come to care for the animals, but they weren’t open to the public. She didn’t care. The second she saw the man from the Wednesday before, she was ready to shatter the door and lunge at him. Thankfully, Jasmine knocked on the glass instead, stopping her from carrying out her crazed plan. At first, the man ignored them, returning to his mopping as they pounded on the door. Jaz scoffed before sucking in a large gulp of air.

“Hey, asshole! We can see you!” she screamed at the top of her lungs.

Nicole snorted, watching the man pause and take a few steps in their direction. As soon as he saw Nicole, though, he froze again. His cheeks flushed. The man started to turn back, but Jaz wasn’t having it.

“I will break this door and hunt you like one of these dogs if you don’t get back here!”

He slowly started to walk over, glaring at Jaz as he did. When he reached the door, he didn’t unlock it. Instead, he crossed his arms against his chest. It was utterly infuriating. The look in his eyes was enough to make Nicole grab the door’s handle, shaking it violently in an effort to gain access. He stepped back.

“What do you want? Mad you passed up a good opportunity?” he asked.

“Where the hell is my daughter, you prick?” she screamed.

The color drained from his face. Suddenly, he stepped forward and unlocked the door. Nicole was too stunned to move for a minute. Jasmine had to grab ahold of her arm and pull her into the warm lobby. The familiar smell of the shelter stung her heart. It was one of Rachel’s favorite places in the world.

“Listen, lady, I don’t know what you are talking about,” the man growled. “I don’t need any trouble with you or the law.”

“Really? Then I suggest you cooperate with us,” Nicole snarled. “My daughter was kidnapped on Thanksgiving Day. You called my house the night before, and you were less than polite when we came in—”

“Hey now, you have no proof that I called—”

“I checked the number online, you idiot. It was coming from here. Maybe you want to try answering that question again?”

He sighed, a scowl on his face as he rolled his eyes. She didn’t care if they were ticking him off. She only cared about one thing, and his feelings weren’t it.

“Fine, okay? You got me yelled at. I was having a bad day; my girl just broke up with me—”

“I cannot tell you how much I don’t care,” Nicole hissed. “My daughter was kidnapped.”

“I don’t know anything about that, I swear it. I have a kid sister about her age. Damn, I’m really sorry I stepped out of line…I didn’t know it was your kid. I’ve been listening to it on the radio but haven’t checked my phone.”

“Where were you on Thanksgiving afternoon?” Jaz asked.

His face paled again. “I was here. You guys can check the video cameras. All afternoon and most of the night. I got double time for it.”

“That’s right, you’re a criminal already,” Jaz said. “I bet you wouldn’t tell us anything.”

He rolled his eyes at her again. “Yeah, I’m a real hardened criminal, lady. You know why I got community service? My idiot boss, a butcher, got nipped by the department of natural resources for selling deer meat. Son of a bitch didn’t bother to tell me. So, I lied to the cops without knowing. This was the only way to keep it off my record.”

Nicole cringed. He wasn’t the man she’d made him out to be. Now that she had actually conversed with him, it was apparent he was just down on his luck. Nothing about the man said he was a kidnapper. As soon as he’d realized who she was and why she was there, she saw the fear and honest concern inside of him. He was no monster, not like the people who had her angel.

“There is one more thing I need to know. Has anyone adopted any puppies recently? Or maybe a dog about to give birth?”

He shook his head. “Not that I know of. I’ve been here for almost six months. I’ve only seen one pregnant dog come in, and the whole litter was taken to a foster family. We get pictures and updates all the time. I’m sure I can dig up the address. Super sweet family, six kids, mom and dad, the whole nine yards.”

“No,” she whispered. “That won’t be necessary.”

“Nicole!” Jaz hissed.

She didn’t want to explain to her friend her reasoning in front of the employee. They’d taken up enough of his time. Plus, with what she’d told the police, she had to assume they would be showing up at the shelter eventually. Nicole didn’t feel like running into them, especially not since it was a dead end. She’d rather they stayed in front of her ambitious college roommate. The less they could draw attention to themselves, the better it would be for everyone involved.

“I knew it was a long shot. The puppy was a golden retriever. I’m guessing a purebred. I just…I don’t know. We’re sorry to have wasted your time.”

“How do you know he’s not lying?” Jaz asked.

“Look at him,” she muttered. “He’s not a bad guy, just another dumb kid. If he took Rachel, she’d already be back. I’m pretty sure she would outsmart him.”

“Ouch,” he mumbled.

Nicole shrugged. “My kid is really intelligent, no offense.”

“Well, I guess after the way I talked to you, I deserve that.”

“Thanks for answering our questions,” Nicole said.

“Hey,” he said as they turned for the door, “I really hope you find her.”

“Thank you,” she whispered.

Just as they reached the car, she saw the black SUV that had been parked in front of her house come barreling up the drive. Amy was glaring at her from the passenger seat. It had barely skidded to a stop when she leaped out and stormed over to them. Her cheeks were flushed red, though Nicole didn’t know if it was from the bitter cold or anger. As soon as Amy stopped in front of them, though, she realized it was the latter.

“I told you to stay out of this. It is a police matter,” she hissed.

“My daughter is missing; I’m not going to sit around here and do nothing. You’re wasting your time anyway; he doesn’t know anything.”

“We still have to speak with him. Now he’s going to be ready for us, though. You may have jeopardized this whole investigation.”

Nicole glared at her. “Tell me something. Did your men find out anything after talking to my neighbors? Any helpful hints or new leads?”

Amy blushed again, pausing before answering. “No.”

“That’s what I thought. You might think you know what you’re doing, and hell, you might even be right, but I know this town and the people. I’m not going to stop looking for my daughter, so unless you plan on arresting me, I suggest you get out of our way.”

Without another word, Nicole spun and climbed into the passenger seat of Jasmine’s car. Her friend immediately followed suit, gunning the little vehicle away from the angry agent and onto the road. It wasn’t until there was a good five miles between them that the two women burst out into laughter. Never in her life did Nicole think she was capable of being so outspoken. Still, the desire to find her daughter before she was hurt was a powerful motivator only a mother could understand.
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She woke early Saturday morning. Nicole had barely slept, knowing her daughter was still missing and unsure when she would see her again. Her heart ached when she realized she would be getting another package. She slowly wiped the sleep from her eyes and took a quick shower. By the time she finished, it was still only six in the morning. She looked in the mirror and saw the bags forming under her eyes. She shrugged, not caring about her appearance. Her mind wondered as she realized that she hadn’t really slept for nights.

As she made her way downstairs, she remembered Jasmine had slept on the couch. She quietly walked into the kitchen and started a pot of coffee. Her head hurt from the lack of sleep and constant crying she had done. She grabbed two mugs from the cabinet and patiently waited for the pot to finish brewing.

Her mind wandered to the day before. She had been disappointed that she hadn’t gotten any more information from the guy at the humane society, though she had known it was a long shot when they had arrived, and he was at work. Nicole was still upset by the way Amy had acted toward her, but she understood the reasoning behind it. She couldn’t believe it had taken them that long to question the only suspect she had given them. Above anything else, she knew that was the real reason she was angry. She poured herself a cup of coffee and took her first sip. Before she set the mug on the counter, she heard Jasmine moving around in the living room. A moment later, she was sitting at the kitchen table with her, sipping her coffee along with Nicole.

“How’d you sleep, or did you sleep at all?” Jasmine asked.

“I know I passed out for a few hours, but it was restless. I kept having these weird dreams about Rachel. I don’t know what they were about, just that they were strange.”

“They say that people have dreams they don’t understand when they’re going through a stressful situation. I have to say that I think your daughter being kidnapped is considered stressful.”

“I’d have to agree. What about you? How was the couch?”

“Not what I expected.” She chuckled. “I do believe it’s more comfortable than my bed at home.”

“I know Rachel enjoys sleeping on it.”

Suddenly, she was overwhelmed with emotions. It wasn’t that she had forgotten about Rachel. It was just another subtle reminder that she was gone. When she thought about it being a new day, she knew there would be another delivery coming. Her mind raced with the thoughts of what the pictures would contain. She couldn’t help but wonder what would come with her belongings and the thoughts made her sick to her stomach.

“Are you okay?” Jasmine asked.

“I almost forgot there’d be another delivery. I think…I think I’m going to be sick.”

Nicole rushed to the bathroom and vomited in the toilet. She had barely made it. It was mostly fluid and stomach acid, as she realized she hadn’t eaten much of anything the day before. Before she had a chance to clean herself up, she heard a knock at the door. She knew it would be Amy and her team, but she was hoping they would have taken a little longer to show up. She quickly brushed her teeth, knowing Jasmine would get the door. She made it back downstairs and walked into the living room. Amy and the SAU team were waiting for her.

“Good morning, Amy.”

“Morning. I hope it’s okay that we’re here and we set up a place to interview the delivery guy. I figured it would be quicker to interview him here rather than take him back to the station. I just don’t want to stress you out any more than we already have.”

“Thank you, and it’s fine,” Nicole said.

“The delivery is always by a local kid and never the same one twice. They are always paid in cash with no traceable markings.”

“So, there’s never been anyone who could identify who it is?”

“No. No one has been able to give any kind of decent description. We have absolutely nothing visual to go off of.”

She looked at the clock on the wall and saw there were only a few minutes until eight. Her heart started to race, and the sick feeling in her stomach started to return. She took a few deep breaths and made her way to the front door, expecting a knock at any moment. It didn’t take long for the boy to arrive. As she opened the door, just as Amy had said, it was another young man with a smile on his face. He handed her the package and turned to walk away.

“Not so fast, kid,” Amy said, showing him her badge.

“What’s going on?”

“We need to know everything you know about that package. Just step inside for a few minutes, and you’ll be cleared to go as soon as we finish asking you a couple of questions.”

One of the other officers guided the delivery boy to the kitchen to question him. Nicole had the package in her hands, and she opened it. Amy was right about it as well. It was nothing more than a few belongings and her clothes. She suddenly felt sick to her stomach, but she was still sure it would have been worse not knowing what it would be. Instantly, her mind started to race as she picked up a scent she recognized but just couldn’t place.

“The clothes smell like something familiar, but I’m not sure what exactly.”

“It’s probably nothing, though it will be checked for perfume or any other kind of chemical that could be attached to the fibers,” Amy said.

“No, I mean, I recognize it. Not because I use anything that smells like that, but because it’s something I’m not used to.”

“Well, you did say she had been running around the playground with a few other kids. She likely bumped against one of them, transferring the scent to her clothes. I assure you, it’s likely nothing.”

“Yeah, you’re probably right,” Nicole muttered.

Before she had the chance to do anything else, Amy grabbed the package and handed it to the other officer to be taken to the lab for processing. Nicole knew it was unlikely they would find anything. According to Amy, it was something they hadn’t had any luck with. She knew the woman knew what she was doing, especially when it came to matters involving the kidnapper. Still, she hoped they would find something through the process.

Amy walked back into the kitchen to help finish the interrogation, leaving Nicole standing alone at the door. She could feel a churning in her stomach. Just thinking about what they were doing to her daughter was making her sick. She couldn’t handle thinking about everything Amy had told her, but the part of her brain that could shut those things off wasn’t working. Before she knew it, Jasmine approached her.

“Anything I can do to help?”

“I don’t know, honestly. I just feel like I’m not any help in finding her.”

“What do you mean? You’ve answered all their questions. Done everything they have asked of you. Hell, we even interrogated a suspect for them. If that’s not helping, I don’t know what is.”

Nicole sighed. “I know that, but it’s just with everything else. Like, I’m barely keeping my shit together. Getting these deliveries, one by one, it’s a horrible feeling.”

“You’re going out of your way to help, but what exactly is on your mind? Why are you doubting that you’re helping?”

“It’s just…” Nicole paused. “When I opened the package, the first thing I noticed was her clothes. I nearly broke down and cried, but then I smelled this scent I couldn’t place. I was just standing there, thinking about this smell.”

“Have you been able to place it yet?”

“No, and I told Amy it was something familiar, but she brushed it off and said it could be a contact smell from one of the other kids she was playing with. You know, though, she’s right. I’m probably just going crazy trying to grab anything that can be a lead.”

“I mean, that’s possible, Nicole, but what if that’s not it? What if that scent is something that came from the kidnapper, and you recognize it because you’ve run into them or been somewhere they have been, too?”

Nicole thought about it for a minute before admitting she was right. She started to try to place the smell. She went through her memory as she tried to think of all the places she had been. At first, nothing came from it. Until, all of a sudden, it hit her like a brick. She knew exactly where she had smelled that scent before.
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“Oh my God,” Nicole stammered. “I know where I’ve smelled this before. This is what the humane society smells like. Holy crap. I can’t believe I’m just now making the connection.”

“Do you think we were wrong about that guy we talked to?” Jaz asked.

“No, not at all. There is something different about the way that place smells compared to others, you know? It’s always so clean and natural, not laced with chemicals and bleach. Hell, it’s one of the reasons Rachel and I love going there so much.”

“Then I think that’s where the two of you need to go,” Brandy said.

Her jaw dropped. Nicole’s mother continued to surprise her at every turn. The woman was practically a saint, yet since Rachel had been taken, she’d broken just about every rule she could get her hands on. It still felt like Nicole was missing something, a detail fighting for recognition in the back of her mind though she couldn’t put her finger on it. Whatever it was, she didn’t have time to think about it. With each passing hour, the night drew closer, and her daughter’s fate hung a little more in the balance.

“What about the agents?” Jasmine asked. “You know they aren’t going to be happy that we’re leaving again.”

“Don’t you girls worry about them; I can handle a few pesky government officials. Back in my day, we used to run from the law all the time. The trick is to keep changing cars—”

“Mom!”

“Brandy!”

The woman burst into laughter. “Girls, I could tell you stories that would make you go running to church to confess. We’ll save that for another time, though. Right now, the two of you need to get out of here before those agents show up.”

The two women hugged Brandy and then went racing out the side door. Her mother’s words stuck with her. They needed to watch for the agents. The group was aware she wasn’t going to stay put now, and the only way to stay off their radar was to keep out of sight. No sooner had Jasmine started the car and backed out of the driveway than Nicole was giving her instructions to get to their destination.

“You know I’ve gone there before, right? With you, as a matter of fact…recently….”

Nicole grinned and rolled her eyes. “I know that. What Mom said though about them watching, I think she’s right. I want to be careful and avoid the main roads as much as possible. I’m sure Hayes and his men will be watching the side streets, but they won’t think anything of it if they see us driving around. I just don’t want to cause more problems if it can be avoided.”

“All right, I like the plan.”

They drove in silence for a few more minutes, neither knowing what to say. So much had happened. Nicole felt fatigued but alert at the same time. Knowing they were on the right path was a huge adrenaline rush. The agents would probably brush off the familiar scent, but she knew it was a lead that couldn’t be ignored. If they weren’t going to take her seriously, then she would find her daughter herself, along with the help of her family and friends. For a weekend that usually packed the city streets, it was surprisingly quiet.

“Freaky, right?” Jasmine muttered. “Where do you think everyone is at?”

“Probably pissed off because the whole town has been blocked off by the cops. Have you tried to get out at all?”

“No, but I heard it takes about forty minutes for them to search vehicles. It’s Hayes’s men handling it. He’s making sure they do a damn good job of it, too. They’ve even got dogs at the checkpoints.”

“Well, good then, I suppose,” Nicole mumbled. “It’s hard to believe this is real. It’s like we’re in some sort of twilight zone. I don’t even think I’ve seen a curtain move.”

“Right? I know there isn’t a curfew or anything in place. Maybe the agents running around town have everyone spooked.”

“Well, it definitely doesn’t help things. I can’t remember anything like this ever happening in town.”

“Yeah, I couldn’t, either, so I did some looking online last night, you know, just poking around. This town has a record so clean you’d think it was the Vatican.”

Nicole snorted. “You sure that’s the analogy you want to go with? I mean…the crusades, the control, the secrets….”

“Yeah, good point. All right then, this place is Mayberry, for God’s sake.”

“Dad did tell me a few years ago that this area of the state has one of the lowest crime rates in the entire country. It makes you feel safe living in a place like that, you know?”

“Yeah, it makes you let your guard down, too, lets you feel safe.”

Nicole’s heart lurched for her friend. She knew Jasmine still felt terrible for Rachel’s disappearance happening on her watch. There was nothing she could do to ease her friend’s guilt. She felt it as well as Rachel’s mother. Perhaps if she’d taken more time to teach her about stranger danger and safety, it never would have happened. Nicole knew nothing would have changed, though, not with Rachel’s soft heart so recently wounded. She’d do anything to keep the pain of losing an animal off the heart of someone else, even a total stranger.

“We did everything we could, Jaz. You and I both know our daughters were prepared for handling situations like this. Rachel can’t be blamed for wanting to help someone any more than you can be blamed for her abduction. None of us saw the danger.”

“How did we miss it? How did no one mention in the news that four girls had gone missing?”

She sighed and shook her head. “I don’t know. I want to yell and scream and say we all missed it, but honestly, I don’t know that I can. I remember hearing about those abductions on the news. I shook my head and prayed for them, just like everyone else. That’s it, though. We let it go because it didn’t hit home.”

“Now it has and it’s too late.”

“No, it’s not. We can still stop this, and I have to believe we will. If we don’t have faith, then we have nothing at all.”

“You amaze me, do you know that? I don’t know that I would be able to stand up in your situation, let alone be tracking down the son of a bitch.”

“Yes, you would, because just like me, you are a kick-ass woman. The only reason I’m still going is that I’ve got people like you and my mom fighting in my corner.”

“I don’t know. I think you’re doing ten times better than anyone else I know would in this situation. You are calm and collected—”

“Did you forget I screamed at not only you but your husband, the police, and even the federal government employees? I am neither calm nor collected, my dear.”

“And yet, you haven’t beat the tar out of a single one of them. Now, if you ask me, that’s some hard-core restraint.”

“Trust me, if someone tries to get in my way, you will see me lay them out. I’m only moving and functioning right now because I know Rachel needs me. Everything else is just running on autopilot. I don’t remember the last time I ate or drank. Even sleep is a blur. All I know is that we need to find her, Jasmine. Soon.”

“We will,” Jasmine said. “Just have to have faith, right?”

“Right, that and a little bit of luck.”

“You know why we’re going to find her, right?”

Nicole said. “Because we kick ass.”

“Because we kick ass.”

Jasmine smiled at her as they pulled into the humane society parking lot once again. She quickly scanned the area to make sure the facility wasn’t being watched by the SAU agents. They pulled into a parking spot, sticking out like a sore thumb since the location was still closed for the holiday weekend. She was happy they’d played nice with the man from before. Knowing he was there taking care of the animals and they’d already established a rapport would make things ten times easier.

As they parked and climbed out of the car, they both looked around again for anything that seemed out of place. Nicole wondered if she’d ever know a day of peace again in her quiet community. How could she when she knew what was capable of happening even in the most serene of locations? They approached the front door again and saw someone inside cleaning out one of the large dog kennels. She knew they would find answers there. They had to, for Rachel’s sake.
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As she and Jasmine approached the building and were close enough to see in the window, she recognized the man they had questioned the day before. The pair walked in and up to the man. It was clear he was nervous, though Nicole knew it was because he had been questioned twice. She understood why he would be skittish around them now. When he recognized the duo, he suddenly stood straight up and took a step backward.

“Look, I don’t want any trouble. I don’t know what else I can do for you.”

“It’s okay, Bill. I just wanted to ask you a question about something I smelled here yesterday.”

Bill chuckled. “Ma’am, there’s a lot of different smells here. I need you to be a little more specific.”

“Well, it’s kind of hard to describe, but I guess I would say that it kind of has an oatmeal-type scent. Maybe a cleaner or something you’d use on the cages. I don’t know. I don’t have anything to give you that you could smell.”

“I’d have to say that it’s probably the shampoo we use. Here, I got a bottle I just finished using this morning.”

Bill fumbled around for a second, digging through the cart he had next to him. He pulled out a light-brown bottle and handed it to Nicole. She quickly unscrewed the cap and put the bottle up to her nose. She instantly recognized the smell. It was the same scent she remembered from the day before and the smell she had lifted off her daughter’s clothes.

“Yeah, this is definitely what I was looking for. Where do you guys get this stuff from? I don’t think I’ve ever seen it on the market at the pet store.”

“It’s a locally manufactured dog shampoo. It’s organic and all-natural. If you’re interested in getting some, I’m sure you could talk to the boss. He’d get you set right up with the owner of the shampoo place.”

“Is this the address for the company here on the side of the bottle?”

“Actually, yeah. That’s the place right there.”

“That’s on the other side of town,” Jasmine said.

Nicole was about to turn and leave, but she still felt bad for freaking Bill out. He might have come off a little strange when she first met him, but overall, he was a pretty good guy. She knew they had scared him by coming back again. At the very least, she felt like she owed the man an apology.

“Bill, I just want to apologize for just showing up like this. I appreciate all the help you’ve been to us. I hope it all works out for you,” Nicole said.

“Hey, man, it’s no skin off my back. I just hope you find your little girl. There are some sick bastards out there.”

“You’re not wrong, Bill.”

Nicole thanked him again, and she joined Jasmine at the door. They quickly made their way to the car to make the fifteen-minute trip to the farm. Nicole finally had something to feel better about. Knowing they at least had a lead. She had just pulled out onto the main road when Jasmine’s phone started to ring.

“Hey, Dean. How are you—”

“What? Hold on,” Jasmine said as she put it on speaker. “Now, what did you say about Roxy?”

“Roxy was playing in the backyard, and now I can’t find her,” Dean said. “I’ve looked all over.”

“What do you mean she’s missing? Where’d she go, Dean?”

Nicole could hear the panic in her friend’s voice. Without even saying a word, Nicole turned the car around and headed for Jasmine’s house. She was happy there weren’t any cops on the road, considering the whole drive there, she was going well over the speed limit. As they pulled into the driveway, Dean was waiting with a panicked look on his face. Jasmine nearly jumped out of the car before Nicole had the chance to come to a full stop.

“Where have you looked?” Jasmine shouted, rushing up to her husband.

“I searched the whole backyard and went through the house. I don’t know where else to look.”

“When was the last time you saw her, Dean?”

Dean told her that he was watching her in the backyard when he went to grab something to drink. He wasn’t gone for more than a minute; when he came back out, Roxy was gone. Nicole could hear the panic and anger when Jasmine spoke. She knew the same panic from the day Rachel had been taken. She knew her mind was blaming Dean.

“Jasmine, calm down. She has to be around here somewhere. Let’s just look around the area and maybe go into the woods.”

“She knows not to go into the woods. It’s always been a rule. What if the kidnapper took Roxy, Nicole? I don’t know what to do.”

“Right now, you’re just in shock. Let’s go look for her and go from there, okay?”

Nicole felt the panic rise up inside herself. She pushed it down, trying to stay strong for Jasmine’s sake. The woman was already freaking out, and she didn’t want to add to her panic. As the trio looked for Roxy, Nicole realized how Jasmine felt when Rachel had gone missing. She only hoped it had a different outcome. She knew the girl couldn’t have gone far. She had to have been missing for less than fifteen minutes, knowing that Dean called soon after she disappeared. After several minutes of looking around the house, they headed toward the wooded area at the end of the yard. Before they made it to the edge of the woods, Roxy came running out of the trees with tears in her eyes.

Jasmine and Dean ran to her aid, asking over and over if she was okay. The reunion was heartfelt and amazing, but it made Nicole miss Rachel even more. She watched the two parents tend to their child like she was watching a movie with a happy ending.

“Why did you go in the woods, honey? You know better than that,” Jasmine said.

“I just wanted to try to find Rachel. I miss her, Mommy, but I couldn’t find her anywhere,” Roxy said.

“Oh, honey. Mommy and Nicole are looking for her. You don’t need to worry, okay?”

“Are you going to find her for me?”

“That’s right, baby,” Jasmine said, looking at Nicole. “We’re going to find Rachel, just for you. So, no more running off on your own.”

“Okay, Mommy.” Roxy wiped her face and smiled.

Jasmine gave her daughter a big hug and told her she’d see her later. The two watched as Dean and Roxy walked back to the house. Nicole couldn’t help but think about Rachel. She was now more determined than before. Her heart ached to hold Rachel in her arms, and seeing the reunion between Roxy and Jasmine was just more motivation for her.

“I’m sorry, Nicole. I had no idea how you felt. I just knew you were in pain. Those few minutes of not knowing were more than enough to make me realize what you’re truly going through.”

“It’s crazy, and I wouldn’t wish this feeling on any mother.”

“I’m glad you were here to calm me. You can count on me to do the same for you.”

“It’s what friends are for. I’m sorry for snapping at you. I know it was just the panic of the situation talking.”

Jasmine smiled. “You’re right. I think I’m going to owe Dean a little something special the next time we’re home alone.”

Nicole chuckled. “Trust me when I say you better not give me any details about that when that day comes.”

“I’m sorry this is happening to you, Nicole.”

“And I’m sorry you had to feel what I’m going through.”

The two of them hugged, now understanding each other better. Jasmine now knew what Nicole felt the moment her daughter went missing, and Nicole understood how Jasmine felt as an outsider to the situation. The embrace lasted several seconds as they comforted each other. When they broke the hug, they both wiped their eyes and smiled.

“Let’s get going to that farm. We have a lead now, and I, for one, am curious to see where it goes,” Jasmine said. “Let’s go find your daughter.”

“Are you sure? You can stay here with Roxy.”

“Nope. I know she’s safe with Dean. I’d much rather be here for you and help find Rachel. I won’t rest until we get her back.”

“Thank you, Jasmine. I just hope this lead actually takes us somewhere.”

“Well, for now, it’s going to take us to that farm.”

Nicole chuckled as the pair walked to the car. She couldn’t help but think about how close they were getting to finding Rachel. For the first time, they had a real lead. She just hoped they would find the kidnapper before it was too late.


26



“My God, I didn’t know places like this really existed. Is this real? Pinch me so I know I’m not dreaming,” Jasmine said.

Nicole was happy to oblige her friend’s request, grabbing a piece of her arm and squeezing it between her fingers. Jasmine squealed and smacked her. The picturesque property was just outside the city down a private, dead-end road. It turned to a gravel driveway with white fencing enclosing various animals. Had it not been nearing winter, Nicole could imagine the beauty of the landscape in the early spring, with popping blooms dotting the hills. It felt like it was right out of a storybook.

As the small car climbed the sloping hill, two massive white barns came into view. It wasn’t until that moment that she realized she’d been there before a handful of times. The name had changed over the years, but it was still a place that brought joy to her heart. She knew they would help her, no matter what else they found. As they drove between the buildings and parking lots, a quaint farmhouse came into view. She felt awkward driving up to the private property.

It was clearly marked in several spots that they were closed for the holiday until Sunday. Signs marked the residences as not open to the public. Nicole knew they had no choice, though. Jaz parked the car, and they climbed out. Immediately, a slender woman in overalls and a wide-brimmed straw hat emerged from the neighboring greenhouse. Two massive boxers bounded after her to them. It was obvious the beasts were friendly, their stumps wagging with excitement. Instinctively, she reached down to let them smell her hands before they slumped against her, pleading for belly rubs.

“Can I help you, folks?” the woman said as she approached.

“I’m so sorry to bother you—”

“You’re Brandy’s girl, aren’t you? Your daughter went missing,” she stammered.

Nicole nodded, the wave of nausea grasping at her. “That’s right. I take it you know my mother?”

“Absolutely. Without her, we would never have been able to keep this place in the family. She’s the one who talked to the bank manager and got us the loan to turn it into a profitable business.”

Jaz chuckled. “That would be Conner Franks. He retired from the bank about two months ago.”

“That’s him!”

“Yeah, my mother and Conner went to school together. She tutored his kids as well, I believe. I had no idea her reach was so far, though,” Nicole said.

The woman chuckled. “My name is Karen.”

Behind them, the greenhouse door opened. A lanky man emerged, wearing an outfit much like Karen’s. She could tell from the dog’s ecstatic reaction to the man that he was their two-legged father. The man made his way over to the trio of women and quickly introduced himself as Don, Karen’s husband of ten years. Their new friend whispered into her husband’s ear, and the smile dropped from his face. The look in his eyes changed from one of eager excitement to horrified sadness. She knew Karen had told him about Rachel’s abduction.

“Hell,” he whispered. “If you find the son of a bitch who did it, you just let me know. We’ve got over a hundred acres here to bury a body.”

“I like this guy,” Jaz said.

“As willing as we are to help, you’ll have to give us some direction here. Is there something in particular we can do for you?” Karen asked.

“I hope so,” Nicole said.

She hated having to repeat what the kidnappers were doing to her daughter and what they’d already done to four little girls before, but it was the only way for them to understand the significance of what she was asking. As soon as she mentioned the smell of the humane society, Karen gasped. She quickly excused herself and disappeared into the house. The trio stood around in awkward silence. Nicole knew Don was a good man at heart, but he had no idea how to offer his sympathy to her over what was happening. Thankfully, it didn’t take long for Karen to emerge again. Jogging back over to the group, she handed her a bottle of pet shampoo.

“That’s it,” she said. “I would know that smell anywhere. It’s amazing. I didn’t know it was a shampoo until today, though. I thought it was just extra love or something there.”

Karen chuckled. “It’s a proprietary blend. Everything in it is organic and all-natural. We grow everything used in it right here on the farm. Even the water is filtered and cleaned rainwater we catch.”

“Jesus,” Jaz muttered, taking a deep whiff. “Why aren’t you guys raking in billions? I want to bath in this. Can people use it?”

Don grinned and nodded. “Though we’d recommend using the stuff we make for people instead. Honestly, all we’ve ever wanted is to be self-sustainable, and that’s what this place offers. We sell it locally, and if vendors want to buy some, that’s fine, but we limit what we sell.”

“So, where all is it sold?”

“Locally? Just here on our farm. It’s another way to give back to the community. We have vendors who set up on Sundays every week. Everyone makes a good bit of money.”

Nicole couldn’t believe what she was hearing. It was the first good lead they’d had. If the person who had taken her daughter cared so much about his animals, maybe Rachel would be okay after all. She tried not to get excited. Even the slightest ray of hope felt like she was testing the fate of the gods. Nicole swallowed and tried not to sound like an excited child when she spoke again.

“If you’re the only place locally that sells it, then you would know all of your customers?”

Karen cringed. “I wish it was that easy. Between helping the other vendors and the amount we sell each Sunday, I don’t know that I could give you a complete list. Plus, so much of it would depend on how often they come in. Do you know anything else about the guy? How many dogs he has?”

“No.” Her voice cracked. “I just knew the smell, and the bastard sent a picture of her with a puppy…I don’t know why I thought this would help…would be a lead.”

“Listen, if you want, come by tomorrow. You never know. We’re a dog-friendly facility. A lot of people who stop in bring their fur kids with them. Maybe you’ll recognize the dog,” Don suggested. “Anything at all that we can do, we will. Give us your number, and if anyone looks suspicious, we’ll call you.”

“That you, so much,” she stammered.

It was better than she ever could have expected. They could come back the next day and watch everyone who came in. Something would have to stand out to her. Nicole professed her appreciation several more times before Jasmine finally managed to drag her away after giving the couple both of their information. Still riding the riding, the high of having a potential lead, she was smiling when they pulled away. By the time they reached the road, though, she realized how much time had passed, and the hope started to dwindle.

“Should we go back to the house now?” Jasmine asked.

“No, I don’t want to go back there, not right now. I can’t feel closed in like that. We have to keep looking for her. Please, I don’t want to stop.”

“Okay, we won’t, I promise you. Hell, we will drive around with bullhorns yelling her name if that’s what you want to do.”

Nicole smiled at her friend. “No, nothing like that, at least not yet. Let’s head back to the park. I know it’s been combed over a dozen times, but I feel like walking in her steps, trying to think like she would, you know? Does that sound ridiculous?”

“No, I think that sounds like a great plan. No one knows Rachel better than you do, Nicole. We all pretend like Roxy is her best friend, but she’s not; you are. You two are peas in a pod.”

“I just want her back, Jaz.”

“I know you do, sweetheart; I know you do. It will all be over soon.”

Her friend reached across the shifter and took her hand. It was a small comfort but one she appreciated beyond measure. As she watched the fields turn into houses and family-owned businesses, she couldn’t believe that her life had turned upside down so quickly. Drawing a ragged breath, she closed her eyes for a split second. She couldn’t seem to keep herself awake as her mind succumbed to the fatigue, and she dozed off, forgetting her worries and fears, if only for a moment.
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Nicole and Jasmine were sitting in the car still. The pair had just arrived back at the park, and she was surprised to find search parties going through every inch of the place. Most searches she had heard about ended after the first twenty-four hours, but she wasn’t going to complain. She was just happy there was still some old-fashioned police work going on. Too many people, from the younger generations, would put all their hopes of finding criminals on the forensics teams.

Though she was doubtful the searches would amount to anything, she was grateful Hayes was keeping up his end of things. Even though the chief knew they wouldn’t find Rachel in the woods, he kept his officers hunting for anything that could lead to a suspect.

As she watched the officers and volunteers scour the woods, she noticed one of Amy’s team members there, too. The SAU agent stuck out like a sore thumb. Like every other government agency, the dark-blue jacket and bright-colored lettering made him easy to spot through the trees. Though she knew him by name, she had never spoken to Spencer.

“That’s one of the agents from the SAU team. He works with Amy,” Nicole said.

“You want to go talk to him? We can at least get an update on where they stand with the investigation so far,” Jasmine said.

Nicole agreed, and the two of them got out of the car and walked in Spencer’s direction. As they walked through the small open area, she could see there were a pair of officers standing guard to keep the onlookers from trampling through the park. Spencer was just getting off the phone when they approached him but quickly looked up at Nicole and gave her a slight smile and a nod. He looked about their age, clean-shaven, and had soft brown eyes.

“Hey, Miss Stewart,” Spencer said. “What brings you out here?”

“I wanted to go over everything that happened that day. You know, just kind of hoping I will see something that ignites a memory,” Nicole said. “Pretty much trying to do anything to find Rachel.”

“I understand that. Chief Hayes has been keeping two officers here at all times. If they’re the only ones here, like during the night, they have been taking shifts searching while the other stands guard. It’s actually a good technique and doesn’t get used often enough anymore. A lot of precincts don’t bother keeping up with the search after the first days, especially when they have proof that the victim isn’t in the area any longer.”

“It’s just good to know they haven’t given up.”

“Listen, I know you have a tight-knit community, but even if the locals were to stop looking, we wouldn’t.”

“You have a good heart, Spencer. I’m thankful your team was brought in.” Nicole smiled.

“It’s not just about the team being here. This is a real passion of mine, finding missing and abducted kids. Hell, I haven’t had a good night’s sleep since we arrived. You see, I have twin daughters, and they’re about Rachel’s age.”

Jasmine chuckled. “Twins, huh? I bet they are a handful.”

“That they are, and both of them are Daddy’s girls. I can’t walk into the house without being mauled by the pair of them.” Spencer smiled.

“Daughters are great with their dads. I think it’s because fathers usually let them get away with so much more than mothers do.”

“That’s fair. I do let some things slide occasionally. Listen, I just want you to know that our team is here for you. Anything you need, don’t hesitate to ask.”

Nicole was grateful for the kindness Spencer provided. He sounded like he really loved his daughters, which was enough to let her know he was motivated to find hers. It was nice to know she had a new ally in him. She wasn’t expecting to find anyone else who could relate to her. Though he probably didn’t know what it felt like to have his twins taken from him, she knew he had seen enough reactions from the mothers who had to do his job with diligence.

Her mind steered her toward the package she had received that morning. She did, in fact, have a few questions the agent could answer. While she was hoping that asking Spencer wouldn’t step on any toes, she knew Amy would understand her drive to get to the bottom of who had kidnapped her daughter.

“Do you mind if I ask you about a few things?”

“Fire away, Miss Stewart.”

“Well, first, just call me Nicole.”

Spencer smiled. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Did anything come back from the lab yet? I was hoping they’d find something on Rachel’s clothes.”

“No, nothing yet. It’s been the same with every case so far. We’ve never been able to gather any evidence from the personal items. Forensics did find some dog hair, but it’s so general that they can’t single out anything.”

“Damn,” Nicole muttered. “What about the humane society? Were you able to identify anything that helped there?”

“Well, we did ask about puppies and pregnant dogs. As far as anyone there knows, there haven’t been any adoptions recently that matched what we are looking for. I was really hoping we’d get a hit on that one. We do have our office checking with local shelters and adoption agencies, but it’s unlikely we’ll find anything from them.”

“Yeah, we spoke to Bill. He told us the same thing.”

“I know. Look, I’m all for you doing your own thing. I would expect nothing less from a mother of your caliber. I just want you two to be careful. We don’t know anything about the kidnapper other than he’s ruthless in his alternate reality.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well…” he hesitated. “Anyone with a drive, for whatever reason, to harm innocent children would be willing to do whatever it takes to hide themselves. Just watch yourselves out there.”

“We’ll do that, Spencer. I really appreciate everything you’re doing.”

“I promise you, Nicole, we’re going to find your daughter. I just keep thinking about how I would feel, and though I know it’s nothing compared to what you’re actually going through, it keeps me motivated.”

“I’m glad to hear it. It feels good to have another parent looking for my daughter. Thank you.”

“I just want to get your little girl back home where she belongs. If you need anything else, just get in touch with me. I’ll do what I can.”

Spencer handed her his card. Nicole took the card and put it into her pocket. She smiled and thanked him again. Nicole and Jasmine walked back to the car. She suddenly didn’t know what they were doing there. She understood why she had wanted to come, but Spencer gave them nothing new to go off.

Her heart ached as she looked around the area of the park she had last seen Rachel. While she knew the kidnapping wasn’t her fault, she couldn’t help but wonder if something she had done set off a chain reaction. Maybe if she hadn’t gone to the school, she could have stopped her daughter from being taken. Nicole quickly shrugged off the feeling, knowing there was nothing she could do now to change anything. Jasmine touched her shoulder, and she jumped.

“I know that look, Nicole. You’re blaming yourself again.”

“I just can’t help but think if I had done something different, Rachel would still be here.”

“I feel the same way, but we can’t take that path. We can’t even think that way.”

“I’m trying not to, but I just can’t shake it.”

“Nicole, you could spend all day going over every detail of that day, but it won’t change anything. The only one to blame here is the kidnapper. Now, they have plenty of people doing everything they can to get Rachel back.”

“You’re right. I was just hoping we’d come back here and something would trigger my memory. Maybe I’d remember a guy who seemed out of place or something like that. I don’t know what I’m doing right now.”

“You’re grieving and doing whatever you can to help find Rachel,” Jasmine said. “Now, I know we didn’t get the answer we wanted from Spencer, but if you still want to walk the area again, I’m all for doing whatever it takes.”

Nicole didn’t know what to do. Their only lead had been a bust up to that point, but she wasn’t going to stop looking. She just kept thinking something big was about to happen. She just didn’t know what. She looked out over the park again, remembering Rachel and her friends playing. The other parents were broken off into groups, chattering like the world wasn’t getting ready to shatter. After thinking about that day for a few moments, she decided a quick walkthrough would do her good.

“Let’s go, Jasmine. Even if we find nothing, the fresh air is good enough for me.”
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The massive outbuilding they used for events was surrounded by cars. It wasn’t uncommon to see, but it struck her as odd given how deserted the rest of the town had been. Nicole had been too distracted by the conversation with Agent Spencer to notice the people going in and out of the building. Jasmine grabbed her hand and tugged her in the direction of the building. Nicole hesitated. She didn’t want to socialize with anyone at that moment. Everyone knew what had happened to Rachel. She would only bring whatever joyous occasion being celebrated down to her depressing level.

“Jasmine, I’m really not in the mood to visit with people,” she muttered.

She rolled her eyes. “Isn’t that your mom’s car there?”

“Yeah,” Nicole mumbled. “It is. I wonder what she’s doing here. Didn’t she tell us she was going to watch the house? Actually, I see my dad’s pickup parked in the back row over there, too…hold on a second. Is that Dean’s SUV? What the hell is going on?”

Jasmine shrugged. She hated it when her friend kept her out of the loop. There was no question that whatever was happening, Jasmine knew about it. Her stomach rolled, wondering what kind of shenanigans her friend had signed her up for. They’d barely reached the door when it flew open again. One of her students came barreling out of the building, quickly followed by his parents. When they saw the woman approach, they changed course to speak with them. It was the same conversation Nicole had gone through a dozen times in the last day.

Everyone was worried and wanted to know what they could do to help. Nicole adored her community for stepping up and being willing to do whatever was needed, but it didn’t mean she was able to talk with them. Her heart raced as they approached. Even seeing the young student, Michael, made her heart feel like it was being ripped into pieces. What should have been a sweet, warm greeting had morphed into another heartbreaking escapade, one she wouldn’t soon forget. She lowered herself to the boy’s level instinctively.

“Michael!” she greeted him.

He ran into her arms immediately. “Miss Nicky, I brought you a pumpkin pie and a whole big bowl of stuffing!”

“You did? Wow! That’s so much food! Did you have a good Thanksgiving?”

He glanced at his parents before shaking his head and inching closer to her. The little boy cupped his hands around her ear and started to whisper. “They made me go to my Grammy’s house. She smells like wet dogs!”

She burst into laughter. “Oh no! Well, I’m happy you’re here now. Are you ready to come back to school Monday?”

He shook his head adamantly before scurrying back to his mother. Tugging on the hem of her shirt, Michael asked if he could run off and play with his friends. She saw the fleeting panic in his mother’s eyes as she looked around the park, still swarming with volunteers and police officers. Scooping the boy into her arms, the mother quickly made an excuse for why they couldn’t. Michael seemed disappointed, but he was a good kid and didn’t argue.

“If there is anything we can do…” she said.

“Just keep Rachel in your prayers,” Nicole whispered.

“Always. It’s so hard to wrap my head around this. You don’t think something like this can happen in your town, not Twin Lakes.”

“That’s what everyone says…” Nicole muttered.

“Is it true that she isn’t the first girl to be taken? We heard they’re looking for a serial abductor.”

“I don’t know what all I can share right now. This is a first for me, too,” Nicole replied.

She cringed. “Of course. I’m so sorry, Nicole. I can’t imagine you want to be talking about this right now. Again, if there is anything at all you need, we are here for you. You’ve got our number?”

Nicole nodded. “I sure do. I appreciate it.”

The woman nodded, taking her son and husband back to the parking lot. The brief encounter had left her shaken and at a loss for words as they made their way inside the building. Instantly, she was overwhelmed by the number of people in the building. Everywhere she looked, she could see a familiar face. It seemed like the entire town was there at that moment. Nicole held her friend’s arm tighter. She heard a familiar trill of laughter and spun around just in time to see her parents notice her arrival. They were at her side within seconds.

“What is all of this?” Nicole stammered.

Her dad smiled. “This is how much this town loves you and Rachel.”

“You guys did this?”

“Don’t look at me,” her mother said. “I’ve been busy at the house all day. This was all your father.”

The man blushed a deep shade of red. “Come on now, Brandy, you’re gonna embarrass me. I didn’t do this all on my own, either. Hell no. All I did was stop over to see if I could help with the search and saw the pathetic little spread they had for volunteers. Who in the hell wants precinct coffee and stale doughnuts after combing the woods for four hours?”

“This is absolutely amazing!” Nicole stammered. “There has to be enough food here to feed an army. How did you get everyone to agree to this?”

Her father gave her a confused look. “Get everyone to agree? Honey, I didn't have to do anything! Everything you see here is just from the people who care and love you both. I brought over the pies from the meal we missed, and I guess that sort of opened the floodgates. Mrs. Woodrum was next. She brought a whole turkey and spread the word. We’ve had more people and search parties out looking today than this county has ever seen before.”

“Honey, this is just what people do when they care,” her mother said. “Everyone loves the two of you. Do you know that? Not a single person I’ve spoken with so far celebrated the holiday.”

“What? They didn’t?”

“No, they put all that good cheer and joy and locked it away for when Rachel is found. This town, these people, we are all one big family. If one of their own is missing, they aren’t going to sit by and let that go unchecked,” Brandy said.

“I guess this explains why the drive to the farm was like driving through a ghost town.”

“The farm?” Brandy asked.

Nicole let Jasmine take over, filling in her parents on where they had gone and what they’d learned as she slowly started to walk around the space. It explained everything, why they’d seen so many people in the woods, all of the cars, and why no one was doing the usual shopping on the days following the holiday. Her heart felt like it was going to burst with love. People approached her one after another, some shaking their heads and others shaking her hand to offer condolences. From what she could gather, the search had gone on through the night despite the police trying to shut it down.

It was a wonderful sight to see, but with it came the knowledge that soon, everyone would be forced to go back to their regular lives, everyone but her. Jobs wouldn’t wait, and employers didn’t care if one girl was missing. They would demand their employees back first thing Monday morning. All that would be left behind of the community gathering would be the bittersweet memory that they still hadn’t found her little girl.

She tried to keep working through the people. Giving out the information she had when they asked how the investigation was going. On a few occasions, the adults would embrace her until she felt like she was being smothered. The familiar faces of the children caused the panic inside of her to rise. Her daughter should have been there, the child she loved above all else. Suddenly, Nicole felt both alone and suffocated at the same time as she started to back away from the growing mass.

They had all broken off into separate conversations while theories and opinions on where to start searching next flew through the air. Her heart was racing. Nicole felt like she couldn’t catch her breath. The room around her was shrinking, compressing her chest as her lips parted in an effort to gain more oxygen, but the trick didn’t work. Unnoticed by the others, she shoved her way outside when she felt the metal bar of the door against her back. Everyone was there for her, all of them. They wanted to find Rachel just as badly. It was all too much. She needed to get some fresh air before she got sick.
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Nicole was still stunned by the outpouring of support from the community. She had realized before how much she had become a part of the town but was only now seeing it for herself. She took a deep breath, and her lungs filled with the cool air surrounding her. Even though she was no longer in the building, she could still see the overwhelming number of cars that filled the parking lot. She stuffed away her emotions, promising herself she wouldn’t break down again. Suddenly, the door opened, and Amy walked out. She smiled at Nicole as she approached her.

“You know, I don’t think I have ever seen anything like this before. So many people are willing to offer their time and support. I mean, we’ve been able to comb miles of the woods just because of the number of people who have volunteered to help,” Amy said.

“Brandy does a lot within the community, but I’m still thankful to see everyone being so helpful,” Nicole said.

“Don’t you see that it’s more than that? These people really care about you and your family. Parents in the bigger cities usually get a bunch of financial support from hot shots trying to show off with their money, but this, this is fascinating.”

“Yeah, but the results have been the same. Nothing new and no leads to follow.”

“I know it feels like the situation is hopeless, but don’t let that get you down. Our agency doesn’t always share what we’re looking into, but because you’re my friend, I’ll tell you. We do have a new lead, and it’s because these people have come out to volunteer.”

Nicole looked up with a spark of hope in her eyes. “What do you mean? What kind of lead?”

“Well, we have the best lead we have had so far because of the ability to search such a large area. We found some tire tracks in a clearing through the woods,” Amy said. “We’ve already sent the mold to the lab to be matched for tire brand and tread. It could be a huge break in the case.”

A sudden overwhelming amount of joy rushed through her. She was surprised they had something to go with. Her heart raced, hoping the lead would take them to her daughter, but she knew they would need more. Amy had told her before that she knew the kidnapper would make a mistake. Now, she hoped that he unknowingly had underestimated the amount of support she would receive from the community that would lead to his capture and her daughter’s safe return.

Though she knew the amount of support she was getting was a direct result of how much her mother did for the community, she was thankful to have it, nonetheless. As she looked out toward the parking lot, she was surprised to see cars were still pulling in. Families poured into the park like it was a holiday special. Amy touched her shoulder, snapping her back to the conversation.

“Sorry,” Nicole said. “It’s still just overwhelming to know so many people care about my daughter and our family.”

“It’s a good thing.” Amy smiled.

“I know. So, these tire tracks will help lead to the kidnapper?”

“Well, not exactly, but it could lead to the make and model of the vehicle he used. After that, we can narrow it down to searching for that specific type of vehicle.”

“How will that help?”

“There are traffic cameras all through town, along with security cameras around the businesses. If we can match the tread to a certain vehicle—”

“You’ll be able to check the cameras for the direction he was heading?”

“Exactly. I’m hoping we have a good camera angle that picks up the plate number,” Amy said. “That would lead us straight to the suspect.”

Hearing Amy say that with excitement in her voice elated Nicole. They finally had a solid lead with a real chance of ending the whole ordeal. The thought of being reunited with her daughter was something she was looking forward to. She couldn’t help but feel a bit of happiness, seeing they were getting closer. Suddenly, her phone rang. She quickly pulled it from her pocket and saw the call was from Tyler. She didn’t hesitate to answer.

“Hey, Tyler. Are you here? I thought it would be a little longer before your flight would arrive.”

Tyler sighed. “Sorry, Nicole. I got as far as New York City.”

“What’s going on?”

“All the flights in and out have been grounded. There’s a big storm moving through, and they’re looking at zero visibility in the air.”

“How are you going to get here then? I could really use your support.”

“I know, and I’m doing everything I can to make my way to you. I just rented a car, and I’m just going to drive the rest of the way.”

“All right. Just be careful.”

“I will, Nicole. Is there any new information from the police? Have they found any new leads?” Tyler asked.

“Actually, Amy was just telling me they found some tire tracks. They hope that once they narrow down the getaway vehicle, they can use the cameras to track the direction he took Rachel,” Nicole said. “Tyler, you wouldn’t believe the number of people who have volunteered to help find her. It’s absolutely crazy how many people have joined the search party.”

“That’s great news. Rachel has always been a favorite among her classmates. Plus, I’m sure it helps that your mom does all that community work. I’m happy you have the support, Nicole. They’re going to find her; I can feel it.”

“Thanks, Tyler. Now you get your ass here but be safe.”

“It’s already snowing here, and they’re giving me the keys to my rental now. I’m going to get off the phone so I can head your way. I’ll be safe, but I can’t promise I won’t get a speeding ticket.”

Nicole felt better knowing Tyler was doing everything he could to be there. Her thoughts trailed to Rachel. She’d be to see all the people willing to give a helping hand. Her daughter always enjoyed meeting new people, though she probably knew the majority of the town already. She wasn’t a shy girl, and she was really popular. She smiled as she thought about how Rachel would react to hearing about the massive search party about to take place.

“Was that Rachel’s dad?” Amy asked.

“Yeah, there’s a big storm coming, and he’s going to have to drive the rest of the way here from New York.”

“That’s why I hate to fly. This time of year, it’s almost impossible to travel. It’s a good thing the community has come together for you. I did see there was a massive storm system moving in. I’m sorry he got caught up in it.”

“He’s a good father, and he’ll do whatever it takes to be here when we find her.”

“I know you have a million thoughts going through your mind, but this lead looks really good. It’s the first time that the kidnapper has made a mistake like this. The fact that he might be getting sloppy is something we can use.”

Nicole smiled. “I hope so. I want Rachel to be all right.”

“I told you; we’re going to catch this guy. I won’t stop until we do.”

“Thank you.”

Amy smiled. “We’re going to find her, especially with this many people willing to help search. I think we have a good chance of finding some more leads. It’s probably a good idea if you help organize the search. After all, they’re here because of you and your family.”

“I guess so,” Nicole muttered.

Amy smiled and walked back into the building. Nicole thought about everything happening. She was still stunned by the number of people but grateful at the same time. With the news that they had a new lead, the police would be busy searching through cameras when the tread match came back. She decided to continue what she had started with her mother and Jasmine.

She knew her mother would already be inside, organizing the whole thing. Brandy loved being in charge, and anyone who had arrived would do exactly what she said. Nicole wasn’t about to stop her own investigation just because there was an army of people going to search the area. She had an idea, but she needed to find Jasmine to put her plan into motion.

She took another breath of fresh air and made her way back into the building. She smiled as she saw the families inside, grabbing food and supplies for the search about to take place. She scanned the room quickly until she spotted Jasmine on the other side of the room. Jasmine glanced up and made eye contact with her. Her heart raced as she made her way to her best friend.
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“Whoever took Rachel had to be watching her,” Nicole muttered.

They leaned against the outbuilding though her friend’s attention seemed miles away. She knew Jasmine was worried about the situation just as much as she was. It still felt like Nicole was missing something, though. She scanned the area, ignoring the people milling around them as she tried to envision what the park had looked like that day.

“Do you mind walking me through it again? I know it’s a pain in the ass; I really do…I just want to make sure we aren’t missing anything.”

Jasmine nodded. “I’ll walk you through it a dozen more times if you think it will help.”

For the first time since their ordeal had started, it felt like there was the slightest glimmer of hope. As Amy had said, they were finding more leads and clues than they had on any of the previous abductions. They started to walk back to the picnic tables where Jasmine had been talking to the other parents and watching the girls. From where they were standing, there was a clear view of the field and trees about one hundred yards away.

“All right, so I was standing here, talking with Brenda Rudd. She told me Gavin is teething, and she can’t get him to stop biting.”

“And that was the last time you remember seeing her?” Nicole asked, already knowing the answer.

“Yeah, I saw her pop out from behind that fourth tree from the service road.”

“That’s where they found the print,” Nicole muttered.

“Do you want to walk over there?”

“No, not again. So, looking around, is there anything or anyone that doesn’t fit? What about off to the left, the road? Did you see any cars going up or down?”

She shook her head. “No, I recognized everyone I saw. It was busy but not chaotic like it is now. People were enjoying themselves.”

It didn't matter how many times they went back over things. Her story was always the same. Jasmine had an amazing recollection of details. If she was sure no one was a stranger and nothing looked out of place, Nicole knew it was the truth. The familiar wave of worry washed over her. With each passing hour, she knew her daughter’s fate became more sealed. Nicole wasn't going to let the rapidly dwindling time discourage her from finding the truth, though.

“Of course they were. This place is perfect for families. I don't know what I expected to find here. Like you said, everyone you saw, you knew.”

“Do you really think it could be someone we know who took her?”

“I don't know, but I sure as hell hope not. How could we live with ourselves knowing this monster was in our midst the whole time?”

“Well, as awful as it sounds, I guess it's a good thing that we know about the other kidnappings. If the man is taking children from the surrounding communities and not his own, then at least we know he isn't one of us.”

“So, our options are either a stranger took her, and it doesn't look good for finding her, or someone she knew took her, and we’ll never see her again...”

Jasmine cringed. “You can't think like that. You need to be strong for Rachel.”

She knew her friend was right but was struggling. The strength she had started the day with was quickly dwindling. Nicole knew she would receive the next package from her daughter’s abductor in the morning. They were running out of time, and no matter how hard she dug, she wasn't getting any solid information. They only had a few days left. Nicole swallowed, trying to keep the bile from rising up her throat. Jasmine saw her friend starting to break and quickly had her sit down on the picnic bench. The number of panic attacks she’d had in the past few days amounted to more than the rest of her life combined.

“Just take a deep breath. Okay, let’s go over it again. Was this a crime of opportunity or planned out? I think it’s odd that she was taken in the half hour you were gone.”

“I know. It’s sticking with me, too. Someone had to be watching.”

“I know it's not a conversation any of us want to have, but have the police looked at any known pedophiles or previous criminals?” Jasmine asked.

“I didn't ask them about the pedophiles, but I can tell you there are none registered in Twin Lakes. That much is common knowledge. There is a government website you can get on that will show you exactly where anyone registered lives.”

“Right, but you can't tell me they all register. Do they have anyone who looks like a suspect yet?”

Nicole shrugged. “You know everything I do. They definitely aren't sharing information with me if they are finding out anything. Don't get me wrong, I think the agents are great people, but I don't think they are open enough to tell me what is really going on.”

“Do you want me to start breaking some ankles until I get the case details for you? I'm happy to do it!”

She laughed, rolling her eyes as she shook her head. There was no doubt in her mind that Jasmine would have gone up against a federal agent if she had truly wanted her friend to do so. Violence wasn't going to get them anywhere, except maybe tossed in jail. They needed clues and a little bit of luck on their side. Someone must have seen something that day. It was just a matter of finding out what.

“All right, let's take it back a little further. We keep focusing on the last time you saw Rachel, but what about before that? You got here a little while after us. Did anything seem strange or stand out then?”

Jasmine shook her head. “No, nothing at all. I went from your house to the store, to my house, to your mother's house, and here. All of those stops, with the exception of my house where I was baking, took less than ten minutes. I wouldn't even have stopped at the store except that we finished off the wine, and I wanted to make sure we had enough for your mother's house. Even the few people I barely recognized, I could still place them as extended family members. You know the type; we only ever see them during the holidays?”

“Let's not focus on people you didn't recognize anymore. For whatever reason, this person is able to blend in with us, and it might even be one of us. What about strange behavior? Even if it was from someone you know. Even the slightest detail that seems off might be something. Hell, look at the dog shampoo! How obscure was that? And now we have a lead because of it.”

Jasmine gave a low whistle. “Dang, girl. I'm starting to think you’re in the wrong line of work. You’re getting really good at this detective stuff.”

“I’m really not, I promise. I’m literally just asking you the same exact questions they asked me. I feel like I’m interrogating you, though, and I don’t like it. My afternoon that day really was a little strange with getting called to the school and whatnot.”

Jaz smiled. “If you’re interrogating me, then they were doing the same to you. Okay, so taking the new angle, I didn't see anyone acting strange. At least not really. You know how the holidays are, though. Not everyone is excited to spend Thanksgiving with their family. God knows I remember being a dramatic teenager at one point, too. It all seemed like a traditional Thanksgiving in Twin Lakes.”

“Think, I know it is like asking for a needle in a haystack, but it might be the needle we need to get Rachel back. I have been going over everything in my mind nonstop for the last few days. I know how infuriating it can be.”

“Okay, I pulled into the park from the Pelican Street entrance. There were maybe twenty people walking in the same direction. Everyone was with someone else, though...almost. I guess I really didn't think about it before, although it was a little bit off. I did think it was a little strange to see Travis over there. Obviously, he had nothing to do with it, though. He was at the school when you got there. He's such a sweet boy, too. I know he’s a little slow and likes to hang out around the park, but he seemed like he was in a hurry.”

“Wait. You saw Travis?”
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Nicole was still trying to make sense of why Travis would have been at the park. There was no real reason he would have to be there. Suddenly, the scenario made even less sense, as she remembered he was the reason she had to leave to go to the school. He couldn’t have made it that far between the time Jasmine remembered seeing him and the time it had taken to get the call about the break-in at the school. She knew Travis didn’t have a license, so he wouldn’t have been driving.

Nothing was coming together, no matter how hard she tried to make sense of it. She realized she had his number since he was the janitor at the school. She quickly pulled out her phone and searched through her contacts until she finally came to his name. After pressing the call button, she put the phone on speaker so Jasmine could listen, too. It started ringing, and much to her surprise, he answered on the third ring.

“Hello,” Travis said.

“Hey, Travis. This is Nicole Stewart.”

“Oh, hi, Nicole.”

“Do you know about my daughter missing?”

“Yes, did you find her yet?”

“No, but I was wondering if you could answer a question for me. My best friend, Jasmine, says she remembered seeing you walk by the park the day she went missing.”

“Oh yeah, that’s the normal way I take.”

“How’d you get back to the school so quickly if you were walking?”

“Well, when I realized I had forgotten my bag, I was walking by the park. Some lady offered to give me a ride, and it was cold. So, I said yes and jumped into the car with her.”

“Have you ever seen the woman before?” Nicole asked.

“Why are you asking so many questions? I just got a ride and had to get my bag. I’m not in trouble, am I?”

“No, Travis. You’re not in trouble at all. I’m just trying to find Rachel, and we’re asking everyone we can remember seeing at the park if they saw anything suspicious, that’s all.”

“Okay, but I don’t want my dad to get mad at me again. He said I shouldn’t be getting rides from strangers.”

“Well, your dad is right, but I’m not a stranger, Travis.”

“Yeah, I clean the school that you work at.”

Nicole saw the expression on Jasmine’s face and knew she was confused by the conversation. She held up her finger, telling her that she would explain everything in a moment. Jasmine nodded and mouthed, “Okay.”

“I know you do, buddy. Now, have you ever seen the woman around before?”

“No, but she seemed to have a lot of questions.”

“What kind of questions? Was she just getting to know you? Like, was she asking your name and stuff?”

“Not about me. She asked where I worked, and I told her I was a janitor at the school. Then, she started asking me questions about Rachel.”

Nicole’s heart sank. She wasn’t sure why a random woman would give Travis a ride and then be asking about her daughter. She tried to process what Travis had said, but it still didn’t make a connection. She wanted to know more about the woman, but she was worried she would scare Travis off the phone. She paused, trying to think of the right way to ask. Finally, she threw caution to the wind.

“Did she tell you why she wanted to know about Rachel?”

“I didn’t ask her, but she wanted to know if she was at the park and where she was playing. I told her I remembered seeing her running around the play set, but I thought it was weird. I just thought she knew you and was going back to the park to visit with you. She seemed nice, and she was willing to give me a ride to the school.”

“But she did ask specifically about Rachel and no one else?”

“Yeah, just Rachel. She said she knew you were there if Rachel was.”

“There’s a lot of commotion going on over here at the park. Would it be okay if we came over to talk to you? Maybe you’ll remember something else by the time I get there.”

Travis paused, and Nicole thought she had scared him away. Travis had special needs, though he wasn’t as dumb as others always treated him. Nicole always paid special attention to him when she’d run into him. He was only a little slower than people his age, but he had a kind heart and enjoyed doing his job.

“The house is kind of messy right now. Maybe it would be better if you came another time,” Travis said.

“Please, Travis. We won’t judge a messy house. Heck, mine’s pretty much a disaster right now.” Nicole chuckled, trying to ease his mind.

“Okay, you can come here.”

“All right, Travis. We’ll be there in a few minutes.”

She hung up the call, and Jasmine gave her a freaked-out glance. She motioned for her to get into the car, and Jasmine jumped into the passenger side. Her heart was racing as she tried to figure out what the woman had to do with everything. The whole conversation stressed her out, but she knew she had to figure out what Travis knew.

“So, are you going to tell me what’s up with this kid?” Jasmine asked.

“He’s got special needs. Travis is a little slow, so he doesn't understand the normal things people like us would.”

“I know who he is, but this has me weirded out. Are you sure you want to go over there?”

Nicole chuckled. “He’s harmless, Jaz. Besides, this could be a big lead in finding Rachel.”

“Fine, but if he murders you, I’m not getting out of the car to save your ass.”

“It will be fine. We’re just going to ask him a few more questions about this mystery woman. Aren’t you bothered by the fact she was asking about Rachel?”

“Well yeah, but are we sure Travis is going to be able to tell us anything more than he already has? I mean, you pretty much covered everything the cops would have asked already.”

“May, maybe not, but I’m not going to take the chance that he knows something else and not go to ask him.”

Jasmine nodded in agreement. As they pulled out of the park, she saw Amy coming out of the building again. Nicole knew she was going to be pissed that they were investigating the case on their own, but she didn’t have time to look into all the legalities it would take for the police to question Travis. They made the short drive to Travis’s apartment in silence as Nicole kept going over the conversation in her mind. Who was this woman who was asking about her daughter?

When they pulled into the apartment complex he lived in, she could tell they were on the poorer side of town. The paint was peeling off the building, and the trash dumpster was overflowing. There were kids’ bikes lying next to nearly every apartment, and she could see the majority of the windows were covered in old bed sheets rather than curtains. Nicole remembered seeing an ad in the paper for an empty apartment in the location. It was for single apartments, meant for low-income families.

Nicole shuttered when she thought about how unclean the area was. She made her way through the complex until she could see the building Travis lived in. It wasn’t much, but she could tell which one was his by the outside of the building. The kid was a great janitor, and she was sure that reflected in the outside of the apartment he lived in. She saw the curtain move from inside his apartment, and she knew he had been waiting for them to get there.

As she made her way to an empty parking spot close to his door, she saw Travis come out the front door, quickly shutting the door behind him. Nicole could tell he looked nervous, but she wasn’t sure if it was because he was embarrassed by his living arrangements or shy about Jasmine being in the car with her. He wasn’t used to meeting new people, but that had never stopped him from expressing himself before. She quickly noticed he was shifting his weight from foot to foot. As soon as she parked the car, Travis came running toward them.

Jasmine sighed. “Are you sure about this? I mean, look at him. If he’s not acting a little weird, then I don’t know what weird is.”

“I promise you have nothing to worry about. He’s a good kid, just a little special.”

Jasmine chuckled. “Special might be an understatement, but if you trust him, I guess I have no choice."
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“This guy is weird,” Jasmine muttered. “Are you sure about this?”

Nicole nodded and opened her door. “Come on, I promise he’s harmless. He’s a good kid. He just got a bad luck of the draw on life.”

“Don’t you think it’s a little strange that he didn’t mention being at the park or telling a stranger about Rachel or anything he told us?”

“I honestly don’t think he thought anything of it. His mind works differently than ours. He probably didn’t make the connection between the woman asking him questions and the kidnapping. Now that he knows, that might change.”

“Listen, I trust you. This building has always given me bad vibes.”

“It was already searched by the agents, I’m sure, or at least its residents looked into it. What bothers me the most about this was that someone had to know Travis would know Rachel. That person knows him, even if he doesn’t know who they are.”

“It feels like we are chasing a ghost.”

“Maybe, but we are still chasing them. This is a lead, a huge one. Travis was the only person to see who took her.”

“Should we call the police and let them know?” Jasmine asked.

“No, not yet.”

They emerged from the car. As soon as Travis saw her, she could see the tension ease some from the man. It broke her heart to know he was living in such conditions. She knew the cost of living had skyrocketed, and the school wasn’t able to pay its staff nearly enough, but the building and its sparse residences had always broken her heart a bit. He was still nervous, looking around at the others who peered out their apartment windows to watch the commotion.

“Travis, would you like us to go inside or perhaps for a walk? I know it’s cold outside, but—”

“Yes, please. Yes, Miss Nicole. Please, let’s walk. I interrupted. I’m sorry. You shouldn’t interrupt people.”

She smiled at him. “Thank you for apologizing, and you’re right. You shouldn’t interrupt, but sometimes we get excited, and that happens. Come on, we’ll go around the corner so we can see the forest.”

Travis nodded profusely before darting ahead of the pair. As soon as the apartment complex was out of sight, the man slowed his pace and eased some. They were able to catch up with him, now strolling at a leisurely pace as he took in the scenery around them.

“Travis,” Nicole started, “you said the woman who gave you a ride asked questions about Rachel. Do you remember what they were?”

He nodded several times, his hands held tightly to his chest as he wove his fingers together. When Travis spoke, it was in an elevated pitch, mimicking that of a woman.

“‘She’s a pretty little thing. Pretty indeed. How old is she?’ ‘I said she’s almost eight,’ isn’t that right, Miss Nicky? Almost eight in just a few more…a few more—”

“Weeks, Travis,” Nicole patiently offered.

His eyes lit up. “Weeks! Yep! That’s what I told her. ‘Such a sweet age,’ she said. ‘Just a friendly thing and so like hers.’”

“Like hers?” Jaz asked.

Travis shrugged. “That’s it. Yep, that’s all.”

Nicole knew if there was anything else, the young man would have remembered and told her about it. His memory was one of many things the children at the elementary school loved about Travis. They would make it a game, asking him what one person or another was wearing on a specific day years before. Despite how many times she had tried to explain to the children about his photographic memory, they were still a bit young to grasp the concept. However, given the unique way his brain worked, it might be able to help them even more.

“Travis, do you remember what this woman looked like?” Nicole asked.

He nodded. “She was dressed just like my mom back before she…back before she went away. That was a long time ago, a real long time.”

“I know, honey. It’s just you and your dad now, right?”

“Yep! Yep. He was going to come, you know. He said he would but…but he didn’t come.”

“Because of the roadblocks,” Jaz offered.

He smiled at her and nodded. “That’s okay, though. He said that next week we will do Thanksgiving. I told him he was silly. It only comes once a year, but nope, he promised we’d change the whole day! Can you believe it?”

She smiled. “He sounds like a great father.”

“Oh yeah, he’s the best. He’s always making sure I have what I need. I know he’s sad about missing the old Thanksgiving Day, but he said, ‘Now, Travis, you just help them nice folks as much as they need.’ So, I’m going to do that, Miss Nicky. That’s what I’m going to do.”

“And you are doing a wonderful job of it, sweetheart. So, she was dressed in dated clothing? Can you tell me more about it?”

“Her shirt had three different flowers on it. The pink carnation, the yellow chrysanthemum, and the red rose. It was tan behind the flowers. The color was just two shades different from her slacks. Her shoes were suede, with a half-inch heel.”

“That’s wonderful, Travis, really. You are helping us so much! What about her car? Do you remember it?”

He scrunched his eyebrows together, a deep concentration in his eyes. Nicole felt sorry for him for a moment, recalling the gaps in his abilities. Cars always escaped him. It was one of the reasons he’d never gotten his driver’s license. Nicole remembered the principal telling her years ago that the young man couldn’t drive because he couldn’t remember which car in the parking lot was his. Much like the affliction that caused people to not see faces, Travis couldn’t remember a vehicle to save his life.

“Hey, don’t worry about it—”

“No, Pops said I was supposed to help you, to tell you what I saw, and I can’t, Miss Nicole. I can’t! I’m stupid.”

“Hey!” she snapped. “You are not stupid! You may have well given us what we need to find Rachel, Travis. You’ve done a very good thing. Very good. We don’t need to know about the car. I bet lots of people saw it. This is amazing, Travis. I promise you can tell your dad you did a very good job.”

The young man's eyes lit up with appreciation. She couldn't believe how much detail they had been able to gather. From the way he spoke about the woman, she was almost certain he would be able to give the police an incredibly accurate description of her. Still, the knowledge made her stomach churn. Travis was unique. He needed someone with him at the precinct who understood his needs and what possible stressors needed to be alleviated. Taking him in wouldn't be an option. Instantly, her mind went to her mother. Brandy would be able to negotiate for Travis with the police.

“Travis? Do you remember my mother, Miss Brandy? Sometimes she brings Rachel to the park or school.”

“Oh yeah, she’s really nice. She always talks to me. Her favorite flower is the rose, a white one. They have twelve bushes at her house.”

“That’s right, Travis! Do you think you would be able to talk with a couple of our friends if they came down and tell them about the lady you rode with? My mother, Miss Brandy, will be with you the entire time.”

“Oh boy…” he whispered.

“Please? It will help Rachel.”

He nodded. She immediately called her mother and told her what was going on. Brandy would be there within minutes. The next call she needed to place wasn’t one she was thrilled about doing, but something in what Travis had said sparked a memory inside of her. The woman had been dressed in outdated clothing, and the wardrobe she’d seen her daughter in was old as well. It was a long shot, but perhaps there was a link between the two and the store that had gone out of business years ago.

“Can you go back to the apartments and grab the car? My mom will see us here when she pulls in. I don’t want to bring him back there if he’s not comfortable.”

“Yeah,” Jasmine replied.

She watched her friend jog the few blocks back to the apartment as she waited for her mother with Travis. While they waited, she dialed her old roommate’s number, knowing she was going to be in for an earful. As expected, once she told Amy about what they’d found and where they were, she demanded that they stop looking for clues on their own.

“I’ll be there in five minutes,” Amy growled.

“Listen, I get that you have to question him, but there are a few things you need to know about.”

“We know about his handicap.”

“My mother will be with him the entire time, got it? She is not to leave his side. If you try to separate them, I will have so many lawyers on you that you won’t be able to breathe. He isn’t a flight risk, and he isn’t a criminal, but he can help us get a damn accurate sketch of the woman.”


33



“Ineed the two of you to stay put until we get there. I don’t need you running all over the place and getting in the way of our investigation,” Amy said.

“Well, your investigation is about my daughter.”

“I understand that, Nicole. You just need to let us handle everything from here on out. I’m glad you were able to find this new lead, but if you get yourself in too deep, I won’t be able to pull you back out. The laws have to be followed if we want the kidnapper to pay for taking your daughter.”

“Fine,” Nicole muttered.

She quickly ended the call and sighed. Nicole knew if they stayed in place, Amy would put a tail on them, and they wouldn’t be able to follow up on the lead about the older clothes Travis had told them about. Even worse was the possibility that Amy would force her to go back home, and she wouldn’t be allowed to be a part of anything moving forward. She was determined to find a link between the clothing and the kidnapper, but she wasn’t sure where to start.

“We’re not staying here and waiting for them,” Nicole said.

Jasmine smiled. “I already figured that, but where are we going to go from here? If the clothes were from the retail store that closed years ago, how will we find anything out about the place.”

“That’s a good question,” she replied, pulling out of the apartment complex.

“Where’s a good place we can get answers?”

Nicole thought about her question. She wasn’t sure where they could go to find out anything about the retail store, but she suddenly knew someone who did. Pulling out her phone, she dialed Brandy’s number. If anyone could help, it would be the third person in their little crew of girls. She quickly switched the phone to the speaker just before her mom answered on the second ring.

“Is everything okay, Nicole? Anything new?” Brandy asked.

“We have a lead that we got from Travis. He said a woman gave him a ride and was wearing old clothes from the retail store that used to be here in town. Do you know anyone who could help answer some questions about the place?”

Brandy hesitated. “Well, I don’t know anyone you can ask directly, but I do know the woman who runs the library. You could go there and use their computers. Maybe there’s an old newspaper article about the store. You know how they are around here. It was big news around the community when it went out of business.”

“The library is closed, though. Do you think she would be willing to let us in?”

“You just get over there.” Brandy chuckled. “I’ll give her a call and have her meet you there. She’s already gotten ahold of me to ask if she could help. I know she won’t have a problem letting you guys in for a little bit. Especially if she knows it will help in the search for Rachel.”

“Thanks, Mom. We’re heading over there now.”

Nicole ended the call with Brandy, thankful again that her mother was so close to the people within the community. As they drove to the library, Nicole couldn’t help but wonder about the woman who had given Travis a ride. She didn’t fault the kid for answering the woman, but it still confused her that she could so easily manipulate him into giving her the answers she wanted.

She quickly pushed away the thoughts and focused on the clothing store. She knew there had to be a connection and that her mother was right. It had been a big deal for the town when the store closed its doors for good. Nicole wasn’t sure if they’d be able to make any headway with old newspaper articles, but she was glad they had another lead to chase down. With every lead, she felt like they were getting closer to knowing who the kidnapper was and where they’d find Rachel.

“Do you really think we’ll find something in those old articles?” Jasmine asked, pulling her from her thoughts.

“I don’t know, but it’s worth a shot.”

“I’m sure glad your mom knows the people she does. Is there anyone she doesn’t know around here?”

Nicole chuckled. “Not really. I think she knows everyone. Between her charity work and donations, she’s probably involved with most of the town’s businesses.”

Jasmine smiled. “I’m happy she’s on our team. Otherwise, we’d have to wait until Monday to get access to the library.”

Nicole knew her friend was right, and she made a mental note to thank her mother when she got the chance. Within a few minutes, they were pulling into the library parking lot. A sense of calm washed over her. Something told her that they were following up on the right lead. She said a quick prayer, thanking God for the good directions and asking him to protect her daughter.

Her mother’s friend wasn’t there when she parked, but it wasn’t long before they saw another vehicle pulling in. When the woman got out of the car, she recognized her. Mary was a short, older woman. She had been in charge of the library for years, though Nicole didn’t know her as well as Brandy did. She had only run into her a few times while running errands. The woman smiled at them and waved for them to join her. They both got out of the car and followed her into the building.

As Nicole walked into the library, she saw the row of computers lining the first aisle. She hadn’t been to the library in years and was surprised to see the updated technology, quickly understanding that her mother was to thank for the new computers. The woman went to the computers and started two of them.

“It takes a few minutes, but as soon as they load, you’re welcome to look through whatever you need.”

“Thank you, Mary. This is really helpful.”

“Well, Brandy has done a lot for the library and the town. I’m glad to help. If you need anything, I’ll be at my desk. Take all the time you need.”

Mary left the two and walked over to the desk near the exit. Jasmine took a seat at one of the computers, and Nicole sat at the other. They both waited as the computers went through the process of restarting. Within moments, they were both rebooted. Selecting the newspaper archive, the screen flooded with every article that had ever been printed by the local paper. There were selections for state papers and national news, too.

“So, what exactly are we looking for her?” Jasmine asked.

“I’ll look up the store itself if you want to do a search for stores that were going out of business.”

“Okay.”

The pair started typing, and neither spoke for several minutes. They were both reading results and clicking the links to old papers. On Nicole’s screen, she found several articles that talked about the grand opening and sales. Judging by the number of articles in the archive, the retail store had made the news on many occasions. They even took front-page ads for sales they were having. Nicole was starting to feel like she wasn’t going to find what she was looking for, but she didn’t stop. She suddenly wished she had asked her mother to try to remember when the store had shut down, but before she had the chance to grab her phone, she heard Jasmine’s voice.

“I think I found something here.”

“What did you find?” Nicole asked.

“I found the article about the going out of business sale they had. Looks like they started as all businesses do. First, it was a massive sale, but a low percentage off. Then, by the third week of the sale, they were almost giving things away.”

“Is there anything that stands out? Something we can work with.”

“Hold on…” Jasmine paused. “Looks like the newspaper did a few customer interviews. A woman got some clothes for her kids. Another guy was overjoyed because his wife was pregnant and the maternity clothes were just what she needed. Nothing that jumps out and says kidnapper, though.”

“I’m sure they wouldn’t just say, ‘Hey, I kidnap kids, and this is the outfit I planned on buying anyway.’”

Jasmine shrugged and smiled but kept reading to herself. There was a short moment of quiet before her friend started to speak again.

“This could be something. The main one they spoke with was a woman named Milly. Says here that she purchased a ton of girl’s clothes. Looks like she bought out most of the girl’s section. They asked her how she felt about the store closing, and she replied that while she was sad it was closing, she was excited everything was on sale. She even bought a few outfits for herself.”
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Minutes later, the pair were sitting on the library roof, finishing the joint they’d started earlier as they processed what they’d found. It was too much to be a coincidence. Had the library been open, she’d have printed off the article, but as it was, she didn’t want to make more of a headache for the aged librarian. Nicole called Amy again. She was elated by the link they’d found. It was all starting to come together. The agent didn’t answer on the first ring, though, and she quickly ended the call. It wasn’t the sort of thing she wanted to leave on a voicemail.

“I hope everything is going okay with Travis and my mom,” Nicole muttered.

“If there were any problems, you know your mom would call you. She’s a fierce woman. She’ll watch out for him.”

“I bet Amy’s pissed that we left again.”

“So, what, screw her. She’s got an opinion about everything, but so far, you’re the only one I see coming up with any real leads. I think she’s just pissed that you’re doing a better job than she is.”

Nicole rolled her eyes. “I really doubt that. I just know the town, that’s all. Do you think they’re watching us now? The agents.”

Jasmine shrugged. “Probably. They obviously aren’t doing much else. I’m surprised our police force let them waltz in and take over like that.”

“Not me. I knew Hayes was in over his head the second I saw him that day at the park. He’s not trained for something like this. I’m happy we have the federal government’s forensics and things like that, but they can keep the officers. I hope Mom’s doing okay.”

“Why don’t you try calling her again?”

“Because I need to talk to Amy and tell her about this link. We can’t expect them to tell us things we need to know if we don’t do the same. You saw how pissed she was that we found Travis before her.”

“Yeah, but that was also my fault, too. I didn’t think anything of him being there or getting in a car. If I had told you about that before….”

“We can’t think like that right now. We just can’t, okay? You remembered it today, and that’s better than tomorrow, right?”

Nicole dialed Amy’s number again.

“Hey, sorry. I was just wrapping up with your friend, Travis, and your mother. It’s nice to see you waited around for us like I asked.”

“Listen, we might have found another link. A newspaper clipping talked about that old department store closing down. A woman was on there. She bought a ton of girls’ clothing.”

“I’m sorry, I’m not really sure what you want me to do with that information. There were hundreds of things sold during that time. We’ve already looked into the department store end of things. That lead is dead.”

Nicole ground her teeth. She didn’t agree with the woman but knew it wouldn’t do any good to argue with her. Snuffing out the now-depleted roach, she stood and headed back for the rooftop door. Jasmine followed after her. She paused before stepping into the stairwell, knowing she’d lose a signal the instant that she did. Clearing her throat, she returned her attention to the conversation and tried to keep her tone steady.

“I guess that’s that then,” Nicole muttered. “I won’t take up any more of your time.”

“Nicole,” Amy hissed. “I need you to listen to me because I’ve about reached the end of my rope here. I’ve tried to be understanding, and some of the information, like Travis, has been wonderful and insightful, but you need to stop doing your little side investigation and get back to the house. Do you understand me? I’m done playing around. You are wasting our resources and time by making us chase you all over the place.”

“Excuse me? How much help have you been exactly? You’ve got a suspect description now, don’t you? You can find out what car she was driving and who the hell that woman is because of our little ‘side investigation.’”

“Like I said, the information has been helpful, but—”

“But nothing,” Nicole snarled. “My daughter is missing, and she’s running out of time. I’m not going to let her become the fifth victim because you don’t like having your toes stepped on.”

“Do not make me take action here, Nicole.”

“Sorry, Amy, but I don’t take orders from you. I’m going to keep looking, and there is nothing you can do to stop me.”

“Really? Then you can expect to be arrested and held if you don’t stop and return back home right away. I don’t want to do this. I don’t want to be that person, but you are leaving me no choice.”

“Go ahead and try.”

“Are you as willing to put your job, your friends, and your family on the line? Because that’s what you’re doing each time you pull one of them into this investigation. I will arrest everyone in this town for obstruction of justice if needed.”

“You have fun with that, Amy. I’ll see you around,” she snapped.

Nicole ended the call, feeling like a petty child for the way she’d let the woman get under her skin. It wasn’t like her. She’d done exactly what she’d been avoiding, burning bridges. Still, it was infuriating that Amy wanted her to stop looking for whoever had taken Rachel. Storming down the steps back into the warmth of the library, Jasmine grabbed her arm as soon as they crossed the threshold into the warm, dark, familiar space.

“Hey, while you were on the phone up there, I did a little more digging into that department store. It was just like all the others in the area around that time. They were about fifteen years behind the ‘latest’ fashion and sold everything for a third of the price.”

“Well, I suppose that’s something,” Nicole muttered.

Jasmine rolled her eyes. “Please, you think I’d interrupt your tantrum for just that?”

“Tantrum?”

She shrugged and went back to reading from her phone’s screen. “Anyway, the owner didn’t lose it or anything. His brother died, and he didn’t want to run it anymore. Instead, he focused more on his construction company which has done pretty well. It looks like the building is still standing, and the family still lives in the area.”

“Okay?”

Jasmine groaned. “Don’t you see what this means? If he didn’t lose the building or the business, he might still have old records! We could go talk to his family.”

“They might be willing to let us snoop around.”

“There you go,” Jasmine said with a grin. “I knew you’d connect the dots.”

She rolled her eyes. “Where do they live now?”

“Between here and Wellspring. It’s maybe thirty minutes away. We could be there before six.”

“Jasmine, you are amazing,” Nicole said.

Her friend grinned. “Yeah, I know. You ready to go piss off Officer Amy a little more?”

“I’ve never been more ready in my life,” Nicole growled. “It’s one thing to threaten me with jail time, but anyone who’s helping me? I have a bone to pick with that woman, and you better believe as soon as I find my daughter, she’s going to get it. Until then, she can try to stop me, but there are no laws I won’t break to get Rachel back.”

The woman raced out of the library to the waiting car. It was still warm. They were careful as they maneuvered out of the city, taking back roads and slipping onto the highway from a service road her father had told her about decades before. According to him, it led past one of the best creeks for crawdads he’d ever seen. As they flew down the highway, she couldn’t help but think of how much time her daughter had left. Every minute counted.

A drive that should have taken half an hour only took Jasmine sixteen minutes. She’d flown to the point that Nicole had no idea how they managed to not get pulled over. Still, when the house came into view, her heart started to race. The driveway was packed with cars. Kids ran around the large front yard as adults mingled near the open garage and towering heat lamps. Suddenly, a wave of guilt coursed through her. How many holidays would she have to ruin for others before Rachel was found?
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As they pulled into the driveway of the family of the man who owned the store, Nicole could see they were having a huge family gathering. Being the weekend after Thanksgiving, she knew it had to be a late dinner. She felt bad for bothering them during their celebration, but she needed to see if she could get any answers.

The house wasn’t anything fancy, but it was large and nice. The beige siding and blacktop driveway were both newly replaced. There were enough people there that it took Nicole a moment to find a place to park, though it looked as though several guests had just pulled into the grass. She tried not to smile as she thought about how it felt to have that many people to feed and the chaos that came with it.

She parked the car on the edge of the driveway, and they both got out. Looking around, there were pumpkins and scarecrow decorations everywhere. She understood people celebrated in different ways, but it looked as though this family was the decorating type. Nicole saw a couple standing near the door and could tell they recognized her. The man and woman approached them quickly, much to Nicole’s surprise.

“We recognize you from the news,” the man said. “My name is Chuck, and this is my wife, Linda.”

“I’m Nicole, and this is my best friend, Jasmine. I’m sorry we’re interrupting your gathering, but we’re following a lead in the case. Are all these people family members?” Nicole asked, pointing in the direction of a large group of people.

“Oh yeah,” Chuck smiled. “All the immediate and extended family are here. Today was the only day everyone could agree on. Busy schedules and all. I’m sorry, you said you had a lead that brought you to me?”

“Oh, uh, nothing like that. Just some questions about your father’s old store.”

“I don’t know how we can help. That place closed down years ago. I’m really sorry to hear about your daughter, but I don’t think we can offer anything other than our sympathy.”

“We were just wondering if there were any old records or receipts that we could go through. We know you are the owner of the building.”

“Yeah, unfortunately, there aren’t many people looking for a building that size. Well, that and it’s been empty for so long that there isn’t anyone who wants to put that kind of money into it,” Chuck said. “I don’t know anything about the business itself. That was before our time. Just so you know, my father was meticulous about keeping records, but they were all stored at the business. If the rats haven’t destroyed it all, they would all be there.”

“Would you mind if we went there and checked it out?” Nicole asked.

“I don’t mind at all. In fact, here are the keys to the building. Anything that will help you find your daughter. I just wish we could do more for you.”

“This is more than I could have expected. Thank you. I’ll make sure to lock up and bring back the keys.”

“I hope you find what you’re looking for. Anyone who hurts kids should be punished severely. If there’s anything else we can do to help, just let me know,” Chuck said.

“Don’t worry about bringing back the keys. You keep them as long as you need to and just mail them back when you’re done,” Linda said. “As my husband said, we hope it helps you find your daughter.”

“Thank you both so much. I appreciate it. I’ll make sure to get them back to you, and I hope it gives us the lead we’re looking for, too.”

The couple walked them to the car. Nicole couldn’t believe how helpful they were. Jasmine took over the driving as Nicole got into the passenger seat. They thanked the couple again, apologizing for the intrusion. They both nicely said the apology wasn’t necessary and wished them luck finding Nicole’s daughter.

As they pulled back onto the main road and headed home, she couldn’t help but wonder if they would find anything on the woman. Chuck had been right when he said it was a long time ago, but the lead was worth looking into it, regardless.

It didn’t take long for Jasmine to get them back to town; before she knew it, they were pulling into Nicole’s driveway. She was happy to be somewhere familiar again, but she wasn’t looking forward to being home alone. She knew Brandy would still be at the park, helping to clean up, and Jasmine needed to be with her family. Her heart sank when her friend parked the car, knowing she’d have to face the empty house alone.

“You know, I could just as easily stay another night,” Jasmine offered.

“No, not after the situation with Roxy. You need to go home and get some family time. I’m sure my mom will be back when she’s done at the park. I’ll just get a shower and grab something to eat.”

“Okay, but if you need me, you better give me a call.”

“I will,” she replied, getting out of the car. “I’ll see you later, Jaz.”

They said their goodbyes, and she watched Jasmine pull out of the driveway. She made her way to the house, but before she reached the front door, her phone rang. She quickly answered it without looking to see who was calling.

“Hello.”

“Hey, honey. Were you able to get anything done on your end?” Brandy asked.

“Nothing new, just talked to the old owner’s son. He gave us the keys to the building, so we’re going to look into finding some sort of documentation on the woman who bought a bunch of clothes when they went out of business. Is everything okay over there?”

“Oh, yeah. It’s fine here. I went over after Amy spoke with Travis and picked him up. I figured he could use some food. He did good with Amy and told them everything they wanted to know. I just dropped him back off at home, and I’m headed back to the park now to help with cleanup.”

“I knew you’d help with the cleanup,” Nicole chuckled. “I’m glad you helped Travis out. I don’t think he does the best at taking good care of himself, but he’s a good kid.”

“You know he’s not much younger than you, right?” Brandy laughed.

“I know, but I think I just call everyone younger than me, kid. It makes me feel better about my own age.”

“I was just making sure. Well, I’m going to finish helping them clean up the building, and then I’m going to head on home. I need a shower. I think your dad is going to stop by at some point this evening, too, so you won’t be alone for long.”

“I’m an adult, Mom. I don’t need a babysitter anymore.”

“I know, but your father is worried about you, and I already spent the night once. I think he just wants to spend some time with you.”

“All right, Mom. I’ll call if I need anything. Love you.”

“Love you, too, dear.”

She ended the call and walked in the front door. Much to her delight and surprise, her dad was already inside, cooking dinner. She didn’t even notice it was his car sitting at the end of the driveway, on the side of the road. As soon as she walked into the kitchen, Alex turned around and gave her a big smile. He rushed over to her and wrapped her in his arms. It was the safest she had felt since Rachel had been taken from her.

“How are you doing, kiddo?”

“I’m okay, Dad. I’ve been running around, chasing leads.”

“I’m sure glad you aren’t waiting for the police to do anything. They’re only good at handing out parking tickets.”

“It’s keeping me busy, and that’s about the best I can hope for. Besides, the police have been helpful so far.”

“First time for everything.” He chuckled.

Nicole smiled, knowing that ever since her dad had gotten several parking tickets for parking in front of a fire hydrant, he wasn’t the biggest supporter of the police department. She quickly went upstairs and took a shower. When she finished and went back to the kitchen, Alex had dinner waiting on her. She enjoyed the meal with her father as they talked about her day, and he continued to make jokes at the police department's expense. It felt good to have time along with him. It had been too long, and she missed it.

“You should get some rest, honey,” Alex said.

“I’m exhausted, Dad, but I don’t know how much sleep I’ll get.”

“You should still try. I’ll be right here on the couch if you need anything.”

“I love you, Dad.”

Alex smiled. “I love you, too, sweetheart.”

As Nicole fell into her bed, exhaustion took over. It didn’t take long for the day to catch up with her, and she fell fast asleep.
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She woke with a start after a night of restless sleep once again. No matter what she did, the dreams that came with having a child missing were horrific. However, there was a split second of peace when she first woke before the reality set back in. In those blissful blinks of an eye, her heart didn't feel like it was being torn to shreds. Yet just as it had the morning before, the consuming depression of her position came back with force each time she realized what was going on.

Downstairs, it was blissfully quiet. She knew it wouldn't last long, though, as she glanced at her clock and realized it was nearly eight. As she made her way downstairs, she was elated to find her father sitting at the island. He had the newspaper in his hand, a steaming cup of coffee beneath his nose as he read. When he heard her come in, he looked up and smiled. It was nice that he was still there. In earnest, as much as she loved her mother, Brandy could be a little overbearing at times. She grabbed herself a cup of coffee and sat down across from him.

“I’d forgotten how quiet it is here. It’s nice,” he said.

“You better not let Mom hear you say that. We all know she’s the one making a ruckus.”

He chuckled. “How did you sleep?”

“Not good.”

“I didn’t figure as much. Same here. That couch is nice and comfy, though. I’d imagine under other circumstances; I’d have dozed right off.”

“Oh yeah, it’s a great—”

There was a knock at the door. The moment of peace had been broken again. Her eyes darted to the clock on the wall. It was exactly eight. Her father started to get up to answer the door, but she quickly waved him back down. She knew it would be Amy first. There was a good chance they'd already apprehended the delivery boy for questioning. Still, Amy couldn't take the package away. Darting to the door, she jerked it open and saw a boy roughly sixteen years old being walked toward the agent’s van. Amy was standing on the porch, the latest package in her gloved hands.

Nicole stepped aside to let Amy in. The woman brushed past her and went directly to the kitchen table. She carefully set the package down and pulled open the flaps. Just as they had anticipated, the package contained a small photo album. Each picture of Rachel made her heart break a little more. As soon as the agent stepped outside to gather the others, Nicole started snapping photos with her phone of each picture. As much as she wanted to look through them at that moment, she knew her time was limited. Amy would do everything in her power to keep her trapped in the house.

“Dad, I need you to do me a favor,” she quickly whispered.

“Of course, honey. Anything you need,” he said.

“I need to get out of here without the agents seeing me. The only way that's going to happen is with your help. Do you think you can go out and start my truck?”

“I can start your truck; the question is why, though?”

“Jasmine and I have a really good lead. Seeing these pictures just confirms it even more. Amy isn’t going to let me get out of here and actually dig, though. She thinks we are in the way—”

“Screw them. If anything, they are the ones in the way. Do you need me to move your truck? Run the agents over? Anything else?”

She chuckled. “Yes and no. Go get the old girl fired up. I know they are going to ask about it, too. Tell them I asked you, too. Don’t be bashful that I’m pissed and leaving.”

He pursed his lips. “Now, why on earth would I share that with them?”

“Because I want them watching my truck. Is your car still parked at the end of the road?”

His eyes lit up as he realized what she was planning to do. Digging into his pocket, he fished out the keys to the car he loved. It was no surprise he’d parked it around the block. Her father adored it and didn’t want anyone near it. Parking on the side road virtually no one used gave it a much better chance of not getting scratched or hit. Nicole caught the keys when he tossed them to her as she tugged on her jacket and grabbed her purse. She wasn’t going to take the box or photo album with her. They were still evidence. There was no point in giving Amy a bonafide reason to come after her.

“Hot damn, you are one smart cookie.”

“Thanks, Dad. If you don’t mind, make it a bit of a scene. The more of a head start you can give me, the better. I’m going to head out the back door and cut through the lawns.”

She darted out of the house after giving him a hug. Waiting at the back door, she heard him go out front and almost immediately get stopped by one of the agents. His elevated voice provided her with the cover she needed to race through the backyard. She was sure that anyone home who saw her must have thought she’d lost her mind, but she didn’t stop until she skidded into the side of her father’s small car.

Jumping behind the wheel, she raced away from the neighborhood while plugging in her phone's Bluetooth to his system. Mere minutes after standing in her kitchen, she was on her way to the warehouse that housed the department store. Nicole had already called Jasmine and asked her to meet her there. They weren’t going to wait around for anyone to give them permission. By the time she arrived at the warehouse, Jasmine was right behind her.

“Whoa, this place could use a facelift,” Jaz muttered.

“Yeah, no joke. I guess if there is no interest in the building or the land, though, what’s the point in keeping up with it.”

“When I looked into the place and the family, it said the building was a historical landmark, but since the city didn't wanna put money into it and neither did the family, it's been sitting here, rotting ever since.”

Nicole frowned. “Well, I guess there is no time like the present. Are you ready to go meet some rats and other creepy crawlies?”

Jasmine cringed, following after Nicole as she unlocked the front door. Several windows had been broken out, only the rusted mesh remaining to keep out larger rodents and curious teenagers. She flipped the first light switch she came to a couple times, but nothing happened. It was no surprise, though. Any sort of electrical would probably be a safety hazard, given the leaking roof and molding walls.

It didn't take them long to find the office that housed the antique filing cabinets. As soon as she saw them, though, Nicole’s heart plunged into her stomach. There was no way they were going to find anything in the chaos. Animals had already destroyed most of the paperwork. What had been left behind was ruined by the years passing in the neglected building. The entire trip had been a waste of time. There was nothing in the warehouse but another dead end.

“Hey, don't be disheartened. We’ve still got the farm with the dog shampoo. That was a good lead. Let’s go over there and see what we can find.”

“Right,” Nicole muttered. “I’d almost forgotten about them. This just really sucks. I was hoping we’d find something here, anything that might point us in the right direction.”

“We knew this one was going to be a long shot, right? Maybe the folks we met yesterday will find something else. We just have to keep searching. That’s what got us this far, right? That’s how we got to Travis. It’s working.”

“I know, but is it working fast enough? We are running out of time, and I feel like we are chasing our tails.”

“I don't know about you, but I have faith that we are going to get your little girl back home safe and sound. You're the smartest woman I know. You're the best chance Rachel has.”

Jasmine grabbed her hand and dragged her back out of the building, telling her over and over again that they were on the trail and everything was going to be okay. She had to believe her friend; in her heart, she knew they would find Rachel. They just had to keep searching and make sure the federal agents weren't following them. She wouldn't be any good to her daughter if she was locked up in jail.
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When they arrived at the farmer’s market, it was packed. It had always been a busy place, but with everyone on Thanksgiving break, it was busier than normal. After taking a minute to find parking, they got out of the car and headed into the market. She knew what she was looking for. As they passed each stand set up for sales, she noticed how carefree everyone seemed. Small-town markets always had the nicest people. They made their way through the market, and it didn’t take long to find the stand they were looking for.

“Hi there,” the woman at the shampoo stand said. “Is there anything we can help you with today?”

“Hello. looking for a man or woman who comes in and buys your shampoo regularly. It would be something he would use for private use.”

“Well, that shouldn’t be too difficult. Most people we sell our products to are businesses or city shelters. Actually, come to think of it, there is a man who comes once a week. He’s a little strange, always brings his dog, and has been coming here for years. He buys the same bottle of shampoo every time, though we always offer him our other products.”

“What makes him strange?” Jasmine asked.

“He says he’s a widower, but once a year, a woman comes in and says she’s the man’s wife.”

Jasmine chuckled. “A lot of people deny they are with anyone. I don’t see how that’s weird.”

“Yeah, but she brings the same dog. As a matter of fact, the one time a year that she comes to get the shampoo is the Sunday after Thanksgiving. She brings the dog with her, but he never comes along with her.”

“So, the man comes every week with the dog, but the weekend after Thanksgiving, she’s the one who picks up his order without him and has the dog with her?” Nicole asked, making sure she heard the woman right.

“Yep. For years it has been that way. The dog must really enjoy the shampoo. He’s a happy little doggy. He loves the curry combs, too. That booth over there is our test booth. The man uses it every time he comes in.”

“See, Nicole. You should get a dog for Rachel. I’m sure she’d be ecstatic to have a new puppy,” Jasmine said.

Nicole chuckled. “That’s just what I need. I suppose you’re going to help me potty train it?”

“On second thought, I changed my mind. Get another cat. They’re easier to train. Just a few little treats and they know exactly what to do.”

Nicole thought about what the woman was telling them. She wouldn’t normally think it was that crazy for a wife to come in every once in a while without her husband, but the fact that she’d never seen them together was hard to believe. As she tried to piece together what it meant, she realized she couldn’t make sense of it. Nicole didn’t think it was as weird as the woman was making it out to be, but she knew it was something she could come back to. So, she focused her attention back on the woman in front of her.

“Can you tell us anything else about either of them?” Nicole asked.

“Well, aside from never seeing them together, I don’t know much. The gentleman comes in and gets the shampoo. While we play with the dog, we usually have a nice chat. As I said, he’s always saying he’s a widower, but he says he breeds dogs and seems quite sincere when he talks about them.”

“Has he said anything else?”

“No, I can’t say he has. He’s a nice man, but the story just seems odd to me.”

“So, you don’t know if he has any ties to the community?”

“I don’t think so. He seems like he keeps to himself, for the most part.”

“What about the woman? Does anything stand out about her?”

“Not really. She’s kind of plain. She’s sweet, but I wouldn’t have even remembered her if it was for her coming in this afternoon.”

“I don’t know if you can help or not, but do you happen to have a copy of the credit card he uses? Maybe we can get a name off of it.”

“I wish I could help with that, but the man always pays in cash. The woman does, too.”

Nicole sighed. “Could we get a copy of the cash receipt from today?”

“Sure, just give me a minute here. Actually, if you give me a moment to take care of these customers, I’ll get it for you.”

Nicole nodded in agreement and stepped away from the booth. As she looked down the aisle of booths in the building, she could smell the familiar scent of freshly baked pies and other sweets. She quickly grew hungry. Taking the lead, she headed down the aisle, making sure the owner of the dog shampoo booth knew they would be right back. They walked until Nicole stopped in front of a sign that said whoopie pies.

They were Rachel’s favorites, and any time they went out and ran into a place selling them, the mother and daughter duo would splurge for a box of them. The memory sent a shock through her as she felt a twinge of pain run through her soul. Nicole missed her daughter, but she wasn’t going to let the memory get to her. Instead, she would share the moment with her friend in hopes of carrying on the tradition.

“We have to get a box of these whoopie pies.”

“What in God’s name is a whoopie pie?” Jasmine asked.

“They are one of Rachel’s favorite desserts. We get them any time we go to the mall. It’s like an oatmeal cream pie.”

“So, it’s two cookies with cream filling?”

“Well, it’s actually two pieces of round cake with frosting in the middle. They can be considered a cookie, cake, pie, or sandwich.”

Jasmine chuckled. “No, there is no way you can confuse them all. It has to be one of them, not any of them.”

Nicole laughed. “I’ve had this argument, and there’s no easy way to explain it. There, look at that and tell me how you would describe it.”

Jasmine looked at the counter and examined the whoopie pie while Nicole ordered a box of a dozen. Her best friend continued to look at it before bursting out laughing.

“What is so funny?” Nicole asked.

“If it looks like a cookie and tastes like a cookie, I’d have to call it a double stuffed cookie.”

Nicole laughed. “Well, it really doesn’t matter what you’d call it. It’s still a whoopie pie.”

“But it’s not a pie. It’s definitely not a cake. I don’t know, but it looks good.”

“They are delicious, but they have the worst name possible. The icing gets me every time. I feel like I get diabetes each time I eat more than one. They are almost entirely sugar. You’re not the first person I’ve had to introduce these to, but you’re only the second to ever argue about the name.”

“Who was the first?”

“Rachel gave me the same argument the first time I gave her one. It was the cutest thing ever.” Nicole smiled.

“They look great.”

“Here, give it a try,” Nicole said, handing her one from the box she had just purchased.

Jasmine took a bite, and Nicole recognized the expression of enjoyment on her face. She smiled, knowing she had hooked another one to the whoopie pie express. She had introduced the baked good to several people over the years and was proud to say that she had never met anyone who didn’t like them. They laughed together before heading back to the booth with the dog shampoo. When they reached the booth, the woman looked confused.

“Is everything all right?” Nicole asked.

“Yeah, but I don’t know what happened. I looked through the receipts for today and couldn’t find the one that showed what the lady had purchased. I think she must have grabbed both copies of the receipt by mistake. Not to worry, I went through last week’s receipts and found the one from the man’s purchase.”

The owner handed them the receipt, and Nicole took it, glancing over the information on the sheet. The purchase was in cash for one bottle of shampoo. She quickly trailed to the bottom of the sheet, noting the man’s name.

“Thank you, ma’am. This helps more than you know.”

“If you need anything else, come on back,” the woman said as Jasmine and Nicole started to walk away.

“Anything worth discussing on there?” Jasmine asked.

“The man’s name is Gilbert, but I know I’ve heard that name before and just can’t place it. It’s driving me crazy, and I don’t know why I can’t remember.”
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The women had started to walk back to their vehicle when Nicole’s phone started to ring. She considered not answering it for a moment when she saw the agent's name appear. There was too much at stake not to answer the call, though. It was possible one of the leads she'd given Amy had panned out. Her eyes darted to Jasmine. She knew her friend was not fond of the agent, either. It was one thing to want to do your job to the best of your ability, but it was another to try to cut out others from helping. Jasmine saw her as little more than a career-hungry politician. Giving her friend a silent warning, Nicole answered the call on speakerphone.

“Amy? This is Nicole. Is everything okay?”

“Well, if you were here, then you would already know. I thought I made it clear that you were supposed to stay at the house. What was so confusing about that?”

“Listen, if you just called to berate me or threaten me more, let me know now so I can save you the time.”

There was a pause. “We've gotten some of the forensic back on the animal hair found. It was a match for a golden retriever.”

“We already knew it was a golden retriever. I'm not sure what else you would call the dog in the pictures.”

“I understand that. However, the analysis told us these dogs are purebreds. They aren't animals picked up at a shelter or a rescue. We have to assume these people are breeding them.”

“Or maybe they just bought a puppy.”

“Normally, I would agree with you, but they have had the same purebred hair in every package dating back to the first abduction. That seems like a lot of expensive animals to go through in such a short period of time.”

Suddenly, Nicole recalled the conversation she'd had earlier with the shampoo company’s owners. If they were able to match up the hair to what the forensic team had collected, they could get a positive identification of who had taken her daughter. With that information, it was possible that they could track the man. The man obviously returned every week without fail. She had to assume that next week would be no different. Her stomach rolled, knowing Rachel didn't have that long left.

“Amy, I’ll have to call you back in a few minutes. Are you at my house now?”

“Yes, why?”

“Just stay put. I’ll be there soon.”

“Right, like I’m going to believe that. You won’t stay here to save your own—”

Nicole hung up on the woman and darted back into the building, telling Jasmine what Amy had said as they worked their way through the crowds of people back to the booth with the market’s owners. Don and Karen were still working tirelessly to help people, but Karen broke away from the line of customers when she saw the woman had returned.

“You said the man, Gilbert, who brings in his golden uses the curry combs every week, right? Do they get washed and all that between animals?”

“No, we disinfect them, and then at the end of the day, I toss them all in the wash. I get the feeling she’s only doing it to keep her husband—or whoever he is—happy and placated.”

“Dang it, well, thanks for your time.”

“Well, now, hold on a second. Come to think of it…they used a curry comb last week that we just discontinued. I haven’t gotten around to getting it cleaned up and tossed in the donation box with the others yet.”

Her heart raced. “Would you mind if we took it? We can give it back, I promise. I’ll even pay for it if you’d like.”

Karen snorted. “Come now, don’t be silly. I’m just happy to help. Give me a few minutes, and I’ll grab it from the greenhouse for you.”

“Thank you so much, Karen.”

The pair watched the woman disappear from one of the many side doors and jog toward the house and greenhouses hidden behind the barns. Nicole didn’t know if it would offer much of a lead, but at least it was something. If they were able to match the dog hair from the brush to the hair from the packaging, it would be the break in the case they needed. She quickly glanced at her phone, checking the time to see what they had left. Her stomach clenched. Seconds later, Karen returned with the brush in a zip lock bag. Nicole thanked her profusely once again before they darted back to the waiting vehicle.

They made it back to the house in record time once again. She knew Amy was ticked off at her. Jasmine didn't stick around to watch what unfolded. They had left her father's car at the warehouse, and she didn't want it sitting there any longer than needed. She waved to the pair as they pulled away, closing the door softly and turning to find the woman glaring at her. She was tapping her foot like an aggravated Catholic school teacher. Nicole didn't waste any time giving her the brush and explaining everything they had discovered. She could see Amy’s skepticism shining through.

“Let me get this straight. You want me to match the forensics off a dog brush?” Amy repeated. “You understand that every time we have to do forensic testing, it costs the government an insane amount of money, right?”

Nicole nodded. “I'm a little shocked that you're worried about the cost of things with a child missing. I think the same guy who took my daughter is at that market every single week.”

“Even if we do this, I don't know what it's going to prove. Do they have cameras anywhere there? Could anyone give us an accurate description of the man? Is there any way of tracking who this person is? It feels like a giant leap if you ask me.”

“Are you kidding me with this? I've seen some of the comparisons you guys have tried to make. This isn't that much of a jump. You're worried about tracking but isn't that what satellites and the federal government are for?” Nicole snapped back.

“I didn't say I wouldn't do it, just that I don't see the point. I feel like we are wasting resources by following this. I'm the one who has to justify every expense to the higher authorities on the matter. I just want to be sure first.”

“Oh really? You don't see the point, yet a single smell has led me this far. What all have you gathered without the information I have given you? I think this needs to be looked at, and if you're not going to do it, I will find somebody who will.”

“Listen, if I am going to do this for you, I need your word that you will stay out of things from here on out. There has got to be some sort of trust between us. I'm trusting you not to be wasting my time with this, so you need to trust me to follow up on it.”

Nicole hated the idea of promising Amy anything. She knew it would be a lie. Nothing was going to stop her from searching for Rachel, not even a threat from the agent. They didn't understand how she felt. She wished no one in the world did. Yet she knew she now belonged to an elite club, one she had no intention of staying in for long. Still, if the little white lie could get her one step closer, it was one she would be happy to tell.

“All right, Amy, if that's what you need to hear. I promise I will stay out of your way from now on.”

The woman beamed with pride. “See now? Was that so hard? I’m happy to work with you. I just need you to show the same willingness. I will get this to the lab immediately and let you know what they find out.”

“Great, I guess I will just sit here and wait until I hear from you then,” Nicole said, her voice dripping with anger.

“Good, it's nice to see that you are going along with things for once. Why don't you try to get some sleep, or maybe share Rachel's picture on the internet? We will talk tomorrow morning if I don't hear anything by then. Maybe tomorrow, you can try not to sneak out as soon as I show up?”

“Sure thing, you're the boss,” Nicole hissed through gritted teeth.
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Nicole woke up the next morning with a start. At some point, she had passed out and didn’t remember when. The lack of sleep from the past several days was obviously catching up with her. She quickly checked the time, only to find there were still a couple of hours until the package would be delivered. She slowly sat up and dragged herself into the shower, stripping out the clothes she had worn the day before. She took her time, letting the hot water run off her body. Everything hurt, and the emotions going through her were starting to become harder to control.

She let out a few sobs as she realized how long it had been since she had woken up to Rachel jumping in bed with her in the morning. It was the first night since the kidnapping that she had been alone in the house. Waking up to an empty house was something she wasn’t used to and didn’t think she ever would be.

She went through the motions of getting dressed and making coffee. Nicole made herself an egg sandwich. Though she wasn’t hungry, she knew she had to keep up her strength to make it through the day. When there was a knock at the door, she was ready. Amy and her partners were there about twenty minutes before the delivery would arrive. She quickly guided them into the kitchen, where Amy started to set up their things. She felt bad that she had told them she didn’t want their headquarters to be in the house, but she was thankful not to have to deal with the intrusion of strangers.

“Would you like a cup of coffee, Amy?” Nicole asked.

“Sure, I’ll take a straight cup—black. No creamer and no sugar.”

“Ah, going old-school detective with the caffeine this morning.”

Amy chuckled. “Yeah, but I think I’m immune to the coffee at this point.”

“Yeah, I know the feeling. Here you go,” she replied, handing her a mug.

They both took a few drinks, though Nicole was on her second cup. A few minutes later, after a little more small talk, there was a knock at the door, and her stomach tightened. She knew what was coming, but no matter what she did, she still wasn’t ready to open the package. She answered the door, and there stood another young man with a smile on his face. She felt bad for the boys, knowing they had no idea what they were being asked to do.

She took the package as Amy led the boy to the kitchen. Another hopeless interview was what she thought. None of the boys could offer any kind of details as to who they were dealing with, and Nicole’s lack of sleep was starting to wear on her patience. She opened the delivery, and her heart sank. The outfit in the box was chosen by the kidnapper as her daughter’s final burial clothes. Her stomach churned when she saw the tags were from the same store that had closed all those years before.

Nicole lost it, and the breakdown nearly caused her to collapse. If Amy hadn’t been standing close by, she would have fallen all the way to the floor, but she caught her instead. The tears fell like a waterfall, as the only thing she could see was her daughter in a casket. It was enough to break her heart. It took several minutes to pull herself together, and Amy played a huge part in helping her get back to a good place.

“It’s going to be okay, Nicole. We’re working on several leads. We’re going to find her before tomorrow.”

“You can’t promise that,” Nicole sobbed.

“No, no, I can’t, but I can promise you that we will catch the bastard and that he will pay for all the things he’s done.”

“You better be right about that, at least. What am I supposed to do?”

“You’re supposed to stay strong. Right now, Rachel is out there. She’s alive. You need to pick yourself up and dry those tears. There’s still work to be done. I’m not giving up, and neither is my team. We’re going to do everything we can to get her home safe, okay?”

“Okay,” Nicole stammered. “I’ll try.”

“Good,” Amy said. “Now, get yourself cleaned up while I finish questioning this kid.”

Nicole made her way to the bathroom to wash her face. She understood that Amy was right. She needed to pull it together. The day was just starting, and she had things she needed to do. She was close to finding answers but not close enough. With a renewed sense of urgency and determination, she washed up and dried her face. Suddenly, her phone rang. She didn’t recognize the number but answered it anyway.

“Hello, this is Nicole Stewart.”

“Hey Nicole, this is Chuck. I own the building my father’s store was in.”

“I remember you, Chuck. What can I do for you?”

“Well, we wrapped up the kids’ presents last night, and I went to put them in storage. We’ve been using Dad’s old storage unit for the last few years to hide their gifts until Christmas.”

“Did you find something?”

“Well, I don’t know if it will do any good, but I did find some old boxes that Dad had been keeping in there,” Chuck said. “Looking through them, I realized they were old bank statements and copies of checks for the year the store closed down. I think that’s what you were hoping to find, wasn’t it?”

Nicole was stunned. The exact files they were hoping to find were sitting at the man’s house. She quickly agreed that they were indeed the files she needed and thanked him. Promising to meet him there in less than thirty minutes. Ending the call, she dialed Jasmine's number, anxious for her to answer. She told her to get ready, and she’d pick her up in a few.

After picking up Jasmine, they made their way to Chuck’s house, breaking every speed limit on the way. Jasmine would usually be screaming at her to slow down, but this was a special occasion, and she knew better than to judge her driving when it came to Rachel and finding the kidnapper. As soon as they pulled into the driveway, Chuck was waiting for them. In the few minutes it took for him to guide them to the living room, Nicole thanked him three times. She was grateful the man had remembered and thought of her when he had found the boxes.

Nicole and Jasmine dove right in, digging through the files in a fury. They weren’t sure what they were looking for other than the woman’s name. Milly was the one who stood out when they saw the article, but now seemed to be the hardest name to find. Nicole scanned check after check, hoping the name would jump out at her. After ten minutes of searching, they still hadn’t found the name they were looking for, and only one box was left.

“You take half, and I’ll take half. Don’t give up hope, Nicole. It’s in here somewhere. Remember, just because the woman said her name was Milly doesn’t mean she was telling the truth.”

“Damn, I didn’t think about that. We might have to go through them all again.”

“Yeah, but we still have this box and don’t have another name to look for.”

“You’re right. This is it then.” Nicole sighed.

“Hey, don’t lose hope. It’s here, Nicole. I can feel it.”

The pair opened the last box, and Jasmine grabbed half and pulled the pile from the box. Nicole grabbed her half and started going through each page, making sure to take her time, but still rushing through them. About halfway through her pile, Nicole saw the name Parker, and it caused her to pause. The name registered somewhere deep inside, but it wasn’t immediately. She continued to dig, trying to push the name away. Suddenly, she remembered what Jasmine had said and knew she needed to go back and look at the name again. Pulling out the single sheet, she glanced over the name again.

“Parker,” Nicole whispered.

“What was that?”

“Oh, I’m just saying the name out loud. It sounds familiar, but I can’t place it. Gilbert Parker.”

“Isn’t Gilbert the shampoo guy’s name?” Jasmine asked.

“Yeah, but the last name of Patrick sounds familiar….” Nicole paused. “Wait, Patrick is Travis’s last name, and Gilbert is his dad’s. I knew I recognized the name Gilbert. We have to get over to Travis’s.”

Nicole thanked Chuck and his wife, and the pair ran to the car. Jasmine raced back to town, knowing they were running out of time. Nicole knew they didn’t have all the answers, but she hoped Travis would be able to clear it up for them. As they pulled into the apartment complex, her heart was pounding.
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Nicole pounded on the man’s door. She wanted to keep her cool, but Rachel was almost out of time, and Travis had the answers she needed. It wouldn’t take long for Amy to realize she was up to something. The longer they were at the dilapidated apartment building, the more their car stood out in stark contrast to the depressing surroundings. There was no movement on the other side of the door as she pounded her fist against it once more. She saw the curtain to her right move, confirming her suspicion that he was home.

“Travis! I know you are in there! Open this door right now, Travis. We need to talk with you again!”

“Go away! You brought those people here last time. You, you told me they were nice, Miss Nicky. They made me answer questions. I don’t want to talk.”

“I know, Travis, I’m sorry you had to talk with them and that I couldn’t be here, but this is very important. Do you understand me, Travis? We need you to open the door. It’s just me and Miss Jaz.”

There was a pause as the man considered his options. Nicole looked at Jasmine while they waited. They were so close. She was about to knock again when she heard the deadbolt and lock being turned on the other side. Relief washed over her. She didn’t want to break in the door but knew she would have if it had come down to it. Travis stepped out, his head cast down in shame. Nicole’s heart broke for him. Had people been telling him he was wrong his entire life? No matter what came of the situation, she vowed to spend more time with the poor man. He deserved friendships and people who cared.

“Travis, can we come inside?” she asked.

He glanced back at the small space behind him before turning back and nodding. She stepped around him, with Jaz following closely after. At least it was warm inside. Contrary to what he’d told them, the space wasn’t dirty at all. Though well-worn and in desperate need of repair, Travis appeared to do a good job of taking care of himself. Better than some men she’d seen at his age, as a matter of fact.

“Travis, do you remember telling us that you didn’t know the woman who picked you up?” Nicole asked.

“That’s right. I didn’t know her; I’ve never seen her before. Miss Brandy said she wasn’t a friend, though; I shouldn’t have gotten a ride with her.”

“You’ve never seen her before? Are you sure someone didn’t just tell you to say that?”

“Who would tell me to say that, Miss Nicky? I wouldn’t lie to you or anyone else. Lying is wrong. I know better than to do that.”

“This isn’t working,” Jaz hissed. “We need to try something else.”

“Jaz, wait—”

“Travis, what is your father’s name?” Jaz blurted out.

His eyes grew wide, beaming with pride. “Gilbert. Gilbert Carl Parker. People call him Carl, though. He’s a good fella, real hard-working, they say.”

“And what is your mother’s name?”

Travis’s face fell. “Momma’s dead, Miss Jaz. You know that, don’t you?”

“What was her name, Travis?”

His forehead scrunched as he dug through the memories in search of the information. She could tell from the look on his face that they hadn’t talked about his mother in some time. Whatever had happened to her, it was obvious the father and son had buried her memories along with her presence in their lives.

“Milly…Milly Parker,” he stammered. “I think that’s right.”

“It was your mother who picked you up that day, Travis, wasn’t it?” Jaz hissed.

He shook his head vigorously. “No, ma’am. No, Miss Jaz. I promise you. That wasn’t my mother. My momma died a long time ago. A long time. I was only eight years old. You can ask Pops! She’s gone, whoosh! Out of here.”

“Dammit,” Jasmine seethed.

Nicole grabbed her arm, tugging her over to the door to keep Travis from hearing the conversation. She wasn’t getting anywhere with him, either. They needed to change things up. If he didn’t know it was his mother driving the car that day, they had to trust that she wasn’t the same woman he’d grown up with as a child. There was something fishy going on, but she couldn’t place it.

“Listen, we are running out of time, and we need to get through to him. Do you think he would recognize the store or the clothing if we showed him pictures?” Jaz asked.

“I don’t know, but I don’t think so. What is the link between everything here? What are we missing?”

“It has to be the dogs, right?”

Nicole gasped. “That’s it!”

She turned back to Travis, closing the distance between them as the man righted a slightly skewed pen on the table. If she was guessing, Nicole would bet they’d knocked it awry by leaning against it at some point. She couldn’t imagine a single thing in the man’s house being off, even by a little bit.

“Travis, do you visit your dad often?” she asked.

He nodded. “All the time when he can come to get me. I love going up there, but I had to leave.”

“Why did you have to leave?”

Travis shrugged. “He said it was time. I needed to be a big boy. I left, and it was okay. He helps me sometimes, and I help him with the animals still.”

“What kind of animals does he have?”

“Let’s see. He has six chickens for laying eggs, fifteen chickens for cooking, two cats to kill the forty-three mice, a barn owl, three dogs, and eight puppies.”

Nicole’s heart started to race. She knew she had to keep her voice steady. The last thing she wanted was for him to notice that the information he was giving them would change everything. However, the only person Travis had was his father. Even in his mind, she wasn’t sure if he would be able to help them in bringing the man down. Whatever she did, Nicole knew she had to keep him as in the dark of the situation as possible.

“Travis, what color are the dogs?” Nicole asked.

“Oh boy, they are beautiful, Miss Nicky. They have long golden hair with the cutest little white feathers when they are puppies. They are so sweet, and their coats are always so soft and shiny. Sometimes, if I’m extra helpful, he lets me wash them. It’s so much fun! They splash and shake and get me all wet! By the time I come home, I smell like I went swimming with them.”

“I don’t understand,” Jaz muttered. “Everything is pointing at Gilbert and his wife, but how could he keep her away from Travis for this long?”

“I have no idea. It doesn’t make any sense. I don’t think Travis could lie about something like that, though. He’s just not capable of it. Right and wrong are very prominent in his mind.”

“I agree, but then who is the woman?”

They turned back to him.

“Travis, does your dad have a girlfriend? Or maybe a woman who helps him out at the house from time to time?” Jaz asked.

The young man blushed and shook his head. “No…Pops wouldn’t have a girlfriend. He said my mom was too much work.”

Jasmine elbowed her in the side. “Show him the picture.”

Nicole nodded, pulling out her phone and bringing up the picture she’d taken of the image she was sent. It broke her heart to see Rachel again in that state, but it had to be done. Turning the phone, she showed it to Travis. Instantly, he squealed with delight. Running his finger over the screen, he giggled and looked up at them.

“Look at that! That’s Rachel! What is that silly girl doing with Buddy?”

Her heart pounded. “Buddy? Who is Buddy, Travis? We need to know; this is very important. Is he in the picture as well?”

“Yeah! That’s one of Ginger’s pups. Boy, he sure looks cute. Are you thinking about buying a dog, Miss Nicky? Buddy sure would be a good fit.”

Her body started to go numb. She could hear Travis talking and Jasmine asking if she was okay, but their words weren’t registering. It felt like she was floating above them as if her body had become weightless. Everything was crashing together at once in her mind. The man had called himself Carl when he had hit Jelly. That was Gilbert’s middle name. The photos, the store, Milly, all of it made perfect sense. She still didn’t know who the woman was, but it no longer mattered. They knew who had her daughter, and she was going to get her back.
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“Look, Travis, can you give us your dad’s address?” Nicole asked.

“Is he going to get into trouble? I don’t want him to get in trouble.”

“Don’t worry about that. Do you want to help me find Rachel?”

“Rachel’s always nice to me.”

“That’s right, Travis. Rachel is your friend. Don’t you want us to find her so you can have your friend back?”

“Yes, I miss my friend.”

“Well, your dad can help me find her, but I need you to give me his address so we can ask him some questions.”

“Okay, it’s 73 Plum Valley Street. He should be home because he takes care of the dogs today,” Travis said. “Are you going to get Rachel now?”

“That’s right, buddy. We’re going to go get her,” Nicole said.

Nicole thanked him and rushed out of the apartment. Running to her car, she knew they wouldn’t have much time. She jumped into the driver’s seat as Jasmine got in on the passenger’s side. She could hardly believe they had broken the case and knew who had taken Rachel. Her heart was pounding, but she wasn’t worried since they were going to be on their way to get her daughter. She took a deep breath and buckled up.

“So, what’s your plan for getting around the roadblock?” Jasmine asked.

“That’s the easy part.” Nicole smiled. “We’re not going to be taking the road.”

“What do you mean?”

“You’ll find that out soon enough. For now, we have to get back to that house and get my truck.”

“All right, I think I like where this is going.”

Nicole threw the car into gear and peeled out of the apartment complex parking lot. The car skidded sideways when she flew onto the main road and headed toward her house. She couldn’t stop thinking about Rachel. She felt like they were close to getting her back, and there was nothing that was going to stand in her way. As they pulled up to the driveway, she nearly jumped out of the car before it was fully stopped. Her heart raced as she ran into the house and grabbed her truck keys.

After grabbing her keys and running back out the door, she rushed to her truck, where Jasmine was already waiting. She didn’t have a plan once she got to Gilbert’s house, but she wasn’t planning on a friendly chat. The anger that coursed through her veins took all her exhaustion away. She was in a rage, and she planned on using that to get Rachel back. She knew the ground would be frozen, and she had changed her truck tires over to winter tires the month before. They wouldn’t need the road because they were going off-road.

She jumped into the truck, and Jasmine followed suit. She started the engine and headed toward an old mining trail that hadn’t been used in years. The trail would be wide enough to fit the truck through, but she wasn’t sure what kind of shape it would be in. Mostly ATVs and dirt bikes were all that traveled down it, but Nicole knew it exited on the other side of the roadblock. As they came up to the entrance, she could see they would be in for a rough ride. Nicole slowed the truck down just enough to make the turn onto the path. The uneven terrain instantly jolted them back and forth. About halfway down the normally dirt road, she saw a muddy area. She quickly brought the truck to a stop.

“The creek that runs down the hill must have frozen where it meets the lake. This has to be where the overflow is leaking out to,” Nicole said.

“Are we going to get through it?” Jasmine asked.

“I don’t know, but I’m sure as hell going to give it my best shot. She hasn’t let me down yet, and these are brand new tires.”

Throwing the truck into neutral, she pushed the button for four-wheel drive. The low setting would give her more power to get through the mud. She put the truck back into drive and headed toward the muddy pit, picking up speed. The truck started to slow down as soon as they hit the muddy terrain. She feathered the gas, trying to keep them on the path. They were almost to the end when the truck came to a halt. Switching gears back and forth, she tried to rock the truck free, but it was no use. The truck was stuck.

“Now, what do we do?”

“Well, this is where we use the winch to get us out,” Nicole said. “See that tree over there?”

“Yeah,” Jasmine replied.

“I’m going to hook the cable to that tree. All you have to do is use this controller and push this button here when I tell you to.”

Jasmine smiled. “All right, you just tell me when.”

Nicole got out of the truck and walked to the front. She unlocked the winch, allowing it to be pulled freely. Struggling to keep her footing, she made her way to the tree and wrapped the cable around it. She locked it in place using the hook and gave Jasmine the thumbs up. Her friend pushed the button, and the whining from the motor screeched. Slowly, the truck started to pull itself free. As soon as the front wheels hit solid ground, she waved for Jasmine to let go of the button, and the squealing stopped. She removed the cable and ran back to the truck, thankful it had started to warm up. She quickly reeled the cable back to the winch and put the truck in drive, pulling the truck out of the mud with ease.

“I take it you’ve done that a time or two?”

“Only about half a dozen times, but I’m glad I had the mechanic put a new winch on last month. Otherwise, we would still be stuck back there.”

“Well, in that case, I’m happy you did, too.” Jasmine chuckled.

Nicole smiled as she stopped the truck. She quickly put the truck in neutral and turned off the four-wheel drive. Putting it back into drive, she floored the gas, and the truck kicked sideways as she flew down the frozen dirt path. She was determined to get her daughter back, and a little mud wasn’t going to stop her.

As soon as she hit the street, she recognized the roadblock, but they were past it and heading toward Gilbert’s house. There was no hesitation. She heard the sirens immediately. Less than a minute later, her phone started ringing. She glanced down at her screen and saw Tyler’s name. She answered and put it on speaker.

“Little busy here, Tyler. What’s up?”

“That’s what I was calling to ask you. I just got to your house, and as soon as I pulled in, the agents in front of your house pulled out down the street in quite a hurry. What is going on?” Tyler asked, sounding concerned.

“Look, I don’t have a lot of time to explain, but I know where Rachel is and who kidnapped her. I’m heading there now to get her back. Call Hayes and give him this address,” Nicole said.

She rattled off the address and looked at Jasmine, who appeared completely terrified at that point. She couldn’t help the way she had to drive. There wasn’t time to be worried about herself or anyone else on the road. Nicole wanted her daughter back. Out of nowhere, a car pulled out in front of her, running the stop light at the intersection she had just entered. She quickly turned the truck to the left to keep from hitting it. As she swerved back into her proper lane, her phone flew down to the floorboard. She could barely hear Tyler yelling on the other end.

“What was that?” Tyler yelled.

“I don’t have the time to explain. Just call Hayes and give him the address. Tell him I’m on the way there, and I’m probably going to need backup.”

“Hayes is the cop in this situation. Shouldn’t he be the one needing backup?”

“No time for discussion, Tyler. Just get them to the address, please,” Nicole screamed.

At that point, Jasmine had reached onto the floor and picked up her phone. She handed it to Nicole, and she ended the call. She wasn’t sure what to expect when she got to Gilbert’s house, but she was prepared to do whatever it took to get Rachel back into her arms. She just hoped she wasn’t too late. While she was glad Tyler was able to finally get there, she was irritated with the common sense he was trying to spew.

She knew it wasn’t his fault, but she didn’t have time to answer all his questions. She pushed the gas pedal to the floor, racing to get to the address Travis had given her.
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They raced down the road, putting some distance between themselves and the patrol units on the outskirts of the city. It was easy enough to follow the directions to get to the secluded property but finding the driveway proved to be another challenge altogether. She knew pulling up the driveway wouldn’t be possible. Snow had started to fall in thick sheets as the temperature plunged. Nicole prayed for her daughter as they drove. Not knowing the conditions she’d find the girl in was terrifying.

It didn’t matter how much training Rachel had; the bitter cold could still kill a child her size in a matter of hours. She knew they were racing against the clock to get her safely back home. She kept her eyes glued to the road, looking for the turn-off she knew they had to be getting close to. Suddenly, Jasmine called out next to her, her finger shooting up to point out the nearly overgrown drive. With ditches on either side, Nicole didn't know where the best place to stash her truck would be.

When the truck's headlights pointed out a clearing a few feet away from the driveway, Nicole turned into it and killed the lights. She didn't know if it was her nerves or the excitement of finding her daughter making her shake, but either way, she was ready to get the show on the road. Jasmine looked as nervous as she did as they exchanged a cautious glance.

“Are you sure about this?” Jasmine asked. “Listen, I support you all the way. I just don't want us to get shot in the process.”

“You are more than welcome to hang back and wait for the officers, but I don't know if Rachel has that much time. What if they don't take our call seriously? It could take them hours to get out here.”

Jasmine nodded as she reached for her door. The bitter cold froze them as soon as they stepped out. Both women carefully shut their doors so as not to make unwanted noise. They already knew the property was littered with dogs. Surely one of them was the type to bark at new arrivals. Creeping along the side of the driveway, she was careful to watch her footing in the pale moonlight. There were a couple spots where she managed to slip, barely catching herself before sliding down into the ditch.

The farther up the hill they climbed, the more light ahead seemed to shine through the falling snow. After what felt like an eternity, a small house came into view. Had they simply been broken down on the side of the road and seeking shelter, the house would seem perfectly inviting. Yet knowing what lurked beyond the doors was enough to make her stomach roll. As they approached, she heard a woman’s voice carrying out over the silence of the night. The eerie hymn sent chills through her body.

They moved forward without making any noise, both understanding the consequences if they alerted her to their presence. Still, Gilbert hadn’t made an appearance yet. Wherever he was, he was complicit in what she was doing, whether he was part of it or not. Nicole felt no sympathy for Gilbert, despite her affection for his son. He’d had a hand in the kidnappings and murders of four girls, but Rachel wouldn’t be their fifth victim.

In the dark of the night, Jasmine pointed to a window near a small front porch leading to the main door. They slowly crept up to the sill. She was thankful there was no foliage to block their view inside. Though the house had curtains hanging, they were the same sheers many natives to the area used, allowing in the warmth of the sun and bringing the outside into the small space. Her heart raced as she quickly glanced into the petite abode. A woman walked past, and she stifled a gasp, darting back beneath the ledge.

They waited and listened, the woman’s heavy steps moving away from the window as she sang. Nicole couldn’t help but notice the deep tenor of her voice, as if she struggled to hit the notes another woman might find easy, if slightly off-key. Poking her eyes back above the ledge, Nicole’s felt her stomach lurch. She could see the full scope of the woman now, her outdated dress and broad shoulders suddenly making sense. Milly was no woman at all.

While the image was nearly perfect, the woman who had taken her daughter was walking around in the comfort of her home sans wig. She watched as Gilbert, dressed as his late wife, busied himself in the kitchen. Her body started to shake, though she didn’t know if it was the frigid temperatures or the sudden realization of what was happening that made the trembling come. It was no wonder Travis was adamant his mother hadn’t picked him up. The poor man probably didn’t recognize his father dressed as the woman.

At first, she was too stunned by the scene and the revelation to move. Slowly, her senses started to return, and she looked around the room again. With the woman’s back still to them as she cooked on an antique stove, Nicole didn’t notice anything that would normally cause her concern. While the entire house had an outdated and overly religious feel to it, there was nothing that screamed it was the home of a lunatic. On the floor near the front door, a massive golden retriever lay snoring.

Nicole knew the minute they moved on the door, the dog would be alerted to their presence. It was easy to see how they were able to stay off the grid so much, though. The income they made from selling the puppies was enough to keep them afloat. It was a cute little homestead, minus the killers who called it home. The woman stopped singing for a minute, and Nicole darted back beneath the ledge, terrified she’d alerted the woman to their presence. In the distance, though, she could now hear something else. The sound made her heart pound painfully fast in her chest.

Nicole’s eyes darted to Jasmine. “Oh my God.”

“Easy, Nicole. We still need to get in there—”

“Do you hear her? That’s my baby, Jaz. My little girl is in there crying for me. Oh God, we need to get to her…we need to break down the door.”

“Nicole, think about this. The second that woman knows we are out here; she’s going to come after us—”

“At least Rachel will be safe. We are too close to lose her now. What if she grabs her and takes off…what if she tries to get rid of her and destroy the evidence? We can’t let her go; we have to stop her right now before my little girl…before she’s gone forever. We are all she has left; we have to save her. We have to save her.”

“I know, but if we are dead before we can get to her, that doesn’t help anyone,” Jasmine snapped. “Let’s get a plan together. I saw the dog, but do you see anyone or anything else? We have to assume the dog is mean, or at least protective.”

“I don’t know. I’ll look.”

Taking a deep breath again, Nicole slowly lifted herself above the windowsill, just enough to look into the house once again. She tried to keep her breathing shallow, careful not to move in any manner that might get the woman’s attention. She didn’t see her, though. The house was empty. Darting back beneath the ledge, she shook her head at Jasmine before taking another peek. Her body froze, the woman’s wig was no longer perched on the table, the singing had stopped, and the dog had disappeared. A foreboding dread filled her as she swallowed, knowing they were out of time.
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“Where’d she go? She was just right there,” Nicole said.

“I don’t know. It was like she turned around and vanished. I figured you saw where she went,” Jasmine replied.

“Dammit. We have to find a way in there.”

“Let’s head for the back door. Maybe we can sneak in through there while she’s in another room or wherever the hell she went.”

“All right, let’s move, but keep low and try not to make any noise.”

As they made their way around the other side of the house, Nicole’s heart was starting to race. She knew her daughter was inside somewhere, but she wasn’t sure where the woman had gone. They crept along the edge, peaking in one of the windows they walked by. It was dark in the room with the window, but a small amount of light was shining from under the door. She quickly ducked down when she thought she saw something moving.

Nicole paused for a moment, hoping whatever she had seen wasn’t able to see her. She slowly raised her head above the window ledge, ensuring she couldn’t be seen. The room was empty. She started to panic again, wondering where the woman had gone. Jasmine tapped her shoulder, startling her.

“What do you see in there?”

“Nothing, and that’s the problem. I still don’t know where she is. Let’s just get to the back door and see if it is open,” Nicole said.

When they got to the edge of the wall, Nicole peeked around the corner but still saw nothing. They made their way to the back door, hoping she would find the door unlocked. Finally, they reached the door, but the door was locked when she tried to open it. Suddenly, she heard the sound of a gun cocking behind her. Slowly turning around, she saw the woman with her wig on, pointing a gun directly at her chest.

“What do you think you’re doing here?” Milly asked.

“I’m here for my daughter. I just want my daughter, and then I’ll leave you be,” Nicole said.

“I’m sorry, Nicole, but she is no longer your daughter. We have been preparing Rachel for her rebirth, and you are no longer part of her life. You’ve lost the chance at being her mother when you chose to live a life of sin.”

“I know I don’t always do the right thing, but I’m not a sinner.”

“Oh, but dear, you are. A life with no father is not really a life at all, is it?” Milly asked.

“She has a father. I don’t understand what you mean. Just give me Rachel, and we’ll leave here. No one has to know the things you’ve done.”

“I know you don’t understand, and that’s the problem. You see, divorce in itself is a sin. It says so in the Good Book. You should read it sometime. You can’t be a good mother, living a life of sin,” Milly said. “You see, by being divorced and trying to be a single mother, you’re creating a new sinner amongst us.”

“Are you crazy?” Jasmine shouted. “That doesn’t even make sense. Where does it say that divorce is a sin?”

“Silly girl. Mathew 5:31-32. ‘Whoever divorces his wife, except on the grounds of sexual immorality, makes her an adulteress, and whoever marries a divorced woman commits adultery. You, my dear, are an adulteress, and you’re living in sin. I’m just trying to clean Rachel of her sin, passed onto her by you.”

Nicole could tell the woman had lost her mind. Her mother had gone to church her whole life and never judged her for divorcing Tyler. There were many ways to interpret the Bible, yet the way this woman was going about her absolving of sin was reckless and dangerous. She wasn’t sure what to say without making the woman more delusional than she was already. She tried to think about the things she had learned while in the church in her younger days.

“Milly, it doesn’t have to be like this. Doesn’t the Bible also say that all sin is forgivable in the eyes of God?” Nicole asked.

“Oh my, you are a quick one, aren’t you? You know my name, and you know the scriptures. I should have approached you differently. You would have made a formidable opponent, but it’s too late for that. I have to cleanse the sin from Rachel. That’s what I’m doing all this for.”

“But you don’t have to. It doesn’t need to be this way. Isn’t committing murder a sin as well? Wouldn’t that make you a sinner? How many innocent children have you killed?”

“Murder is a sin, yes.” Milly paused. “The thing is, I know I’m a sinner, but I’ve been trained by God himself, by seeking his word and praying for insight. This is my path to redemption, by cleansing the children of this world.”

Nicole knew then that there wasn’t any way to talk to the woman. She wouldn’t be able to see what she was doing was wrong. She had tried it Milly’s way, using the Bible to combat what she was trying to do, but Nicole knew the woman was too far gone. The delusions had gripped her tight, and she wasn’t going to let go.

She glanced around, looking for some kind of sign the police or agents were on their way, but up to that point, there were no indications they were nearby. She wasn’t sure how much time she needed for them to arrive, but she knew she had to find a way to distract the woman until they did. The gun was still leveled at her chest as she looked around for some sort of weapon and cover.

Her only plan rested on her being able to rush out of the line of fire and ambush the woman with the gun. The biggest obstacle for her, besides the gun, was not having any way of warning Jasmine about what she was going to do. She quickly realized the only way she’d be able to buy them enough time for the cops to get there was by using her own words against her.

“So, you’re saying that you have spoken to God?” Nicole asked.

“Foolish child, we all speak to God through our prayers. I speak to God every day.”

“And what, he told you that by killing these children, you would be absolving them of their sin and that you have to do it to save them? How’s that work? I don’t see any burning bushes around here.”

“God works in mysterious ways, but yes, that’s the deal he’s made with me to cleanse me of my own sin,” Milly said. “What I’m doing for Rachel is a gift to you from God.”

“I’m actually okay if God takes this gift off his back,” Nicole said. “I’m actually married, but my husband travels out of the country a lot.”

“You’re not as funny as you think, Nicole. Besides, I’ve seen the way you flirt with men outside of the school. You’re nothing more than a harlot and a jezebel. If you were truly so happily married, you wouldn’t present yourself to other men.”

Nicole was enraged. The woman had been following her and watching her for some time. It was the only way she would know the things she knew. She never flirted with the fathers who picked up their kids at school, though there were a few she didn’t mind talking to. Her blood was starting to boil, and she could no longer control the anger now crawling under her skin. She looked at Jasmine and gave her a wink, hoping she would catch on.

“Listen, Milly. I don’t know who you think you’re talking to, but it certainly isn’t God. I don’t know if you made a deal with the devil or not. I’ll tell you the one thing I know to be true, and that is you must be out of your goddamn mind.” Nicole smiled.

“What? How dare you!” Milly took a deep breath. “God’s just testing me. You almost got me with that. I knew you were—”

“Shut the hell up, bitch. Tell us where Rachel is,” Jasmine screamed.

“No. I have to purify her before her rebirth. You can’t speak to me this—”

“Purify her? With what? The only thing I see in front of me is a scared and crazy, lost soul. You’re no more of a saint than the devil himself.”

“Enough,” Milly seethed. “You forget that I’m the one with the gun.”

Through the conversation, Milly had lowered her gun some, but now she pointed it directly at Nicole’s head. Her heart was racing, but she only hoped she had given the cops enough time to save Rachel. She sucked in a deep breath, afraid of the weapon the woman was going to use to kill her.

“Goodbye, Nicole. I’ll tell Rachel you said goodbye as well.”
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Nicole knew they were out of time and out of moves. Suddenly, the sound of approaching footsteps made her eyes flash back open. The woman heard it, too, swinging her gun around in a fury. Before she could fire off a shot, though, someone in the dark fired first. The splatter of blood and scream that followed made her blood run cold. Milly dropped the weapon, racing back inside the house. Nicole was too stunned to move for a split second.

Just as the daze lifted, an onslaught of lights flooded the area. A dozen cruisers flew into the driveway as agents started running toward the house. In the mix of commotion, the woman who had taken her daughter had disappeared. As the agent’s raced into the house, she heard something that seemed out of place. Despite what she’d expected to hear from a police ambush, there was crying somewhere in the distance. Her daughter was being taken away, of that much, she was sure. Racing around the side of the house, someone grabbed her and spun around, ready to tell Jasmine to let her go. When she saw Hayes, a torrent of cusswords darted through her mind.

“What the hell are you doing? Let me go!”

“Nicole, this is a police matter. You are unarmed. I can’t let you go running around in the dark alone.”

“My daughter is out there!”

“They are searching the house now and will be on to the rest of the property within ten minutes—”

Suddenly, the man’s eyes grew wide, a spark of blue light flaring up from behind him. His body went rigid as his knees buckled, and he toppled forward, still twitching as his assailant watched him fall.

Jasmine’s eyes met Nicole’s as she shrugged. “What? I’ve always wanted to taze someone, and it was just sitting there on his hip, asking to be used.”

“Jasmine, I love you,” she stammered.

“Go get our girl. I’m gonna try my hand at handcuffs while I’m at it.”

Nicole gave her friend a grin as she darted for the woods. “I’ll pay your bail!”

She raced forward, using her phone as a flashlight to give her some guidance in the dark. The snow gave her an advantage. Behind her, she could hear the officers starting to fan out into the forest, but Nicole had a good head start. There were patches of earth that the snow hadn’t touched. Skidding to a stop, she searched for the trail when suddenly, something wet reflected off her light. A splatter of crimson blood trailed away from the house. Her heart pounded as she moved silently through the forest, her light dimmed by the cup of her hand as she followed the droplets deeper into the woods.

Nicole knew she was getting closer when small tufts of steam rose from the trail of blood. She crouched down when she heard her daughter’s voice in the distance. While it registered with her that the attacker had dropped her gun back at the cabin, there was no reason to presume she wasn’t still armed and very dangerous. It made no sense that they were slowing, though. Given the situation, Nicole had expected to chase them for miles before the woman finally realized she’d have no choice but to let Rachel go in order to survive.

She inched closer, the phone’s light now tucked in the folds of her heavy jacket as Nicole listened for any sign of the criminal who had her daughter. Suddenly, Nicole realized she was only a few feet away from the pair. She watched as her eyes adjusted to the darkness, the woman and her child taking form against the stark backdrop of the woods. No moonlight broke through the thick overhead covering. A shudder moved through her when the woman jerked her daughter forward, eliciting a cry from Rachel. She couldn’t wait any longer. Mustering every ounce of strength she had, Nicole lunged from the trees she’d taken cover in and collided with the woman.

Rachel screamed out in the darkness, but there was no time to check on her child as the wounded woman quickly recovered from the attack. For a moment, Nicole had forgotten that Milly was merely a persona of Gilberts. Despite the feminine behavior of his alter-ego, Milly still possessed all of Gilbert’s strength. He flipped her around, shoving Nicole to the ground and pinning her down as the crazed eyes of Gilbert’s split personality bored into her. They flickered, the evil smile on her lips dropping for a mere second before she recovered. Gilbert was still trapped inside of her somewhere, fighting to get out and right the wrongs he’d never agreed to.

“You witch. You are trying to pervert the good Lord’s work. I know what you are, you sinner,” Milly growled.

“Gilbert,” Nicole stammered. “This isn’t you. Think about your son and how much he loves you. You don’t want to hurt Rachel or me. You don’t want to hurt anyone.”

“Shut up, you sinner. Gilbert isn’t here. Gilbert will never be back again. He was weak, a pathetic excuse for a husband and father. The Lord tells us to follow after our husbands, but when that man is weak, there is no following.”

“Please, Milly, please let us go. I will take good care of her, I promise you. I will do whatever you want.”

“Mommy?” Rachel whispered.

Both of them turned. The child fell to the ground, her trembling body unable to handle the frigid temperatures and malnutrition any longer. Nicole screamed out, the sadistic creature on top of her laughing with delight as she yelled that the time had come. The Lord was calling her child home once again. A mother’s love surged through Nicole, fueling the adrenaline inside her as she screamed, shoving the woman off her with enough force to topple Milly over. Just as the woman lunged again for Nicole, she moved out of the way.

A swarm of officers flooded the clearing with lights, calling out orders for Milly to stay on the ground as Nicole raced to her daughter. She pulled off the thick coat she was wearing and wrapped it around Rachel’s small frame. Her skin was cold to the touch, her breathing shallow as she opened her eyes and looked up at Nicole. It took everything in her power not to start sobbing. She had to stay strong, just a little bit longer for her princess. They were almost safe.

“Mommy, I told her you would come for me. I did,” she whispered.

“I know you did, honey. You did so well. I need you to stay awake just a little while longer. Can you do that for me?”

“I’m hungry, Mommy. She didn’t let me eat anything. She was so mean. I’m sorry I left, Mommy. I’m so sorry.”

A sob raked her body. “Oh, honey, don’t you worry about that, okay? You have nothing to be sorry for, do you understand me? Nothing at all. We are going to get you all sorts of food very soon, I promise. You were so brave.”

The girl’s eyelids started to close again, her breaths coming in sporadic movements as Nicole cradled her and screamed for help. She shook Rachel gently, talking to her as the girl’s eyes opened once again. They were filled with such pain and fear that Nicole knew she might never recover from the mental anguish Milly had exacted on her.

“Honey, stay with me. Do you know who is waiting at home for us? Daddy!”

The girl gasped, a little stronger flicker in her eyes as the revelation. “Daddy is here?” she whispered.

Nicole nodded, tears falling down her cheeks as she forced herself to smile. “He came all the way home just to see you. He’s going to be so excited we have you back, do you know that? You are our special little girl, sweetheart.”

Rachel smiled, her eyes closing once more as the paramedics arrived and took over. Nicole couldn’t breathe as she watched her daughter being taken away, every last ounce of her life now fighting for survival against time. Just as her knees gave out, she felt the familiar arms of her best friend wrapping around her.

“It’s okay,” Jasmine whispered as they walked. “Everything is going to be okay now.”

“She’s barely alive,” Nicole sobbed.

“But she is alive, and that’s what matters.”

Nicole didn’t reply, instead turning her attention to prayer as they followed the men with the stretcher through the forest. Everything she’d done didn’t matter if Rachel didn’t pull through. Praying silently, Nicole asked for one last favor: her daughter’s life.
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She paced back and forth at the hospital, waiting for the doctor to let them know about Rachel. The voices and movements around her didn’t register. She was lost in her thoughts, wondering how people turned into creatures that could harm a child. Jasmine grabbed her arm, tugging her down into the empty seat next to her before she placed her hand in Nicole’s. It was a silent gesture to show her that everything was going to be okay. She let out a sigh of relief, thankful the whole ordeal was over. The nurses had already told her that it wouldn’t be long until her daughter woke up, but they couldn’t give her any kind of time frame.

“We got her,” Jasmine said. “We found Rachel, and everything is going to work out, just like I told you it would.”

“I know. I’m just worried about how she will do mentally after a situation like this.”

“I get it, but I wouldn’t be too concerned.”

“How can you say that?”

Jasmine chuckled. “Look, it’s going to take her some time to come back around, but the fact of the matter is, she’s just like you. You raised her to be tough. I’d say she has a better chance than most to make a full recovery. Plus, the entire community will be there to help.”

“I’m thankful for them and how well they responded, but I’m more thankful for my family and you.” Nicole smiled. “I wouldn’t have found her if it weren’t for you having my back and pushing me along.”

“Oh that, that was nothing. It’s what friends are supposed to do for each other. I’m just glad she’s here, and we got to her before that psycho could do anything else to her.”

Nicole nodded in agreement, knowing the only thing that mattered was that her daughter was safe. She reached her arms around her friend and gave her a hug. As she looked at Rachel lying in the hospital bed next to her, she realized how thankful she was for the people around her. Nicole never thought so many people would have come to her aid, but she was happily surprised they had.

She checked the machine providing her daughter's heart rate and oxygen levels once again. They hadn’t changed in the last few minutes, though it was easily the fourth time she had looked. She took Rachel’s hand and squeezed it, hoping for a sign that she was coming out of her unconsciousness soon. There was still no response. Just then, the doctor entered the room. He cleared his throat to announce his presence.

“Hello, Miss Stewart. I’m Doctor Rashad, and I’ll be looking after your daughter while she is here.”

“How’s it looking, Doc?” Jasmine asked.

“Her vitals are great, but I can’t give any estimated time as to when she will wake up. She was severely dehydrated when she came in. She was also starting to become hypothermic. We started an IV drip and have been keeping her covered with warming blankets to bring her body temperature back to where it needs to be. I don’t see anything that suggests any long-term health issues. We’re simply waiting for her to wake up.”

“In cases like hers, how long does it usually take for them to wake up?” Nicole asked.

“There’s no clear answer to that. In some cases, the patient wakes up within hours, while others could take weeks. The good thing here is that I don’t see any reason she shouldn’t come out of it very soon.”

“Thank you, Doctor.”

The doctor turned and left the room. Nicole knew the news had been good, and the outlook was positive, but she was still anxious for Rachel to open her eyes. She missed the sound of her laughter and the smile on her face. She couldn’t remember a time when she had been away from her daughter for that amount of time, and she longed to feel the embrace of Rachel’s arms. She closed her eyes and prayed silently, asking God to bring her daughter back to her. As she finished and opened her eyes, she heard the door open again.

“Hey, Amy. Is the old battle ax dead yet?” Jasmine asked with a chuckle.

“Actually, it looks like aside from the loss of blood, he’s going to pull through.”

“Wait, he?” Nicole said.

“Turns out that the woman going around as Milly was actually Gilbert Parker. He has split personality disorder. From what I’m gathering, he sort of lost it after his wife died.”

“So, he dressed up as a woman to kidnap the girls every Thanksgiving?”

“To you or me, it would look that way, but to Gilbert, he actually was Milly. While Milly was aware that she was actually Gilbert, he had no clue the events were taking place. It’s rare, but I’ve studied cases in which this sort of thing happens. The loss of his wife and lack of medication to keep his mind straight aided in the second personality being able to take over and do what it wanted.”

“The whole thing sounds creepy to me. Even when he spoke, he sounded like an older woman,” Nicole said.

Amy chuckled. “Yeah, the brain can do some amazing things, as well as create an alter ego as Gilbert had done.”

“Does this mean that she, well, I guess he, will get a reduced sentence since he is obviously insane?” Jasmine asked.

“No, not necessarily. Most of these cases, when they go to court, actually get a longer sentence. It’s possible there won’t be a prison sentence, but he’ll be going away for a long time. I’ll be making sure of that.”

“Good, we don’t need people like that walking the street,” Nicole said.

“That’s exactly why I will be there for the entire process, to make sure he pays for the things he did to those other girls and Rachel,” Amy said. “How is she doing?”

“The doctor says there isn’t any long-term damage. We just have to wait for her to wake up on her own now.”

“That’s good to hear. While I don’t normally approve of mothers going rogue, I’m glad we were able to save you and your little girl. Anyway, I have a ton of paperwork to get through. I’ll keep you posted on what happens with the case.”

“Thank you, Amy. For everything.”

“I’m just glad we caught him. I’ll catch up with you soon.”

Nicole hugged her before she left, thankful to have had the woman involved in the case. She smiled at Jasmine after Amy left, knowing that as soon as everything was back to normal, the two of them were going to have a fun night. As she looked back at her daughter, she nearly cried when she saw her eyelids quiver. Her heart ached to have her home again, but it was a sign that she’d be coming back around soon.

The constant flow of nurses coming in to check on Rachel was a distraction, but she had already learned to ignore each one of them as they came through the door. Until she heard his voice, she hadn’t even realized Tyler had walked into the room.

“With all the police presence around town, I didn’t think I would ever get here. Plus, your old friend, Amy, had a ton of questions to go over. How is she? Is she going to be okay?” Tyler asked.

“The doctor said she was going to be fine, and she could wake up at any time,” Nicole said.

“Oh, thank God. She looks so weak lying there like that. I thought for sure we were going to lose her.”

“You weren’t the only one, Tyler. Everything is going to be fine now.”

“Yeah, because of how awesome the two of you were. Almost like a couple renegade cops out for justice.”

“All in a day’s work.” Jasmine chuckled.

Suddenly, the machines tied to Rachel started to beep faster. The three of them looked over just as Rachel started to wake up. She was groggy, but it was easy to see she was happy to see the three of them looking back at her.

“Mommy…Daddy? What happened?” Rachel said weakly.

“Oh, baby. That’s a long story,” Tyler said. “We’ll tell you all about it later. We’re so happy to see you.”

“The man said he needed help finding his puppy. I didn’t mean to run off. I’m sorry.”

“Oh no, Rachel. You’re not in trouble. Daddy and I are just happy you’re okay,” Nicole said.

“I’m hungry, Mommy. Can we go home?”

“Not yet, but soon. We just need to wait for the doctor to check you out, then we will get you something good to eat. Anything you want.”

“Can Daddy come, too?” Rachel said with a smile.

Nicole looked at Tyler, and he smiled back at her. There was a happy moment between the two, and she wondered if they could fix what was broken in their marriage. The only thing that mattered then was that Rachel was okay and awake. There was no way she would deny what her daughter wanted, but part of her wanted it, too.

“When the doctor says you can leave, we’ll all have a meal together,” Nicole said. “How’s that sound?”

The giant smile on her daughter’s face was all she needed to see.


Epilogue


The party was in full swing. People milled around in the backyard and spilled out into the streets as they came and went. It was wonderful to be gathering in the warm spring weather. Still, Nicole’s eyes never wandered far from where her daughter and her friends played. The only time she wasn’t watching her, she knew Tyler had their baby in his line of sight. Watching her husband break off from the cluster of men he was chatting with near the grill, Nicole smiled.

He kissed her cheek lovingly. “You are one gorgeous woman. Have I told you that lately?”

She pretended to think. “I do believe you may have mentioned it this morning.”

“Well then, it’s already been too long.”

Nicole blushed and shook her head. “Sir, you are incredibly charming, do you know that?”

“I sure as hell hope so. Otherwise, this party is going to be a bust.”

“Look at how many people turned out to support you and the new business. It’s going to be fine. This has been your dream since you moved back. Have a little faith in yourself, honey.”

He kissed her again before running after Rachel, who had darted around to the front of the house, a water gun in hand. They had been sneak-attacking each other all morning in an ongoing game of fathers versus daughters. Thankfully, the mothers were safe unless they wanted to join in, but as host, Nicole knew she didn’t have the time. In the ten months they’d been back together, a few weeks after Rachel’s return, things had gone perfectly.

Tyler had taken the plunge and opened an internet café, the first of its kind for Twin Lakes. Already, though, business was booming ahead of the official grand opening. While they weren’t opening until Monday, they couldn’t pass up the chance to host a barbeque for everyone who had helped them find Rachel the year before. Nicole waved at Jasmine, but the woman quickly shooed her away. She laughed; her friend crouched behind a tree with a dozen water balloons in her arms.

“I think this is the first time in my life I’ve felt outgunned.”

Nicole turned and smiled at Chief Hayes. “I see you came unarmed, too. Balloons are in the garage; guns are in the sink.”

He laughed. “I wish I could stay and join in, but…”

Nicole cringed. “Yeah, I know, the hearing is today. Are you sure you don’t want one of us to go with you? We don’t begrudge him.”

“I know you don’t, and so does he. This is a festive day for you, though, and Gilbert knows that, too. I’ll try to stop back by once we are all done. It shouldn’t take more than an hour.”

“Do you think it will be approved?”

He nodded. “I don’t see how they could not, but I’ll make sure to let you guys know when I get back. Travis is coming by, right?”

“Yeah, my parents went to pick him up.”

“Good, I can’t tell you how much it tickles me that he’s thriving. Never in my day did I expect this case to go the way it did. I tell you what, it still stumps me sometimes when I think back to the trial. Two people living in one man’s brain, never have I seen such a thing.”

“He’s a case for the books, that’s for sure. I just wish people wouldn’t be so quick in their judgment. Gilbert had no idea what was happening. He’d lose a few days here and there but was so isolated that he didn’t think about it much. Milly…that wasn’t him.”

“Thank God we never have to deal with that woman again. You’ll be happy to know I was able to get Travis bumped up to three visits a week now. I guess the county people at the institution just love him.”

“And why shouldn’t they? He’s an amazing kid.”

“That photographic memory of his is what saved the whole case.”

“I know. I don’t want to think about what would have happened to Rachel if he hadn’t been able to tell us what he knew.”

“Well, hopefully, when I come back, I’ll have some good news for everyone. Say a prayer.”

“I will. I’ll keep my fingers crossed, too, just in case. Be safe and give Gilbert and the judge a hello for me,” she said.

Hayes nodded in agreement as they looked out over their friends and neighbors gathered. Gilbert’s trial had captured the nation’s attention. They’d gotten some backlash over their statements to the judge, a detail that many believed were the difference between Gilbert getting the death penalty and a life sentence in a mental institution. They didn’t see the full story, though. Gilbert was a good man and a devoted father. The undiagnosed alter ego he possessed, though, was a complete sociopath. Thankfully, through a steady influx of medications, she’d been put to rest permanently.

Moving Gilbert closer to Twin lakes so Travis could visit didn’t worry her. He would be behind padded walls for the rest of his life. As Hayes walked off, Nicole saw her parents pull up out front and headed to meet them. Travis climbed out of the back seat, running ahead to pull her into one of his famous bear hugs. So much had changed for the young man. She couldn’t believe how he was thriving. Before she could remind him about his father’s hearing that afternoon, he raced off to partake in the fun.

“Boy, you’ve got quite the turnout!” her mother said. “And here I was worried we would be late.”

“Hardly. It looks like everyone is having a great time. How is the farm doing?”

“Oh, just wonderful. That boy has taken such good care of it. The five acres he kept is the perfect size for him, and he tends to the memorials so lovingly.”

“He’s really thriving,” Nicole said. “I know that’s because of you guys.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure. It was his idea to give the land to the city to create a memorial for those girls, and it was all Travis’s idea to keep raising the retrievers and start the foundation for the victims. We’ve just been helping with the legal matters.”

Nicole rolled her eyes. “Nice try, Mom. I know you, though. Tell me the last time you went three days without going up there to check on him?”

Brandy laughed. “What can I say? It’s nice having someone to take care of again. With you and Tyler doing so well, I’ve barely spent any time with my grandbaby. Maybe it’s time you two had another one.”

Nicole groaned and rolled her eyes. “You babysit Rachel three times a week, Mom. I think you’re fishing.”

She gave her daughter a wink. “Well, you can’t blame a grandmother for trying. I better make sure your father and Travis aren’t getting into trouble.”

Nicole gave her mom a hug and watched her disappear into the house. As much as the woman tried to claim she’d done nothing to help Travis, Nicole knew better. They’d taken better care of the young man than anyone could have dreamed. He still volunteered his time in the community but had since found his calling away from the janitorial life and into the animal rescue realm. The community had come together in support of him, a move that still warmed her heart. Her mother’s words struck a chord in her, though.

She wasn’t ready to tell her mother or anyone else yet. A wave of excitement coursed through her, the familiar flutter of butterflies tickling her abdomen as she moved her hand to it protectively. A pair of arms wrapped around her waist as Tyler kissed her neck. She shuddered with desire, wondering if it was time to tell him the secret she’d been keeping for weeks. Her heart started to race as he whispered into her ear, telling her what he wanted to do once the crowds of people had left and their daughter was tucked in her bed, fast asleep.

“You know, you better get all this honeymoon stuff out of your system now,” she whispered. “We don’t have long before it’s back to late nights and sleepless mornings.”

“Oh yeah? Why is that? Do you plan on torturing me or getting a second job?” he asked, his lips still nuzzled in her neck.

She shook her head. “Oh no, nothing like that, but there will still be sleepless nights. Babies need a lot of attention.”

He froze, turning her slowly to face him as his eyes searched her expression. “Baby?”

Nicole nodded, her eyes welling with tears as a smile creased his lips. He let out a victorious shout and scooped her into his arms, lifting her off the ground and swinging her around as she laughed through the protest she was giving him. Nicole couldn’t believe how happy she was. As Rachel ran over and joined her embracing parents, not knowing why they were so overjoyed, Nicole let the tears of happiness fall. Finally, they could be a family again.
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