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      “I thought we were going to Daddy’s house,” Becca whispered.

      Cammie rolled her eyes. “Don’t call him that. His name is Dante, like a musketeer.”

      Her sister giggled. “I’m gonna tell him you said that!”

      The girl’s stomach growled. She felt like she was going to starve to death, but the last time they went to the musketeer’s house, he let them have all sorts of snacks and treats Mom wouldn’t let them have. With that in mind, Cammie had barely eaten breakfast and lunch. Now though, she was regretting the decision as they moved quickly down the street. Something in her stomach turned. The roads flying past weren’t the way to Dante’s house.

      “Hey!” she yelled to the driver. “I’m hungry! Where are we going?”

      “Cammie!” Becca hissed.

      “We’ll be there soon; we’re meeting your daddy somewhere else. Just sit tight.”

      “Mommy said we weren’t to go anywhere else and to call her if we did,” Cammie said.

      Becca groaned. “You’re going to get us in trouble.”

      She shrugged and pulled out her phone. It was her pride and joy, having only gotten it a week earlier. Becca didn’t care about hers, even though they were the only kids in their grade who had them. As soon as she had it in her hands, the van swerved. Becca screamed as it came screeching to a stop. The man their father had sent jumped out and opened the door. Both girls jumped in shock. He reached in and snatched their phones. Instantly, Becca started to cry, but Cammie glared at the man.

      “Hey! Those are ours! You can’t take them!”

      His face changed. Cammie could tell he was mad. The look frightened her. Suddenly, she wanted to be back at home with her mother and the nice new man helping them. He was friendly and sweet to her. Her mom had said they were going to dinner just as soon as they came back from Dante’s. She was looking forward to it but hated going to her father’s house. He wasn’t like them. He didn’t work a real job or seem like he enjoyed having kids at all. So much had happened in a few days that her head was still spinning.

      “I’m hungry,” she whispered. “I’m sorry we made you mad.”

      “We?” Becca hissed. “You’re the one—”

      “Would you two please just stop? My God, it’s a twenty-minute drive. Can you shut up for that long? What’s it going to take?”

      Cammie shrugged. “I’m hungry. Can we stop for food?”

      “We aren’t allowed to have—”

      “Shut up, Becca,” Cammie hissed.

      The stranger sighed and shook his head. She was too frightened to push the matter, but when he reached into his back pocket and pulled out two snack packs of dehydrated fruit, Cammie’s eyes lit up. It was one of the treats she’d always wanted to try, but their mother wouldn’t let them. Instantly, she looked at her twin sister, who was pale as the ghosts they watched on television.

      Becca started shaking her head. Cammie rolled her eyes. Her sister never wanted to break the rules. She was always telling on her when she got into trouble. The man tossed her a pack and gave her a wink, handing Becca hers. Her sister still looked unsure, as if she didn’t trust the man, but Cammie had seen him before with Dante. He wasn’t nearly as old as the others. If she’d seen him on the street, she would think he went to the high school just down the road from their elementary school.

      “I promise, it will be our little secret,” he said.

      “I want my phone back,” Becca whispered. “I want to call my mom.”

      “Sorry, guys, no phones on this special trip.”

      “Mommy said we should always keep them with us. If she calls us and we don’t answer, she’s gonna be really mad,” Becca muttered.

      “Well, Mommy will just have to get over it then,” he growled.

      Becca looked frightened and nodded as he closed the door and climbed back behind the wheel. Cammie didn’t know what was going on and didn’t care. The growling in her stomach was the only thing she cared about. She ripped open the package—much to Becca’s horror—and popped one of the banana slices into her mouth. It was sweet and delicious.

      “Cammie! Don’t eat those!”

      “Oh, would you stop being such a stuffy goody-goody?” Cammie said between bites. “It’s just fruit.”

      “No, it’s not. We don’t know where they came from.”

      “Do you always have to be so perfect?” she asked, popping in another piece. “You know, Mom is always telling us we should stand up for ourselves and speak up.”

      “Not like this, and you know it. I’m gonna tell on you as soon as we get back.”

      “Shut up, no, you won’t,” she muttered.

      “Oh yes, I will, and you know Mom will believe me.”

      “So?”

      “So, you’re going to get in trouble and get that new phone taken away. How do you like that?”

      She rolled her eyes, coughing a little at the tickle in her throat. Her eyes were starting to water as well. It was a familiar sensation but not one she’d felt in a very long time. Suddenly, Cammie stopped chewing as the tickling turned to a prickle, each breath harder to take than the last. Panic filled her as she gripped her throat. Becca’s eyes filled with fear as she started to scream. The man driving glanced back at them, skidding to a stop seconds later.

      Everything around her started to blur. She could hear her sister screaming and feel someone jerking her out of the booster seat, but the air was no longer flowing into her lungs. All she could think about was her mother, how she would know what to do, but she wasn’t there. She was at home by now, warm and safe and missing her two daughters. Cammie didn’t know what was happening to her, but she knew it was bad.
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      Miranda watched the children filing out of the small schoolhouse. She still couldn’t believe she was standing there in her hometown. After decades of trying to escape her past, Miranda was happy to be there. Another mother scooped up a boy about her daughter's age and turned for her car, waving at Miranda as she passed. Suffix, Washington, was one of the friendliest places on Earth, with several local travel magazines giving it the honor year after year.

      A gust of wind slipped past her thick winter coat, sending a chill down her spine. For as long as she could remember, Suffix had one talking point in her mind: the awful cold. Each winter, the chilling temperatures would come fast and early, reminding her with their depressing fog of just how much she despised the cold. The same argument would play on repeat in her mind. Why had her parents settled in Washington, of all places? Was it to torture future generations?

      Her irritation quickly dissipated when two girls bounded down the steps in her direction. Their matching pink jackets and Led Zeppelin backpacks made her chuckle every time. Miranda crouched as the twins darted into her arms. At eight years old, she couldn’t believe how fast they were growing up. She could still remember the crocodile tears from their first day of preschool, and they hadn’t come from the children. Becca and Cammie both broke away, talking at the same time about everything their day had entailed.

      Miranda laughed. “One at a time. I can’t understand what you’re saying when you both talk at the same time.”

      “Well, Cammie got in trouble today!” Becca shouted first.

      “No, I didn’t.”

      “Then, why did you have to go to the principal’s office?”

      “Why do you have to be a tattletale?” Cammie said. “It’s none of your business.”

      Miranda was shocked by the news. The girls never really got into trouble, but she was sure there was a reason for it. Maybe not a good one, but a reason, nonetheless. The twins went back and forth for several minutes until Miranda decided she’d had enough. She couldn’t make heads or tails out of what they were saying.

      “Girls,” Miranda said, stopping them momentarily, “stop fighting, please. Now, one of you, tell me what happened today in school.”

      “Cammie hit a boy,” Becca said.

      “It was self-defense, Mom. He started it,” Cammie replied.

      “No, it wasn’t. You wouldn’t have gotten in trouble if it was. He pulled her hair, and she hit him,” Becca said. “He thought Cammie was me.”

      “See, I told you he started it. That’s what self-defense is. He started it, and I finished it,”

      Miranda fought the chuckle threatening to break through her stoic frown. She didn’t want to encourage violence, not ever. Yet it came as no shock that Cammie had hit a boy. Her opinions on personal space mimicked Miranda’s, and she’d always taught the girls that they were never to be touched without permission first. However, they had a golden rule that it sounded like Cammie had broken; though it wouldn’t have been her first infraction, it was the first time it had happened at school.

      “Did you ask the boy to stop pulling your hair before you hit him?” Miranda asked.

      “He shouldn’t have been in my space, Mom,” Cammie answered. “He shouldn’t have pulled my hair, but I don’t think he will do it again.”

      “I’m sure he won’t do it again, but did you ask him to stop first? You know the rule.”

      “No, she didn’t. As soon as he pulled her hair, she turned around and hit him,” Becca offered.

      “He didn’t give me a chance to tell him to stop. He wouldn’t let go.”

      Miranda sighed. “You know you have to ask someone to stop or tell a teacher first. It’s always been our rule. You know you’re going to have to apologize to the boy, right? You’ll do it first thing Monday morning. No more hitting people, Cammie.”

      “Yeah, Cammie. You can apologize to Jimmy before your detention,” Becca snorted.

      Cammie gasped. “I can’t believe you told on me!”

      “I can’t believe you hit Jimmy Green!”

      “Well, your boyfriend is a wussy anyway,” Cammie said. “He cried like a little baby.”

      “You couldn’t handle a little hair pull. So, who’s really the wussy?”

      “Mom, tell her to stop,” Cammie said.

      “Why? You going to hit me, too?”

      The two kept arguing, with no end in sight. Miranda could see where the bickering was going to lead, with her breaking up a mini-wrestling match in the middle of the school parking lot. Whoever said girls were easier than boys had never met her twins. They fought like brothers, loved like sisters, and were giving her gray hair by the minute. She quickly stepped in, grabbing one girl with each hand by the back of their bookbag. They stopped fighting with each other and simmered into angry glares. She didn’t move or say anything until both of them had stopped.

      “Are you two done? Is this really how you want to start the weekend?” she asked.

      “No,” they grumbled in unison.

      “Do you remember what this weekend is?” Miranda asked.

      Becca gasped.

      “Grammy’s birthday party!” Cammie exclaimed.

      Miranda grinned and nodded. “That’s right!”

      It was Miranda’s mother’s birthday. The woman was turning sixty-two, but that hadn’t slowed her down. Every time the girls were around, she acted as if she were a child again. Miranda adored her mother and the relationship she had with the girls. She knew they’d be excited about the sleepover that night. They would be staying the night with Barbara before getting up the next day to help set up for the party.

      The weekend had been planned months ago, but she hadn’t reminded them they were going until today. Even though the twins knew about the party already, it was nice to surprise them when they forgot what day it was. She smiled when she considered how simply children thought. An hour from now, they wouldn’t even remember they were arguing.

      The twins were excited and singing outside the car, full of excitement. Miranda was happy to see them so cheerful after the last ten minutes of bickering. She thought about how important her mother had been to the twins, especially with the challenges Miranda had had when she had found out she was pregnant and then again when she found out they were twins. She never had expected to be a single mother, but the two girls were the best thing she had in her life.

      So many things hadn’t gone as planned, but sitting there, listening to the twins chatter about spending the night with their grandma, she had no regrets. The girls were happy, and she was happy, too. She thought about how happy she would be to have a night to herself. She didn’t get the chance often, but when she did, she made the most of it. Tonight would be a good night. She had already made plans with her sister and brother-in-law. They were going to be drinking and having a nice, child-free evening.

      “When are we going over there?” Becca asked.

      “Can we go now?” Cammie followed.

      “Yeah, can we go now?”

      Miranda laughed. “I’m dropping you off at six after Grandpa heads out for his lodge meeting. So, you guys need to go right home, get your chores and homework done—”

      She was interrupted by a chorus of groans. She knew the girls were excited about the sleepover, but she wanted to make sure they had dinner first as well. Her parents doted on the pair, but they were grandparents in every sense of the word. Their idea of meals was chocolate milk and cupcakes. Knowing it would be the last real thing they ate until Sunday morning, Miranda wasn’t going to let the pair talk her into letting them ditch their chores and sneak away to her mother’s house early.

      It wouldn’t be a hard feat for them to accomplish, given her parents lived just two houses away from theirs, but the girls had never broken the cardinal rule—always ask an adult first. While Barbara and Bill Reed thought their daughter was a bit on the overprotective side as a mother, they also understood she’d traveled the country and seen the evils in the real world. They respected her wishes as a parent when it came to the girl’s safety, just not in the sugar they ate while there.

      As she watched the girls climb into their booster seats, she scanned the road, as always, before jogging to the driver’s side of her pickup truck. Just as she climbed behind the wheel, a glint of silver caught the sun and her attention. Her heart started to race. The motorcycle was five blocks away, and the rider wore a helmet. It could have been anyone, yet something in her gut told her she knew the man well. Dante.
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      “I’m telling you, Ginger, it was him,” Miranda hissed.

      “Minnie, you haven’t seen that man in eight years. He hasn’t called you, reached out, or made any move in this direction in that long, so why would he be here now?”

      “I don’t know,” she admitted. “The whole thing just sketched me out. It gave me flashbacks, you know?”

      “Like ‘Nam?”

      Miranda chuckled. “Yeah. Young, dumb, in love with a biker and thinking we had it all.”

      “Don’t worry about who you used to be; no one else does. You’re a respected nurse at a good hospital in a town full of people who are happy to have you back. The ones who do know about your Dante times don’t care, and the ones who don’t know wouldn’t give a shit. Your daughters are little walking, talking testaments to what a good person you are.”

      “Jesus, you should run a presidential campaign for people or something. I’m starting to think you could make anyone look like a saint.”

      Ginger laughed. “So, are you going to get your butt over here for a round of poker, or are you going to hide out in the dark at home?”

      Miranda rolled her eyes. “I’ll be there after I drop off the girls at Mom's, I promise.”

      “Good! Hey, speaking of Mom, what did you get her for her birthday?”

      Miranda chuckled and rolled her eyes. Ginger was barely two years younger than herself, yet she’d already made her mark on the world. A brilliant woman, Ginger Deaver was a renowned forensic pathologist, working cases that spanned the globe alongside her doting husband, Carl, whose culinary abilities were unmatched, though he despised people too much to open a restaurant or work at one. The eccentric recluse made his fortune by selling recipes that restaurants, celebrities, and chefs across the globe fought for.

      “I wasn’t sure what to get her at first. She never does give us any ideas,” Miranda said. “But, knowing how much she enjoys a good wine, I got her a wine of the month subscription.”

      “How’s that work?” Ginger asked.

      “Well, whatever their top-rated wine is each month, Mom will get one shipped right to her door, but she’ll never get the same one twice in a year. It’s a pretty cool setup, really.”

      “Damnit,” Ginger snapped. “I wish I would have thought of that.”

      “You know I could just put your names on the card, right. We’ll tell her it’s from all of us,” Miranda offered.

      “Thanks. You’re the best sister.” Ginger chuckled.

      She laughed. “I’m your only sister, and don’t you forget it.” She laughed.

      “How could I? You wouldn’t let me forget. Thank you, though. That would be great. I just couldn’t figure out what she would want.”

      “No problem. I know the struggle. Took me a month to land that gift. Hey, is Carl going to come to the party?”

      Ginger laughed. “No, but he’s stoked to have you over later.”

      Just then, the girls came running into the room. Both of them were hollering at the same time that they were done with their homework and chores. They were begging to go to her mom’s house early. Miranda couldn’t help but laugh.

      “Here, talk to Aunt Ginger for a minute while I get dinner out of the oven,” she said, handing the phone to the twins.

      As she pulled the lasagna out of the oven and set it on the table next to their plates already loaded down with salads, she listened to the girls rambling on to her sister. Ginger was every bit the fun aunt Miranda had always known she’d be. Despite having no desire to have children of her own, she spent every second she could spare with the twins. Everyone Miranda cared about was within ten miles of her daughters, and it was a beautiful thing. The man from before flickered through her mind, sending a jolt of fear through her.

      Miranda’s thoughts thrust her into the memory of the last time she had seen Dante. It had been roughly eight years since she had seen her ex-husband, and that amount of time was still not enough. She missed nothing from her old life with the man, but she knew how dangerous he could be. Eight years ago, she was in the delivery room with Dante. He had come to see the birth of his daughters, but he walked out on her, and she hadn’t seen him since.

      The memory had shaken her. The flashbacks to everything that had happened were all because she was certain he had been the man on the motorcycle down the road from the school. She had done everything she could to make sure he was not a part of her daughters’ lives. Yet, something told her that battle was far from over. Miranda didn’t know what she would do if he tried to establish himself in their lives again. She hated him for what he had done to her and for hurting her the way he had when he left.

      She had uprooted her whole life to keep away from the man, and it was only after her parents had told her that he was gone that she had moved back. Miranda thought about the repercussions her life would go through if her past were truly coming back to haunt her. She sighed and tried to focus on getting the girls ready to go to their grandmother’s. Just then, the girls ran into the kitchen and handed her phone back.

      As she sat down at the table with her daughters, Miranda forced the memories back into the recesses of her mind. They did her no good to relive. It was a long time ago, and she knew she was being paranoid. Every sleek black bike that she saw ignited the same fear inside of her. Yet, never before had one been so close to home. Suffix wasn’t a town for bikers. No one wanted to ride in the freezing cold eight months out of the year. The meal didn’t last long, with both girls excited to get to their grandmother’s house. She quickly kissed them both and strapped on their bookbags, now loaded down with all the gear for a perfect sleepover.

      Miranda watched from the front porch as they ran across Mrs. Neer's lawn to her mother’s front door. Barbara stepped out and waved to her before the twins scurried inside. She chuckled to herself as she grabbed her car keys and locked the door behind her, jogging to her waiting truck as quickly as possible before firing it up. Every year when the first real chill hit the air, Miranda cursed herself for not getting a remote start for the old pickup. It roared to life, though, and she knew in less than three minutes that she’d be nice and toasty.

      As she waited for the old beast to warm up, she thought about the drive to her sister’s house, just a few miles away in the center of town. It never took long to get there, but the parking was always a mess. For a small town, they always seemed to be busy on the weekend, something she never really understood. It wasn’t like they had the finest dining or best bars, but every Saturday and Sunday, the town would be hopping. She figured the feel of a small town was attractive for people who lived in the city, though for her, it was more of a hassle for the people who lived there.

      After a few minutes, she put the truck into reverse and backed out of the driveway. Her sister’s house was old and way bigger than the two of them needed, but it worked out well with Carl working from home. It was a beautiful home they had stumbled across when they were first picking a house together. It was within their price range, and Ginger fell in love with the antique look of the interior.

      She turned on the radio, and it was playing one of her favorite classic rock songs. Turning it up, she started singing along. Miranda had always loved classic rock, and something about the old tunes always got her motivated for a good time. Enjoying the drive without bickering kids in the back, she noticed there wasn’t a car in sight. She hit the edge of town just as the song ended and another started. She was relaxed and enjoying her brief time alone. She loved the twins more than anything else, but as any parent knows, time alone is a must to keep one’s sanity.

      Suddenly, she noticed someone behind her. Miranda’s eyes flicked to the rearview mirror. Her heart started to race when she saw the black bike roughly a quarter mile behind her. Instantly, she felt like she was going to be sick. Ginger’s road was a half-mile away, but if Dante had come hunting for her, she wasn’t going to lead him right to her sister’s doorstep. Pushing down on the gas, Miranda quickly veered off the main road down a side alley before slamming on the brakes. For a tense sixty seconds, she waited until finally, the motorcycle passed, never slowing. Miranda let out a sigh of relief. She had to stop being so damn paranoid.
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      “You actually tried to lose him?” Ginger asked.

      Miranda nodded, cringing as she took the drink her sister offered. “It wasn’t my finest moment. I don’t know. I guess it just has me spooked.”

      “I mean, bikers in the area are rare but not unheard of. He’s probably just some random guy visiting family for a few days.”

      “I know. Really, I know you’re right. I just hate that I always get like this. It was forever ago, and you’re right that he’s never made an appearance…I don’t know why I’m this way.”

      “Because you survived a trauma,” Carl said as he appeared with a tray of hors d’oeuvres. “People think the world of motorcycle clubs is all drinking and gunfights. You have shitty dirtbags in every group. Dante just happens to be one of them.”

      Miranda was thankful her sister and brother-in-law were such a big part of her life. The two were always there for her when she needed it and always respectfully offered their opinion. She never felt like they were judging her, which because of her past, was a big part of why she loved them. Dante had been a rare breed. He had been emotionally abusive and, on occasion, would get physical with her.

      Dante enjoyed drinking a little too much, but his drug of choice was always cocaine. He was already violent when consuming alcohol, but the combination of the two was a dangerous mixture. She had grown accustomed to his destructive ways but couldn’t find her way out of the life. When she had gotten pregnant, she had hoped the addition to the family would be enough to calm him down. That was not the case, and sometimes, it felt as if it had made him worse.

      It was a toxic relationship from the beginning, but she had been young and thought she was in love. Miranda almost enjoyed being the wife of a biker when things were going well, but it never lasted long, and he would come home some nights in a rage. He never had a problem with breaking the law, and Miranda always felt as if that dangerous side was something that attracted her to him. Knowing how Dante was, she knew it was more likely that the man was in prison or dead somewhere in Washington.

      “Listen, no one thinks you’re crazy for acting the way you do when it comes to Dante. Not a single soul. He was an abusive prick who has no right to ever be in the same state as you. The only person who can convince you that it’s not him out there running around Suffix is you,” Ginger said.

      “I know, I can’t keep doing this. I’m not going to let it ruin the one night I have to myself, either. Let’s get this party started,” Miranda said.

      Ginger gave a whoop of approval as Carl brought out a vintage bottle of wine and started telling the sisters about its pairing with each of the delicacies he delivered. She loved listening to him talk about something he had so much passion about and always knew the plating would be otherworldly. They carried on like that for several hours, stuffing themselves and talking about everything under the sun until two bottles of wine later, the only sober one of the trio was driving her home in her pickup.

      “Hey, Carl,” Miranda said, feeling a little drunk. “What is the key to a good marriage? I want what the two of you have someday.”

      “Honestly, it’s communication. If you’re with someone who makes you feel like you can’t talk to them, it will never work. Honesty, too. You have to be honest with each other. We don’t keep secrets from one another, and we always take time to talk to each other.”

      “That does sound perfect.” Miranda sighed. “Do you think I will ever find someone like that?”

      Carl chuckled. “Well, if not, you can always move in with us. I’m pretty sure Ginger is going to outlive me anyway. She’ll need the company.”

      Miranda smiled. “You’re a good man, and you’re good for Ginger. I’m glad she met someone like you. You both deserve to be happy. You two are the perfect couple.”

      “We’re perfect because we communicate and are honest. There’s a lot of work to figure that out at the beginning, but when you do, everything just clicks.”

      “Are you sure you don’t have a brother or a hot cousin?” Miranda laughed. “I could use a guy who treats a woman like you do.”

      “You’re a good person, Miranda. You’ll find someone who will treat you the way you deserve to be treated; just don’t rush it,” Carl said.

      When they pulled up to her house, there was already a car service waiting to take him back home. Miranda thanked him again, promising the next time she’d drive herself though it hadn’t happened in the four years they’d been doing the monthly gatherings. Deep down, she knew Carl didn’t mind, but she still ended the night feeling guilty for it, nonetheless. Miranda waved to him from the porch and watched his car pull away before unlocking her front door.

      Out of habit or perhaps paranoia, she scanned the empty street outside once more before stepping through the threshold. Her stomach twisted when she saw the same bike from before parked at the end of the road. Her eyes darted around the area, looking for the missing rider, but she saw no one. Racing into her house, she slammed the door and locked it before leaning against the warm wood, her breathing labored as she tried to catch her breath.

      Miranda took a few moments and focused on her breathing. After several deep breaths and trying to use some of the calming exercises she had learned years before during her training, she made her way to the kitchen. The house had never felt so empty, but then again, she had never had the level of fear that she had now. She knew she was probably overreacting, but the coincidence of seeing the same bike had her rattled.

      She opened the fridge to get a bottle of water. She was still partially drunk but wanted to take a drink of fresh water to help calm her nerves. Her heart was still pounding as she took a sip from the bottle. She sighed and leaned against the counter, still a little dizzy from the two bottles of wine she had shared with her sister. It wasn’t unusual for them to drink the way they had that night, but there was so much going through her mind that her head was throbbing.

      Reaching into the cabinet, she pulled out a bottle of aspirin. She took two of the pills in her hand and popped them into her mouth, washing them down with a gulp of water. She was starting to settle down when she felt a chill run through her, and she realized there was a cold draft running through the kitchen. Suddenly, through her alcohol-induced state, she realized the draft was coming through the open back door.

      Fear gripped her as she pulled out her phone, the number for emergency services pulled up with her thumb hovering above the call button. She could hear the blood rushing through her ears as she quietly approached the back door. Every step she took felt like it might be her last when suddenly, a piercing noise cut through the tense air. Miranda jumped and screamed, looking down at the culprit still ringing in her hand. Her mother’s name was flashing across the screen.

      “Hello?” she whispered breathlessly.

      “Hey, sweetheart. Listen, we ran out of butter. I sent the girls over to get some, but Cammie just told me that she didn’t think the back door latched all the way. I was just about to send your father over to check when I saw Carl drop you off.”

      Miranda let out a sigh of relief, closing the back door as she placed her hand over her heart. “Thanks, Mom, I got it.”

      “Sorry about that, honey. You know how excited they get. Did you have a good time with your sister?”

      “Yeah, are the girls in bed already?”

      “They’re in the tub.”

      She chuckled. “You mean they’re in the hot tub with Grandpa, probably still sipping on soda and munching on chocolate bars, huh?”

      “You should get some sleep. It’s late….”

      “Yeah, yeah. Have fun, you guys. I love you.”

      Miranda ended the call and returned to the kitchen, chugging down the bottle of water as the edges of a migraine started to take hold. It had been a long day. All she wanted to do was climb into bed and get some sleep.
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      Miranda woke the next morning before the sun when her alarm started to chime. For a split second, she almost snoozed it under the foggy misconception that it had been set by mistake. After nursing school, though, and the rigorous requirements of its clinicals, her brain jumped awake on red alert and Miranda remembered the early morning shift she’d taken at the emergency room. It was only five hours. She would finish before the girls had a late breakfast with Barbara and Carl.

      She managed to feel human by the time she reached the hospital doors, thanks in large part to the pot of coffee she’d been drinking for the last forty-five minutes. It always made her grateful that she lived so close to work. Miranda couldn’t imagine a long commute back and forth so early in the morning. Greeting the nurse in the reception area, she made her way to the breakroom to start going over the shift-leads notes. Miranda already knew it was going to be a busy morning; the weekends always were.

      Almost immediately, she was called out of the break room for a woman brought in bitten by a dog while jogging. They saw one a few times a year. People in the rural area rarely fencing, making their pets feel like they were in charge of the land and the public roads attached to them. Once Miranda was sure the others could handle things, she jumped to the next patient. Grabbing the clipboard hanging outside the room, she flipped it directly to the injuries page.

      The only time she read the patient information was if the injury would be under her care. As the charge nurse, she would determine which area of the hospital the patient needed to go to before giving orders to the others. If they were going to stay with her in the emergency room, Miranda would get to know the patient personally. One thing she adored about her job was helping the people who came in. It was a gunshot wound, a rare thing for them to see in the rural emergency room.

      While not unheard of, given the amazing hunting in the surrounding woods, normally, they were much more dire. The victim had checked himself in and was communicating without any trouble. She knocked softly on the door, the clipboard still in her hand as she stepped inside. Miranda gasped, clutching the metal board close to her chest to keep from dropping it on the ground. The intake nurse, Jenna, gave her a confused look before turning back to their patient. He grinned, sending a shiver of fear down Miranda’s spine.

      “Hello, doll,” Dante growled. “It’s been a long time. Too long if you ask me.”

      “You two know each other?” Jenna asked.

      “No,” Miranda snapped. “Could you give us a minute, Jenna?”

      “Sure,” she muttered.

      Miranda knew Jenna was concerned and confused as she slipped past her to the hallway, but she didn’t have the time or desire to explain who the bastard of a man in front of her was. It hadn’t been a stranger watching her. Miranda hated herself for not trusting her instinct. The girls were safe, though. She could be home with their bags packed and passports ready within an hour.

      “You gonna talk to me?”

      “What the fuck are you doing here, Dante?” Miranda snapped. “What could you possibly want?”

      “Is that any way to talk to the father of your girls?” Dante smiled. “Anyway, I’m just trying to settle back into my hometown, just like you did. Besides, I’d like to get to know my daughters. I figure you’ve kept them away from me for long enough.”

      “They aren’t your girls,” she said, raising her voice. “They’re mine. I didn’t keep them from you; you left and never came back.”

      “Well, you certainly didn’t make it easy to see them, sugar. You may have changed your profession, but you’re still the same little scooter trash I knew all those years ago,” Dante said. “At the end of the day, though, you’re nothing. It doesn’t matter how far you run away. You’re always going to be little Miranda, trying to get in bed with anyone on a motorcycle.”

      “Get the hell out, Dante. Get out of my work, and get out of this town, or I will call the police.”

      “Call the police then, Miranda, but I’m not going anywhere. I’m back to stay, baby. Like it or not.”

      “We’ll see about that,” Miranda seethed.

      Before the conversation could get any more heated, there was a knock on the door and the doctor on duty appeared. He was a sweet man in his early fifties. Miranda had known him her entire life. Unfortunately for Dante, Dr. Klaus also knew him well. It was the curse and blessing of a small town, one Dante was going to hate.

      “Dante,” Klaus said, “I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”

      “I’ve been shot, Doc. I’m just trying to get it looked at.”

      “If that’s the case, let me take a quick look.”

      Dante pulled up his shirt so the doctor could see. Dr. Klaus quickly examined the area, taking his time to check for an exit wound. After a moment, he leaned back up and smiled.

      “What do you think, Doc?” Dante asked. “How’s it looking?”

      “You’ll be fine, Dante. The bullet went all the way through, and there would be more blood if it had hit anything major. Now, I’m going to have to ask you again to leave. If you still feel the need for medical attention, I suggest you go to another hospital and quit giving the employees of this hospital a hard time.”

      “Are you telling me you won’t accept me as a patient?” Dante asked.

      “I’m just saying you should leave, you’re not welcome here, and I won’t have you distracting the other doctors here.”

      “This ain’t right, Doc. You’re going to regret treating me this way. You both will, I promise you that.”

      “You can leave on your own, or I can have security escort you out, Dante,” Klaus said. “It’s really your choice.”

      Grabbing his cut, Dante stormed past the pair, his hateful gaze never leaving the doctors. She knew it wouldn’t be the last time they saw him. Dante wasn’t the type of man to give up and walk away. No, he was going to make her life a living hell. Just like he had done all those years ago. A shudder coursed through her as the memories returned. When Dr. Klaus closed the door and sighed, she knew she was going to get an earful.

      “Are you okay, Miranda?” Dr. Klaus asked. “Do you have a restraining order on Dante? If you do, I’ll call the law right now and get him thrown in jail for breaking it.”

      “No, but I’m going to. I didn’t even know he was here. I haven’t seen him since the girls were born and didn’t expect him to come waltzing in here like that.”

      “You should take off the rest of the day. I’ll cover for you, but you should really take some time to get that sorted out.”

      Miranda sighed. “No, I need to finish my shift. I’m already covering for someone else, and I don’t want you to be short-handed. I’m fine, Dr. Klaus,” Miranda said. “I’ll feel better if I stay. Plus, I promise I’ll work this all out later.”

      “Okay, Miranda. If you need anything or if you need me to be a witness for your restraining order, don’t hesitate to ask.”

      “I’ll let you know, but for now, I’m fine.”

      “Okay, but I will let security know what’s going on. They won’t let him back into the building, and they’ll be told to alert law enforcement if he returns. It’s going to be okay.”

      “I know,” she muttered.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” Dr. Klaus asked. “You seem a little bit off.”

      “I promise, I’m fine. He just took me off guard. I honestly thought I’d never have to see him again,” Miranda said. “It’s been eight years, and now he shows up. I thought I was done with him.”

      “Well, he’s here now. We’ll make sure you are safe while you’re here, but you’ll need to get that restraining order to keep yourself safe when you aren’t here.”

      “Thank you, Dr. Klaus,” Miranda said. “I’ll see what my options are, legally. Other than that, I’m going to get back to work.”

      Miranda didn’t know how she was supposed to go back to work but quickly found her rhythm as patients continued to file in. Dante was still there in the back of her mind, lingering like a tumor, but at least she knew he wasn’t welcome at her work. While she worked, she made a mental checklist of who all she needed to warn about his presence. The list was quickly growing in her head. She had to keep her children safe.
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      “We need to call the police, Miranda,” Ginger said. “He has to be put in his place before he does something we all regret. At least you’d have a paper trail of continued behavior.”

      “No. We’re not calling the law. That could just make things worse. I’m going to handle it myself.”

      Ginger sighed. “Does Mom know Dante is back in the area?”

      “Not yet. I wanted to tell her in person,” Miranda replied. “I think she’s going to flip when she finds out, and I’d prefer to be there to talk her down.”

      “Damn right, she’s going to flip. Look how long you were gone the last time he pulled some stunt. She’s just getting used to having you back around.”

      “I know, Ginger. That’s why I didn’t want to tell her over the phone,” Miranda said.

      “What in the hell are you going to do? If you go to the cops, maybe they can scare him off before he even gets started.”

      Miranda scoffed. “Do you really think he’s scared of them? He doesn’t care about going to jail. Hell, he’d probably just talk his way right out of it.”

      “So, what then?” Ginger asked.

      “Jesus, I don’t know. That prick knows nothing about my girls. He doesn’t know Becca is afraid of the dark or that Cammie is allergic to strawberries. He’s no father to them, and he never will be. Not as long as I’m alive. I’ll do everything I legally can do,” Miranda whispered.

      “Fine, but we’re going to talk after the party.”

      “Okay, I’m leaving work now. I’ll see you shortly.”

      Miranda ended the call and finished her shift. She slipped outside without stopping to talk with anyone about what had happened though she could see the others whispering. It was definitely something she needed to address when she returned on Monday morning, but she didn’t have the emotional energy to face it at that moment. All she wanted to do was get back to her house and start making phone calls, but first, she had to see her daughters and know they were okay. Despite the texts from her mother, Miranda needed to hold them, just for a second.

      Now listening to her instinct, she scanned the area before jogging to her car and locking herself inside. There was no sign of the motorcycle or its rider, though she knew he was lurking nearby. As much as she wanted to pretend like he’d slip away into the darkness again, Miranda knew her ex too well to be hopeful. She took a deep breath and started her truck, waiting a few minutes for it to warm up as she found a station playing classic rock.

      Pulling out of the hospital parking lot, the road started to ease her mind. Miranda pulled into her driveway, parked the truck, and scrolled through the names on her phone. Eventually, everyone would know Dante was there, but she had to reach out to those closest to the girls first. Pressing the call button below the woman’s name, Miranda took a deep and held the phone up to her ear, trying her best to sound pleasant when the woman answered.

      “Hey, Miranda, is everything okay?” Candace Millwood asked.

      “Hi, Candance, everything is fine. The girls are good. Listen, I’m sorry to call you out of the blue like this.”

      “Lord, honey, don’t you worry about that! I didn’t become the principal of Suffix Elementary because of the pay. All of you are my own children. It’s been that way since you were a little fry at my school.”

      Miranda chuckled. “Have you really been running that place for so long? That’s amazing. Your dedication is commendable.”

      “Come now; I know you’re not calling me on a beautiful Saturday morning to talk about work. What’s on your mind, Miranda?”

      She took a deep breath. It was a question she’d have to get used to answering over the next few days. As much as she despised having to tell people, her daughters needed to be protected. Dante was capable of anything when he set his mind to it. Unfortunately, he’d never set his mind to anything above the law.

      “I have to warn you that Dante is back in town,” Miranda said.

      “Oh, I remember him. That boy has been a bad seed since the days he walked our halls,” Candace said.

      “He’s only gotten worse over the years; I promise you that.”

      “Are you worried he’ll come to the school to take the girls?”

      “Maybe. I don’t know,” Miranda said,

      “I’ll tell you what you need to do,” Candace offered. “Get a copy of your custody paperwork to the school first thing Monday morning. I’ll double down on the security and let them know he is not welcome on the property. I’ll make sure the teachers know, as well. We’ll keep the girls safe, Miranda.”

      “Thank you. I really hope I’m just being overly cautious, but I don’t know what the man is capable of anymore. I’m just preparing for the worst.”

      I understand,” Candace said. “We’ll do our best to keep him away from the girls. Have you gotten a restraining order yet?”

      “Not yet, but it’s on my list of things to do. I really appreciate it, Candace.”

      “It’s no problem. As I said before, you’re all family to me. Plus, we all adore you and the girls. The town is going to have your back. Just keep your head up.”

      “Thank you, Candace. I’ll see you Monday morning.”

      By the time she ended the call, Miranda felt a little better. She knew not all the calls would go as smoothly, but it gave her hope that the problem would be shut down before it arose. Mrs. Millwood was right, though; she was going to need custody documentation from the courts. Paternity had never been questioned, and she didn’t put Dante’s name on the birth certificate. By the time the girls were being born, she didn’t regard him as her husband. Miranda had lied to the hospital, telling them she was a single mother. Miranda only knew one attorney, and the relationship had ended on tense terms. Darrel Coy was the only lawyer in Suffix, but he was nothing to scoff at.

      Despite his hometown location, he’d worked for some of the biggest names in the business before settling back down in Suffix three years before when his father was diagnosed with a terminal brain tumor. Already a self-made millionaire thanks to his work in New York, Darrel had opened the firm to help the people of Suffix, not for the money. Much like the old-time doctors who were paid in chicken and yards of fabric, Darrel accepted everything from a promise to pies for payment. Before she could make a decision on whether or not to call him, the front door of her mother’s house opened. Cammie appeared, looking both ways at both driveways she crossed to run to their house.

      Miranda quickly climbed out of the truck and scooped the girl into her arms, walking back in the direction of her parent’s house as her daughter excitedly told her all about their candy-fueled sleepover. Once they were back inside the house, her daughter scurried off again to help ice cupcakes with her grandfather. Barbara appeared and instantly knew something was going on, her mother’s instinct as sharp as ever. She pulled Miranda into the adjoining living room and closed the door.

      Barbara sighed. “I can see something is wrong by the look on your face. What’s going on?”

      “There’s no easy way to say it, but Dante is back. He came to the hospital today.”

      Miranda could tell Bill and her mother were both in complete shock. It took several moments for anyone to speak as they took their time registering what Miranda had just said. She knew her mother was going to go straight into protection mode. After a short silence, her mother spoke up.

      “I can’t believe he’d come back here. Did he say what he wanted?” Barbara asked.

      “He said he wanted to settle back in his hometown and get to know his girls,” Miranda said.

      “His girls?” Bill snapped. “The man has never even met them, let alone been a father in their life. Where does he get off—”

      “It’s okay, Dad. I’m handling it,” Miranda said. “The hospital knows about him, and I already called the school. They’re going to beef up the security and let all the teachers know to be on the lookout. There’s not much else I can do yet.”

      “Still, he has no rights to them,” Bill said.

      “No, not legally anyway. That’s why I’ve been making phone calls and warning everyone.”

      “Maybe the girls should stay with us another night,” Barbara offered. “They’ll be happy to stay, and we can keep an eye out for them.”

      “I think that’s a good idea, Mom.

      Before they could further the conversation, the doorbell chimed. People were already starting to arrive to help her get the place ready for the party in a few hours. Barbara hugged her daughter once more before slipping out of the room and closing the door behind her. Miranda pulled out her phone. She knew what she had to do.
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      “Boy, you went from zero to sixty in a short period,” Ginger said with a giggle.

      Miranda rolled her eyes. “Do I even want to know what you’re talking about?”

      “Well, you said you didn’t want to date yesterday, and now you’re skipping Mom's party to have dinner with a former flame.”

      Miranda groaned. “He’s taking my custody case, Ginger, not buying me dinner and hoping to get lucky.”

      “You don’t know. Maybe he’s doing both.”

      “Oh God, I wish Carl were here,” she muttered. “He would know how to handle you.”

      “You love me, and you know it. In all seriousness, though, do you know what your plan is here?”

      Miranda shook her head. She’d barely had a minute to herself since finding out Dante was back in town. In the few minutes she’d had, Miranda had darted back to her house long enough to get a shower and change. She’d called Darrel on her way back to her parent’s place, where Ginger had just arrived. They were now hiding from the rest of the helpers in Ginger's old bedroom. She could hear her daughters laughing and running around downstairs. The comforting sound now filled her with fear over their safety.

      “I really don’t know yet. I haven’t had the chance to think about it,” Miranda said.

      “Just going in blind, huh?” Ginger chuckled. “Whatever happened between you and Darrel anyway? I thought you two were pretty good together, and then he just up and vanished, and you never really talked about it.”

      “Well, there wasn’t much to say on the matter. It just didn’t work out between us.”

      “I feel like there is more of a story there, but I’ll let it go for now,” Ginger said. “Would you like some backup at the meeting with Darrel? I’d be happy to tag along.”

      “I really appreciate it, but I think I will be good on my own. Plus, I need you to run interference with Mom and Dad.”

      “Why have I always been the one to cover your ass?” Ginger smiled. “Ever since we were kids, you’d run off and I’d have to come up with all the excuses as to where you were.”

      “Well, that’s because you’ve always been the good one, Ginger.” Miranda smiled. “Besides, you know I love you for it.”

      “You better. You know the both of them are going to be irritated that you’re not here for the party.”

      “Maybe, but I think they’ll understand with everything I have going on with Dante. Plus, I have you and you have my back, right.”

      Ginger sighed. “All my life, it seems.”

      “Just keep them off my back and watch out for the girls. You know they love you.”

      “I love them, too. Just be careful and don’t stay out too late. Call me if you need anything, okay?”

      Miranda smiled. “Of course.”

      In truth, Miranda didn’t want to tell anyone about why she and Darrel had ended things. It was still a painful subject. He was wonderful in every way possible, but Miranda couldn’t bring herself to commit to a man, not after how Dante had used and abused her. She was already nervous about seeing Darrel again and a little shocked that he’d agreed to meet with her. The last time they’d spoken, he told her he’d never speak to her again. She quickly checked her watch and grabbed her coat, slipping out the front door unnoticed as she jogged to her truck waiting in her driveway.

      She was a bundle of nerves by the time she got to the restaurant. Arriving twenty minutes early, she quickly got a table and ordered a shot of whiskey before switching to Sprite. The alcohol did little to help when the handsome man walked through the doors. He somehow managed to look even more attractive than the last time she’d seen him. As he approached, she noticed a little gray in his trimmed beard. Her cheeks flushed as he grinned at her, sitting across from her at the table. Miranda didn’t know where to start the conversation.

      “How are you, Miranda?” Darrel asked. “I was kind of surprised to hear from you, you know, with how things went the last time we spoke.”

      “I’m sorry, Darrel.”

      “For what? You just got here, and you haven’t done anything wrong.”

      “Well, I really needed to talk to you about a legal matter, but now that I’m seeing you, I have this rush of emotions going through me.”

      “A legal matter, huh? Well, even if this isn’t a date, I’m glad you called. What’s going on?”

      Miranda sighed. “Dante is back, and I think he’s going to try to get the girls.”

      The smile on Darrel’s face quickly vanished. She had seen the look before when he was working hard on a case he wanted to win. She was relieved that he seemed to genuinely still care about what was going on with her, even though they had fought the last time they had seen each other.

      “I’ll need to file for an emergency custody order as soon as possible. I’ll do that first thing Monday morning, but I’ll call the judge's emergency line as soon as we are done here,” Darrel said. “Damn.”

      “What’s wrong?” Miranda asked.

      “Judge Householder is a bastard of an old man. He usually sides with the fathers in custody cases because he thinks women get away with too much. He’s got a bit of a drinking problem, too, so it’s going to be an uphill battle.”

      “Is it possible to change his mind?”

      “Well, to be honest with you, Miranda,” Darrel said, “if you want me to take this case, I’m going to need you to be completely honest with me and tell me everything about Dante and your relationship with him. I’m going to need as much information going into this as I can if we want to have a shot, but it is possible.”

      Miranda was shocked by how quickly he’d jumped into action. The fact that he was willing to take her case was touching, but she knew it would mean opening the pages of her past to him, something she’d vowed never to do. Now though, things were different. It wasn’t her heart on the line, it was her children, and that changed everything. No sacrifice was too big for them. Miranda nodded in agreement. She would tell him everything, knowing he’d never look at her with the same affection she still saw in his eyes three years after their bitter ending. When the waitress came around, Darrel ordered a round of shots for both of them.

      “Don’t worry, Miranda,” Darrel said. “None of this is going to change my opinion of you.”

      Miranda smiled. “I wouldn’t go making promises you can’t keep.” Miranda smiled.

      “I would never do that, but to be honest with you, I never stopped thinking about you.”

      “Oh yeah? I doubt that slightly.”

      “You shouldn’t,” Darrel said. “I’ve missed you.”

      “I feel the same way,” Miranda said. “I’ve missed you, too.”

      “Unfortunately, I can’t date clients.” Darrel smiled. “But—”

      “Well, that’s probably for the best then.”

      “Hear me out, though. I’d like to take you on a date when this is all over.”

      “Hold that thought until you’ve heard everything I have to tell you,” Miranda said. “I think you’ll change your mind.”

      “I don’t think so, but if it makes you feel better, I won’t ask you out until you’ve said what you have to say and this is over.”

      As Miranda and Darrel downed their second shots together, she started to tell him about her relationship with Dante. The more the drinks flowed, the more she found her nerve until she was sure he was tired of listening to her talk. In truth, she had no idea how much time had passed until the waitress came over to tell them they were closing for the evening. Miranda was scared to look at her phone, knowing the onslaught of messages that awaited her. She was tipsy but not drunk and knew better than to drive.

      When Darrel valiantly offered to give her a ride home, she declined. Instead, she ordered a car service and agreed to a coffee from the street vendor outside before they arrived. She wasn’t ready to deal with the plethora of questions that would come from her parents or their friends seeing her pull up to her house drunk with Darrel Coy on her arm. She could already see the judgmental glare her mother’s church group would give her the next morning at church.

      She fought the urge to hug Darrel when her car arrived, though he seemed to feel the same as he closed the door behind her. Miranda watched him wave as she pulled away, wondering what she’d gotten herself into. Suddenly, she was reminded of their reason for the meeting, and a wave of dread and nausea washed over her. She couldn’t fall for Darrel again, not while her children were in danger.
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      “You aren’t going to give me any details? After all the covering I did for you with Mom and Dad?”

      “Yeah, you’re a real saint. Is that why I have twelve texts from Mom that say you told her everything about where I was going and who I was with?”

      Ginger shrugged. “Aren’t you always telling the girls that honesty is the best policy? So, when are you and Mr. Hot Attorney meeting up again?”

      Miranda rolled her eyes. “I don’t know. He said he’d call as soon as he was able to get the custody order in place. Hopefully, that’s today.”

      “What about a restraining order or something?” Ginger asked. “Listen, I don’t think very highly of the government, but there are laws in place to protect you, right? You can’t be the first woman out there with a crazy ex.”

      “I’m not,” she said. “There are hoops to jump through, though. That’s the American way, right? A restraining order…that’s a little more complicated hoop.”

      Miranda struggled to think back to the conversation she’d had with Darrel the day before. Ginger, in true fashion, had a bit too much to drink at her parent’s party and stumbled to Miranda’s door around midnight. They’d passed out together on the couch, pizza rolls and an old black and white movie playing in the background. There was something to be said for having a best friend who was also related to you. Ginger and Miranda had no secrets from each other. She loved her little sister with all her heart.

      “The problem is that I never reported anything he did to the police,” Miranda said. “So, a restraining order will be harder to obtain. There’s a list of things I should have done, Ginger. I was scared of what he’d do, though, and I never went to the police.”

      “Seriously? What the hell?” Ginger snapped. “So, since you feared for your life and didn’t say anything, you have to pay the price now? That’s bull! What about his showing up to your work like that?”

      “I mean, technically, he was there as a patient. He had a gunshot wound, and the ER was where he was supposed to go, but they have me covered. Security has been notified, and they’ll call the police if he shows up again. Same at the school.”

      “You sure he didn’t just shoot himself so that he could see you?” Ginger chuckled.

      “It’s not funny, Ginger. The sad thing is that it’s really possible that he did do just that. The man’s not all there, to begin with.”

      “You’re right; I’m sorry.” Ginger sighed. “What can Darrel do to protect you from a man like Dante, though?”

      “It’s not his job to protect me. I’ll keep the girls safe. He won’t get to them.”

      “And what about you, sis? Who the hell is going to keep you safe from that piece of—”

      “I’ll be fine, Ginger.”

      “I don’t like this. It feels like everything is already stacked against you.”

      She sighed, knowing nothing she said would make her sister feel better. It was a crappy situation they had to place in the hands of Darrel and the legal process. While Miranda had had her fair share of run-ins with the law in her past, it was Ginger who despised dealing with the police. She saw them as overstepping and overreaching more often than not. Miranda just wanted to keep her hands clean in the situation and give Dante nothing he might be able to use against her.

      There was a knock on the door. Ginger cocked her head as Miranda shrugged and rose to answer it. The girls had their own keys, and her parents wouldn’t bother. Unlocking the door, she jerked it open and instantly wished she weren’t still in her pajamas. Darrel didn’t seem to mind, though, smiling sheepishly as he looked her over from head to toe. Before she could react, his eyes darted to something behind her.

      “Well, look at that,” Ginger said from behind Miranda.

      “Don’t you have somewhere to be?” Miranda growled.

      “Nope, my schedule is all—”

      “Ginger…” she warned.

      Her sister sighed and grumbled as she stomped upstairs to the guest room, where she always kept a few changes of clothes. Miranda knew she had to look like a mess but invited him in nonetheless. Having him in her home wasn’t ideal, but it was better than having him standing outside, attracting attention. After getting Darrel a cup of coffee, Miranda sat down on the loveseat across from him. Darrel looked disappointed as he glanced at the empty spot on the couch next to him. He cleared his throat and pulled out a stack of papers from his briefcase.

      “So, I have good news, and I have some bad news.”

      “Are you just going to keep me waiting?” Miranda asked with a smile.

      “No, but the more time I get with you, the better I’m going to feel. The situation is going to get sticky,” Darrel said. “The good news is that I was able to talk the judge into granting the emergency custody order.”

      “Oh, thank God.” She smiled. “Wait, what’s the bad news then?”

      “Well, while I was at the courthouse, waiting to speak to the judge, another guy showed up. He claimed he was there on Dante’s behalf and was demanding that Dante receive his paternal rights.”

      Miranda’s heart sank. A fearful dread washed over her. She couldn’t believe the nerve of the man she was once married to. Thoughts and anger rushed through her body. Would they actually grant visitation or custody to a man who had never spent even one second with his kids? The thought sent rage through her, but she was scared of what Dante would actually do if he was granted custody.

      “What does that mean, though?” Miranda stammered. “Does he even have a case for that?”

      “I didn’t talk to Judge Householder, but the judge we did have shot it down immediately.”

      “But that’s a good thing, right? I have emergency custody. That’s all that matters.”

      “It is, but I’m worried they will talk to the old judge, and his decision would go into effect, too. It’s a tricky system, Miranda. I didn’t expect them to make a move like this, but we are ready to go to court if we have to.”

      “That’s not right, Darrel. How can one judge override another?”

      “As I said, the system and laws aren’t always so cut and dry. All it takes is one judge to be stuck in their ways or crooked.”

      Her mind started to race. She wasn’t going to let Dante get her children. There wasn’t a chance in hell. She started to make plans in her head as Darrel talked about their legal options. Miranda had no intention of waiting around while a corrupt justice system decided what to do with her children. The man was nothing to them. He only wanted custody to hurt her, or worse, try to win her back. As she went over the list of non-extraditing countries in her head, she felt a hand on her shoulder and jumped. Darrel had moved across the room, and she hadn’t even noticed.

      “Miranda, are you okay?” Darrel asked. “You kind of spaced out on me there. Where’d you go?”

      “I was just thinking over my options. Look, I’m sorry I wasted your time,” she stammered. “I…it looks like I won’t be needing your services after all but thank you for what you’ve done.”

      “I don’t like where you are going with this. What are you going to do, Miranda?”

      “Don’t worry about me. My girls and I are going to be fine. You should go,” Miranda said. “It’s better that I don’t tell you anything more.”

      “You’re not thinking straight,” Darrel said. “We have a solid case, and I think that with a little time, we can really make sure your daughters don’t end up—”

      “You should go, Darrel. Thank you for your time.”

      Darrel started to walk toward the door but stopped when he reached the doorway. “Whatever you’re thinking about doing, or whatever you’re planning on doing, you should think it through first. Don’t make any rash decisions. One wrong move and the law could side with Dante in a hurry. I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

      “Thank you, Darrel. Goodbye.”

      Miranda closed the door just as Ginger came jogging down the steps. Her playful expression shifted to one of concern when she saw Miranda’s expression. She told her what Darrel had said, still moving in a daze despite her onslaught of questions. Miranda went directly to her bedroom, where she kept the safe. In the background, she heard Ginger asking about a gun, but Miranda never had owned one. She liked the safe for its size, not what it was designed for. When Ginger saw the passports and manila folder, she gasped.

      “Miranda, you can’t,” she whispered.
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      It didn’t take long for Ginger to realize that Miranda wasn’t going to talk with her about the matter. Her sister stormed out in a huff, but Miranda was too busy packing the girls each a suitcase to care. She still had no idea where they were going or how they’d get by, but it was better than Dante coming into the picture. The conversation with Darrel had frightened her, and she’d always promised herself that her children would never know the same fear.

      There weren’t many great options. She had no plans of moving her children to countries that oppressed women or were war-torn. Thankfully, one of the few classes she’d enjoyed in school was geology. She’d gone above and beyond in the course, and it set her down the path of lifelong enjoyment. Carefully, she mentally went down the list of countries where they could disappear and how much it would cost them to do so. Her degree in nursing would prove useful. Not wanting to draw attention to herself, she grabbed her laptop and started researching vacations in Montenegro.

      The cost of living was comparable to the States, and it seemed like crime was low. She knew it would involve learning another language, but weren’t bi-lingual kids better off anyway? The flight alone would nearly wipe out the seven-thousand dollars she had in savings and taking out a second mortgage on the house would take too long. No, she knew the only people who could help her would be her family. Ginger and Carl were flush, and they knew she’d pay them back if it took the rest of her life, even if she could never come home again.

      Miranda took a deep breath. The girls’ bags were packed, and so was hers. The flight left the following day, and they’d be traveling for the first time on a flight with three stops over two days. Her finger hovered over the booking button on her phone. She knew once she pressed the button, there would be no turning back. Her phone lit up suddenly, her mother's name on the screen. She answered the call, knowing she was going to get an earful.

      To her surprise, her mother simply asked if she could come to get the girls, citing an early morning breakfast with a few of their friends. Miranda didn’t bother to knock when she got to her parent’s house, slipping inside and closing the door behind her as she looked for the twins. The house was surprisingly silent, though. After a brief moment of panic, she jerked open the living room door. To her surprise, her parents, Ginger, and Carl were all sitting in the room.

      “What’s going on?” she muttered. “Where are the girls?”

      “They’re fine, honey,” Barbara said. “They’re at the neighbor’s house.”

      “Why don’t you have a seat, Miranda?” Bill asked. “We’d like to talk to you for a minute.”

      Miranda glared at Ginger before looking over at Carl. “Hey, Carl. Glad to see you out of the house.”

      “Well, it’s not like I really had any say in the matter.”

      “What do you mean?” Miranda asked.

      Carl looked at his wife, Ginger. Miranda knew what they were doing there, and she wasn’t happy about it. Ginger had gotten them all together as some sort of intervention. She didn’t know why she ever trusted her sister to keep a secret. Even when they were growing up, Ginger would end up spilling the beans any time she was supposed to keep her mouth shut.

      “As nice as it is to see you all here, what in the hell is this all about?” Miranda asked.

      “We know you’re planning on taking the girls and leaving the country,” Barbara said.

      “Over my dead body is Dante going to pervert the minds of my girls with his MC and irrational behavior. What else am I supposed to do?”

      “We fight, Miranda. We use the law, and we fight him getting custody. It’s time to stop running. This town loves you and the girls. What happens if you run and for any reason, you have to come back. They’ll hand the girls over to him in a heartbeat. This is all a bad idea. You need to think this through and not do anything rash.”

      Her gaze swung around to Ginger, glaring at her sister and best friend with seething rage. How could she have run directly to their parents? She’d dragged poor Carl out of the house for the intervention as well. He didn’t want to be there. Hell, he was probably on board with them skipping out of the country. Carl had told her on several occasions he preferred the warmer climates. Still, she was surrounded by her family, yet it felt like they were against her, not working toward keeping her children together. She balled her hands, refusing to let her temper get the best of her.

      “Mom’s right, Miranda,” Ginger said. “Too many things can go wrong. Plus, you’re not alone here.”

      “You don’t know all the things he’s capable of doing. You don’t understand.”

      “We finally get to see the girls every day, and now you’re going to take them away? It’s not just about you, the girls, and Dante. We are a family, and we are all here to support you,” Bill said.

      “But you’re not the one who has to look over your shoulder all the time, wondering where he’s lurking or if he’s following. I do. This is what’s best for the girls and me.”

      Ginger sighed. “Why don’t you wait until there’s actually been a decision made? If it goes wrong, then we can get you and the girls far away from here.”

      Miranda knew in her heart that they were right. The courts could still decide in her favor, though. If Darrel were right, the old judge would side with Dante. Her head was spinning from the thoughts that began to rush into her mind. If the court granted Dante any sort of custody, there would only be one thing to do. It seemed as if her sister could read her mind or her heart, whichever was telling her to wait until the final decision.

      “Fine, but if Dante wins, I’m getting as far as I possibly can from here. He’s poison to my daughters and me, and I’m not about to let him corrupt or mistreat them,” Miranda said.

      Ginger sighed. “That’s all we’re asking, Miranda.”

      Still seething over the agreement, Miranda stormed out of the house to the neighbors. The kind elderly woman invited her in for a cup of tea, but she declined. She just wanted to be alone with her children in the safety of their home. For the rest of the afternoon, she ignored calls from everyone. Nothing was stopping them from driving by her house and seeing her truck parked in the driveway. It was obvious they were home, but she wasn’t in the mood to talk.

      Miranda knew if she answered the phone, her temper would take over, and she’d end up saying something she’d regret. The only time she made a call was to Dr. Klaus. Over the next few days, she’d need to get her affairs in order and couldn’t make it to work. Thankfully, Dr. Klaus was happy to find someone to cover her shift for the first half of the week. By the time dinner rolled around, Darrel had called four times. She knew she had to answer when he called a fifth. After all, she still needed an attorney.

      “Hello,” Miranda said, answering the call.

      “Hey, Miranda. I’ve been trying to call you. Is everything okay?”

      “Everything is fine, so far. Just been busy catching everyone up on the fact that my psycho ex-husband is back in town. Did something happen with my case? Any new developments?”

      “No, not yet. I’ve been worried about you. I honestly just wanted to check on you and make sure you’re doing all right.”

      “Yeah, so far, so good. I know I said you wouldn’t have to represent me and that I wouldn’t need your services, but I’ve been thinking about it and wondering if you’d still be interested in being my lawyer?”

      “Of course, Miranda. I’ll do everything in my power to make sure Dante has nothing to do with your girls.”

      “Good. Was there anything else I can do for you?”

      “Not really. I’ve just been worried,” Darrel said. “I know the last time we talked, you had that look in your eyes,”

      “What look is that, Darrel?” Miranda asked.

      “Oh, you know. The one that says you’re either going to take off running or do something crazy. I just want you to know I support you, and I’m here for you if you need anything, okay?”

      “Thank you, Darrel. Honestly, I’d prefer if you don’t have anything to talk about when it comes to Dante or the case, don’t call me at all. I have too much going on right now.”

      “Okay, Miranda. I’ll keep that in mind.”

      She wasn’t sure if she hung up on him or if it was the other way around, but she sighed. She liked Darrel but protecting her daughters from Dante was her priority. She didn’t want to string him along, thinking there was going to be a relationship if she was just going to have to go on the run anyway. Her heart ached.
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      Miranda enjoyed the next morning, sleeping in late with the girls before driving them to school. They didn’t know why they were getting the extra attention, only that they loved it. Mrs. Millwood was standing outside, something she didn’t normally do. Miranda felt her heart fill with love for the woman as she waved to her from across the campus. She didn’t go back inside the building until the girls were running in front of her.

      She knew the children would be safe at the school. Miranda didn’t plan on sitting around at the house, waiting for answers. Darrel would call her when he found out something. Instead, she was going to face the problem head-on. There weren’t many places Dante could be hiding out. As soon as she got back into her car, she grabbed her phone and looked through social media. Not once in her life had she tried to find him on the platform, but in a matter of minutes, she had his profile pulled out.

      Her stomach lurched when she saw his most recent post. He was standing next to a man covered in tattoos, his shaved head reflecting the glare from the sun. It was a man she recognized well. Jared Laney and Dante’s friendship went back almost as long as their own history. He was an outcast from a neighboring town and, from the title on his cut, the vice president of Dante’s motorcycle club. A shudder of fear ran down her spine. She’d gotten what she needed from the photo, a location.

      They’d taken up shop in an old boot factory at the edge of town. It had closed down a good ten years before, but the city had kept the property maintained until it was put up for sale the month prior when the city moved its weekly market to a new building closer to the hub of activity. She’d seen the listing in the local paper but not thought much of it. Now, as she headed for the secluded shop, her heart raced. A row of twenty bikes greeted her when she pulled into the former factory. As she put the truck into park outside the building, her phone started to ring.

      “Hey, Ginger. What’s up?”

      “Just checking in on you,” she hesitated. “Well, now that I say that out loud, I realize it sounds a bit creepy. Anyway, I just wanted to see what you were up to.”

      “Just dropped off the girls at school. Looks like they will be safe there. What are you doing, and what do you really want, Ginger?” Miranda asked.

      “Did I make it that obvious?”

      “You’re stalling and sounding kind of weird. So, I’d say you’re being pretty obvious.”

      “Well, damn. I was about to go shopping and wondered if you’d like to tag along. Maybe get the girls something while we’re out.”

      Miranda sighed. “Sounds good. Give me about an hour, and I’ll be there.”

      “Where are you that it’s going to take an hour?”

      “It’s better that you don’t know,” Miranda said.

      “Miranda, just don’t do anything crazy, okay? You know, if you do something rash, the courts will have no choice but to side with Dante. None of us want you to have to leave again.”

      “I’m not going to do anything. I swear.”

      “Everything is going to work out,” Ginger said. “Just promise me, Miranda.”

      “Okay. I promise I won’t do anything rash,” Miranda said. “There. Does that make you feel better?”

      “For now, but I still don’t really believe—”

      Just then, one of the doors to the factory opened. It wasn’t Dante, but this was her chance to get inside and confront the man.

      “Sorry, Ginger, but I have to go,” she said as she ended the call.

      Miranda climbed out of her truck, slowly approaching the stranger who had come to investigate the new arrival. She could tell he was new to the group and couldn’t have been more than twenty years old. Part of her wanted to tell the boy to run as far away from the lifestyle as he could, but she knew it wouldn’t do either of them any good. Dante was controlling and charming. He was already in the evil man’s clutches. As soon as the boy saw she was a woman, the tension in his gait eased.

      “Hey, pretty lady,” the boy said. “What brings a beautiful woman like you out to a place like this?”

      “I’m just here to see Dante. Is he here?” Miranda asked.

      The boy looked surprised but stood his ground. Miranda knew she had come as an unwanted guest and that Dante probably never told the rest of the club to keep a lookout for her. She had never gone after him before, and she knew he was not expecting her to show up like this.

      “I…Dante never said anything about having any visitors,” he stammered.

      “I’m an old friend. Just show me the way, kid.”

      “I don’t think Dante is expecting a visitor today. What do you want?”

      “Look, kid, Dante is the father of my kids,” Miranda snapped. “So, I’m going in there with or without your permission. Unless you prefer that I just call the police. In that case, I’m more than happy to get them involved as well. So, what’s it going to be?”

      She could tell she had spooked the kid, but that wasn’t going to stop her. Miranda wanted to know what Dante was planning to do. She went to the factory with a purpose, and some scared boy with a cut wasn’t going to stop her from doing what she needed to protect her daughters.

      “Oh…okay,” he replied. “Just go straight through the mains doors right there.”

      Miranda was surprised when the kid didn’t follow her into the building, though she had to assume he was going to check out her truck. It was a strange world Dante lived in. There was no trust anywhere to be seen. Once he was sure she wasn’t trying to smuggle in recording devices or guns in the vehicle, Miranda was sure she’d see the boy again. To her complete shock, the inside of the building was in pristine shape. They were using the front half of it as a garage, but the rear had been turned into apartments of some sort.

      She watched men, all wearing the same cut, file in and out, watching her with suspicious eyes. The very first door she came to was a large office with half a dozen desks. She could see Dante sitting in a separate office on the other end. He must have felt eyes on him. He looked up, surprised to see her but not pleased in the least. Seconds later, he was shutting the door behind her and taking his place back behind the desk. Dante barely looked up from the paperwork he was working on.

      “What do you want, Miranda?”

      “That’s what I’m here to ask you, Dante. I know you had a guy down at the courthouse. What the hell do you want from me?”

      “I know you ain’t going to believe me, but I’ve changed, Miranda. I’m not the same guy I was eight years ago. I want to be a part of my daughters’ lives. I don’t think that’s asking for much.”

      “You have no right to be a part of their lives. What makes you think that you have any legal right to them?” Miranda asked. “They don’t know you, and they never have.”

      “You and I both know that’s not entirely my fault. I know I fucked up a lot of things, but things are different. Besides, the judge is progressive, and you just might be surprised at what my legal rights are.”

      “Nothing you do could surprise me, Dante. You haven’t changed at all; you’ve only gotten older and meaner. There’s no way in hell I’ll let you get away with taking them. Mark my words, I’ll kill you before I let that happen,” Miranda growled.

      “I think you’d be surprised just how much I have changed.” Dante smiled. “If I were you, though, I wouldn’t go around making threats like that. You see, it’s not very motherly.”

      “I don’t know what you’re thinking, trying to come into their lives now, but I will tell you one thing,” Miranda seethed. “This is far from over, Dante.”

      She stormed out of the building, letting the doors slam behind her as she stomped back to her truck. She couldn’t believe the man’s audacity. He might have been able to fool everyone else, but she knew Dante. He was the same crooked con artist now that he had been when they were younger. Suddenly it dawned on her that he was going to try to fight her legally. A pit rose in her stomach. Things were going to get messy.
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      No sooner had she made it through the front door than her phone started to ring. When she saw Darrel’s name appear, Miranda groaned. It had already been a disturbing morning. All she wanted to do was sit in silence for a while and reconsider her option to flee the country. Dante was never going to convince her that he was a changed man. It simply wasn’t possible. He was a criminal and would be until the day he died.

      She was in no mood to talk to Darrel but knew he’d only be calling if it was something regarding their case. With Dante back in town, Miranda found herself wanting to be with her girls more and worry about the state of their house a little less. They were only going to be kids once; she’d already missed out on so much with them by working a full-time job. Begrudgingly, she answered the call as she sat down in the living room, starting on the mess left behind by her and the girls the night before.

      “If you’re calling me, I assume you have news,” Miranda said. “What do you have for me?”

      “Well, before I say anything, have you done anything you need to tell me about?”

      “No, I can’t say that I have. Why do you ask?”

      “Dante has petitioned the judge for an emergency custody hearing again. It’s unprecedented for that to happen, and the judge could have denied it, but he agreed,” Darrel said. “So, that tells me he has new evidence that he wants to present to the court. This isn’t a good sign for us.”

      “Where does he, or the court for that matter, get off on doing this? We already had the judge grant mine. How can they just change their minds like that?”

      Darrel sighed. “It’s usually something that can happen with new evidence, Miranda. So, you want to try to answer my question again, or are we going to pretend that you haven’t done anything?”

      Miranda knew it had something to do with her visit to Dante’s clubhouse, but she was too full of rage to explain to Darrel that she had gone there. She didn’t feel like she had done anything wrong. As any mother would do, she was only doing what she thought was best for her girls.

      “When is the hearing, Darrel?” Miranda asked, ignoring his question.

      “It’s in an hour,” he said. “I’ll be there in thirty minutes to pick you up. So, if you decide to tell me anything, you can tell me then.”

      He ended the call before she could say anything. Miranda was shaking by the time Darrel pulled up outside her house. She quickly climbed into his passenger seat, noting the tense air immediately. He was waiting for her to say something, and she knew it. She still had no idea how to tell him what she’d done, though. It made no sense; Dante didn’t have the common sense to go directly to the judge. Someone had to be whispering in his ear. She sighed and shook her head, praying she hadn’t ruined things beyond repair. Miranda quickly told him about her conversation with Dante as they drove.

      “What were you thinking, Miranda?” Darrel asked. “I want to help you, and I want to keep those girls far away from him, but you aren’t helping our cause by going rogue and threatening the man. What if he used that to get the emergency hearing? I can’t fight him and you. Now, they’re going to assign a guardian ad litem to your case.”

      “What is that?” Miranda asked. “And what does that mean for my daughters?”

      “It means there is a chance that he could get some sort of visitation or partial custody of the girls. The guardian ad litem will interview the girls and everyone in their lives. They are a neutral party, usually a family attorney who will then decide what is best for them.”

      “So, he could get exactly what he wants, even with his past history?”

      “They’ll take his past into consideration, but they’ll take yours as well. Basically, if he proves he’s changed his ways, then it’s likely he will get some sort of parental rights to the twins.”

      “Everything will be for nothing then? I can’t believe this is happening.”

      “We’ll see what they do and then go from there. You didn’t do us any favors by making your little trip to talk to him, but I’m here for you. Whatever it takes, we’ll fight this.”

      Before she could process what everything meant, they pulled into the courthouse parking lot. A row of bikes was parked by the entrance, and her heart began to race.

      Miranda couldn’t hold it back any longer. The sobs racked her body as she started to cry. She felt Darrel’s comforting touch on her arm, but it did no good. If she lost her children to Dante, no amount of consoling would help her. She mentally kicked herself for not fleeing with the girls already, despite knowing it wasn’t a viable option. Taking them would set things in motion that she would never be able to take back.

      “You’ve got to be strong, Miranda,” Darrel whispered. “For the girls and for yourself. You can’t walk into that courthouse in tears. Don’t give Dante the satisfaction of knowing he’s getting to you.”

      Miranda sniffed and nodded, knowing Darrel was right. She loathed Dante and wouldn’t show any weakness around him. Pulling down the visor, she checked her reflection, thankful she’d bought waterproof mascara. Darrel chuckled next to her, and she shot him a scathing look.

      “You are beautiful, Miranda. No number of tears is going to change that. Dante is an idiot for letting you and the girls go…any man can see that.”

      Heat rushed to her cheeks. “I ran away from that man with all my might, but thanks for saying so. Listen, about how I treated you the other day—”

      Darrel held up his hand to cut her short. “It’s already forgiven and forgotten. You’re going through a lot right now. I know your emotions are all over the place. Let’s just get in there and see what’s going on. Then, we can go from there.”

      Miranda smiled. “Dante’s going to be pissed when he sees you walk in with me.”

      “What?” Darrel asked. “Why will he be pissed about me?”

      “Dante is a very controlling and jealous man. He’s always been an overprotective ass. A man like you will put him over the edge.”

      Darrel smiled. “I’m just your lawyer. What kind of man am I, though?

      “Trust me when I say that a man as good-looking as you, walking into the courtroom with me, is going to tick him off,” Miranda said. “He’ll just assume we’re sleeping together, and he won’t be happy about it.”

      “That’s good then. Maybe he’ll do something stupid in front of the court,” Darrel said. “We have, you know?”

      “We have?”

      “Slept together. Maybe the vibe we give him will be just that. This is a good thing, Miranda. Something we can use.”

      “I know we left things off kind of badly, but I want to thank you for doing all this for me.”

      “You’re welcome, but I’m not just doing it for you. I’m doing it for the girls, too. I really care about you and them. Plus, the more you tell me about Dante, the more I want to make sure he never sees those kids.”

      “You’re a good man, Darrel.”

      “I try. Now, let’s go see if we can piss this guy off and keep him away for good. Just remember, it’s going to be a process. Okay?”

      “I know,” she muttered.

      She felt a little better as they got out and climbed the courthouse steps. It was one of the few places in the small town where Miranda hadn’t spent much time. Except for filing the divorce paperwork initially, she didn’t have any need in the past. Now, it felt like her entire world was wrapped up in the structure. As soon as Darrel opened the lobby doors, her heart started to race again. Dante looked up at the new arrivals, his eyes flickering to Darrel immediately. She watched his hands ball into fists, and her stomach lurched. She remembered just how much damage he could do.

      Miranda saw the look of jealous rage in his eyes as he leaped to his feet. Unfortunately for her, Jared held him back as the two walked by. She was able to hold her head a little higher, though, knowing she’d gotten under her ex-husband’s skin. They rounded the corner and sat on one of the benches. Darrel quickly whispered to her that he would be right back after letting the receptionist know they were there. In the brief moment of peace, Miranda took a deep breath and closed her eyes. She’d never given her faith so much attention, yet it felt like the time to pray.
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      “Upon consideration of the oral argument and evidence presented to the Suffix Court, the presiding judge has awarded temporary physical custody of the minor children, Camilla and Rebecca Bell, to the plaintiff, Miranda Reed—”

      “So that’s a good thing, right?” Barbara interjected.

      Darrel nodded, though Miranda could tell from his expression there was more to come. The decision had come two hours after they’d left the courthouse. Darrel had been sure that it would be quick. She hated herself for the rash decision to go to Dante’s. Just as she’d suspected, it had come back to bite her in the rear. Dante’s attorney had presented audio and video of the encounter, including the threat she’d made and photo evidence of the rest of the facility, claiming it was safe for children.

      They’d gathered in her living room as soon as she’d gotten the call from Darrel that he was on his way back over. He’d dropped her off at her house before quickly rushing back to await the verdict. Miranda knew another attorney wouldn’t have done the same. She was grateful to have Darrel on her side. Her father was still at his lodge meeting, a rarity for a Monday afternoon but not one she cared about enough to question. With Ginger and her mother there, though, Miranda didn’t feel so alone.

      “The defendant, Dante Bell, shall have visitation with the minor children each Wednesday, from two in the afternoon until six….”

      Everyone reacted at once, but in different ways. Barbara gasped, sucking in a large amount of air. Ginger jumped into an onslaught of curse words that surprised Miranda and Darrel. She was known for her foul language, but she was now using words they had never heard her use before. She called the system, and Dante, every name in the book in just a few seconds.

      Miranda felt sick to her stomach. She knew the only reason this was happening was that she had gone to see him and threatened him while she was there. She had known the decision was a possibility from the beginning, but knowing it was going into effect because of her, made her nauseous. She pulled her eyes from the floor and looked at Darrel, who was waiting to continue.

      “I’m sorry, everyone, but there’s still more that I need to read here,” Darrel said, looking back at Miranda.

      “What else could there possibly be?” Barbara asked. “They’re already giving him visitation with the girls.”

      Miranda was devastated, but she knew she needed to hear the rest. A feeling of numbness was overwhelming her, and the whole thing felt like it wasn’t real. She could feel the tears welling up in her eyes, but she nodded for Darrel to continue, knowing there wasn’t anything she could do at that time.

      “The court further decreed that the defendant, Dante Bell, shall have visitation every other Saturday, from nine in the morning until Sunday, at six. The custodial parent shall not impede or remove the minor children listed above from the residents without prior approval from the courts,” Darrel read.

      “Oh my God,” Miranda whispered.

      He cleared his throat. “The court, upon finding the defendant and the minor children hold travel passports, hereby orders the surrender of these documents.”

      “Jesus Christ…”

      “There is more, but that’s the gist of it. Everything else is pretty standard. He can change their appearance without your consent—”

      “Oh great, so he can’t give them tattoos. That’s a load off our minds,” Ginger snapped. “Maybe he’ll get them drunk, buy them mini-bikes, and initiate them into his club, too. Is there anything that he’s not allowed to do?”

      Darrel chuckled. “It means he can’t cut their hair, change their style, buy them makeup, that sort of thing. Knowing his attorney, I’m sure he went over all that with Dante. He won’t give you any reason to go back to the judge if he’s smart, and you shouldn’t, either.”

      “This is all my fault,” Miranda stammered. “I can’t believe I just couldn’t leave the man alone. I was only trying to protect the girls, not give them a reason to let him take them.”

      “This isn’t your fault. You were only doing what you thought was right,” Darrel said. “This is the way the system works. I’m sorry, Miranda.”

      Her thoughts trailed off to what she would do when she had to hand the girls off to their father for the first time. She had two days until that would happen, but it would never feel long enough for her. Her stomach churned when she thought about what the man had put her through, and her only concern was about how he would treat them. She felt like she was going to get sick, but she pushed the growing acid in her stomach back down.

      She swallowed hard and took a deep breath, but it wasn’t enough. Miranda could feel the pit of her stomach coming up to her throat. There was no holding it back. She was going to get sick. She quickly jumped up and ran to the bathroom. She barely made it to the toilet when everything inside her stomach came out with a force. The burning sensation inside her was gone, but the tears she had been holding back flowed free. She sat on the bathroom floor and sobbed.

      Miranda had her face buried in her hands when she heard a knock at the door. Before she had time to respond, Barbara opened the door and came inside. Sitting on the floor next to her, her mother brushed Miranda’s hair back with her hands. Miranda sobbed harder when she felt the supporting touch of her mother.

      “Sweetheart, we’ve been looking through everything Dante’s legal team presented. I know you don’t want to hear it, but it looks like he’s really turned his life around.”

      Her jaw dropped. “I can’t believe you are saying that! You of all people! You know what he put me through.”

      “That was a long time ago. Maybe he deserves—”

      “Leave me alone,” she growled.

      “Honey…there’s an officer here who works for the judge…he wants your passports.”

      Miranda was instantly filled with rage. Her own faults were set aside, as she blamed everyone around her for losing her daughters to the most dangerous man she had ever met. She momentarily tried to keep her thoughts to herself, but when her mother tried to console her again, she lost control.

      “This is your fault. Yours and Ginger’s. If you had just let me leave when I wanted to go, none of this would be happening now. I could be on the other side of the world right now, and my girls would be safe and sound, far away from that man.”

      “Honey, it’s not like that. There’s nothing you could have done to change—”

      “Get out. You and Ginger both need to leave. We’re stuck here because neither of you would help me get them away.”

      Barbara looked wounded, but she spoke softly. “Sweetheart, I know you’re upset, but we can get through this. You’re not alone in this. I promise we will do whatever it—”

      “I am alone now. Or I want to be alone. So, the two of you can just go and leave,” Miranda seethed.

      Miranda knew she didn’t want to be alone, but in her heart, she was right for being angry. They could have been long gone, but her mother and sister had talked her into staying. She rushed out of the bathroom in a rage. Storming toward the steps, she paid no attention to her mother, who was calling her name from the bathroom.

      She went down the stairs, her mother still calling after her as she stormed to her purse and got the girls’ passports and her own. Ginger and the others had obviously heard the tense exchange. It looked like Ginger had been crying. With trembling hands, she smacked the passports against the officer’s chest. Officer Herring, a man her age, looked like he’d just been shot. She knew it wasn’t his fault, he was only following orders, but it felt like the entire town had turned against her.

      “Their blood is on your hands,” Miranda growled at Herring.

      “Miranda,” he muttered, “I’m the officer assigned to your case. I promise I’m not going to let anything happen to them. I’ll be here for every handoff, okay?”

      “Get out of my house,” she snarled. “Ginger, you and Mom, too. I want you all gone.”

      She could see that her sister wanted to protest, but one look from her mother and the woman understood they needed to go. Miranda turned away from her mother when she reached for her, stomping to the kitchen and waiting there until she heard the door close again. When Darrel appeared and leaned against the wall, she couldn’t hold back any longer and burst into tears.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

      

    

    
      Miranda, Darrel, and the twins were sitting at the meeting spot on Saturday, waiting for Dante to arrive. She hadn’t slept all week. After her shift on Wednesday, she put in a leave of absence form. She knew it was going to be a hard time adjusting, but she didn’t want to accidentally miss any work because of it. Her boss was understanding, though she knew they were going to have to be short-handed with her gone.

      Wednesday had been his first visit, and she had gone through hell in just the few hours they had been gone. Miranda worried about them the entire time they were visiting. Of course, besides her parents taking them once a month, they had never been gone from the house. The girls had cried and begged her not to make them go, but there wasn’t anything she could do, and she told them as much. She made sure to tell them that she loved them, over and over. Still, seeing the twins in such bad shape broke her heart.

      Her family had tried to call her on several occasions, and though she knew they meant well, she still refused to talk to them. Miranda felt that if they had just let her leave, none of this would have been happening. She was well aware of the consequences if she had left, but it didn’t soften the blow of the comments her mother had made. Dante would never change, and if there was anything in her life that she believed in more, she didn’t know what it was.

      Suddenly, a car appeared, but it wasn’t Dante. He had sent the teenager she had seen at the factory when she had gone to talk to him. She was furious that he didn’t come to get them himself, but it was all legal, according to the paperwork she had read over several times.

      “How is he allowed to do this?” Miranda growled.

      “It’s a representative. As long as there is no reason why the person can’t be around kids, Dante can send whoever he wants to the pickup and drop off.”

      “I don’t know this kid. He barely looks legal,” she muttered.

      “He’s eighteen, I can promise you that. Dante’s attorney wouldn’t make such a rookie mistake. You have no idea who he is, though?”

      “I saw him the day I went to talk with Dante. He was walking out of the building, but we barely spoke.”

      “Well, at least you’ve seen him before.”

      “Yeah, but what do we really know about him?”

      “Nothing, but there is also nothing we can do about it. Dante’s attorney probably had him sign something saying he approved of the kid picking up the girls. I’ll request it, but it will probably take a day or two.”

      “So, we let them go with a stranger?” she snapped. “I’m not okay with that.”

      “Miranda, he’s at the pickup, he’s here on time, and Officer Herring is right there. I’m not sure what you think we can do because, legally, our hands are tied.”

      “Mommy, we don’t want to go,” Cammie said from the back seat.

      Her heart lurched as she turned, plastering a smile on her face. “I know, sweetheart. Think about how much fun you’ll have, though. Didn’t you have a good time Wednesday?”

      Cammie shrugged. “I guess.”

      “See now, there you go. You’ll have just as much fun, but this time, you get to stay the night.”

      “We don’t want to stay the night, though,” she muttered.

      Miranda forced herself to hold it together. “I promise we’re going to get through this, okay? You both have your new phones?”

      They nodded in unison. The purchases had been spontaneous, but she’d felt better knowing they could not only get ahold of her but that she could track their location. It was a petty move. Never in her life did she think she’d be allowing her eight-year-old daughters to have access to so much technology, but desperate times called for desperate measures. Knowing it was time to go, Darrel cleared his throat and opened his door. Miranda followed suit, her heart aching with every breath she took. Dante had come himself to the first handoff, but it hadn’t gone well. The girls didn’t want to spend time with a strange man, despite Miranda’s explaining who he was.

      “That guy wasn’t there last time, Momma,” Cammie muttered as they walked.

      “I saw him there once. He must have been working the last time you visited with Dad.”

      “Do we have to call him that?” Becca asked.

      “Absolutely not. You can call him whatever you want, do you understand me? No one gets to be called a parent until they prove it.”

      “Be careful what you say, Miranda,” Darrel whispered. “You can’t go telling the girls negative things about Dante, no matter how he makes you feel, okay?

      Miranda glared at him. “I know, Darrel.”

      “I’m just trying to help. That’s all. I’m not going to berate you for how you feel. We just can’t go telling them how we feel, no matter how true it is.” He smiled.

      “I’m sorry. I just don’t like any of this.”

      “I know you don’t. Like you told the girls, you’re there for them and you’ll make it through this together. Well, I’m here for you, too, so you don’t have to go through this alone. We’ll get through this, I promise.”

      “Thank you,” Miranda said.

      “You got it,” Darrel said. “Now, is everybody ready?”

      The girls both nodded, but she could see by the look in their eyes that they were heartbroken. Just the thought of how they felt made Miranda’s heart begin to ache. She didn’t want them to ever have to go through that feeling, but there was little she could do about it now. She forced a smile at the girls and then glanced at Darrel.

      “I hate this,” Miranda said.

      “Me too.”

      When they were in the middle of the empty parking lot, Miranda crouched down and pulled the twins close, not wanting to let them go. She knew she had no choice. With Officer Herring there and Darrel keeping a watchful eye on the trio from where he sat on the hood of the car, there was no way around it. Not once since they’d been born had she left them anywhere but her mother’s and sister’s overnight. Miranda knew she wasn’t going to sleep anytime soon, at least not until the twins were back safe in their beds.

      The kid smiled at them when they walked away from her, waving and obviously trying to make them more comfortable. It was a small gesture, but she still appreciated it. He seemed young enough to remember how impressionable the girls were. She watched them climb into a black SUV she was sure the MC had purchased with illegal funds yet, could do nothing to stop them from pulling away. Officer Herring started to approach her, but she gave him a cold glare and the middle finger before storming back to Darrel’s car.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Just get me the hell out of here, please. I can’t take this.”

      Darrel sighed. “I can’t imagine what you’re feeling right now, but I know it has to feel like hell. I promise you, we’ll get them back, okay? Whatever we have to do.”

      “I want to talk to the guardian ad litem,” Miranda said. “There has to be something we can do.”

      “There is, but talking to him won’t do you any good,” Darrel said, reminding her of the conversation they already had.

      “Will you please just make the appointment? None of this feels right because it just isn’t right.”

      “I’ll make the appointment. I promise,” Darrel said. “Besides, he’s going to talk to each of you, one on one anyway.”

      “Good. Thank you.” Miranda sighed. “I’m sorry I’m so snappy. I really don’t mean to be, but I just can’t stop worrying about the girls going through all of this.”

      “I understand that, and it’s okay. We’ll work through it. Do me a favor, though?”

      “What’s that?”

      “Just remember that the guardian ad litem is impartial,” Darrel said. “You can tell him how you feel until you are blue in the face, but it’s not going to sway his decision one way or the other. He’ll decide what he thinks is best based on the interviews and background checks he will conduct.”

      Miranda sighed. “This is ridiculous. Just take me home.”

      As they pulled away from the parking lot, she watched the SUV turn down the opposite end of the road. She knew it didn’t matter that they didn’t turn in the direction of the clubhouse. As long as Dante’s representative was with them, she no longer had the right to know where they were on his time. Rage seared through her again. The same thoughts raced through her mind once again. She couldn’t get their passports, preventing them from fleeing. She couldn’t prove Dante was a terrible person, either. Miranda found herself stuck in a position she wouldn’t have wished on her worse enemy.
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      Her heart was still aching when they pulled onto the main street. She tried to focus on the road passing by, but she couldn’t get the uneasy feeling out of her gut. The girls being away from her all night with that man and the people he hung out with broke her heart. She fought the urge to look at her phone and check in on them every few seconds.

      “I know this is hard, Miranda. You have to work through it, though. Don’t push the emotions aside; it’s not healthy.”

      “I don’t know how to do that,” she muttered. “It’s just not right. I don’t know how to handle this. No one should have to go through this. What the hell was I thinking about staying around here? I never should have let them talk me into staying…never.”

      “You know that running away with the girls wasn’t the way. If that jackass was willing to bribe a judge and a cop, which I’m pretty sure he did, then he would have gone after you. Then you’d be on the run and without your family supporting you.”

      “At least I’d have my girls,” she hissed.

      “You still have your kids, Miranda. This isn’t going to last forever.”

      “Dammit, Darrel, you don’t know! What if this is how it goes for the rest of their lives?”

      He sighed. “Listen, I know you haven’t been much for company the last few days, but I don’t have dinner plans.”

      She didn’t know how he could still want to spend time with her after how awful she’d been to him. Yet there he was, waiting on her answer with those beautiful brown eyes gazing back at her. In truth, Miranda wanted to lean across the console and kiss his parted lips. She sucked in a sharp breath, collecting her thoughts before she spoke.

      “How do you feel about ordering something from the Chinese place?” Miranda asked. “I’m not that hungry, but I know I should eat, and I’d rather not eat alone.”

      Darrel glanced her way, a noticeable look of shock on his face. She had surprised herself by asking, but in truth, she knew she shouldn’t be left by herself, and spending time with her family was still out of the question. He hesitated for a moment, and she started to have doubts about inviting him for dinner in the first place.

      “How could I say no to a beautiful girl like you?” Darrel smiled. “Make the call.”

      She had the Chinese restaurant on speed dial. It had been a regular meal that she would enjoy with the girls. When the restaurant answered, she ordered her favorite dish and a second entrée for Darrel. Even after all that time apart, she still remembered that the sweet and sour chicken was his favorite dish. He wasn’t the pickiest of eaters, but she remembered it was the only thing he ever ordered when they ate there. She thanked them and ended the call.

      Darrel grinned. “So, I’d say it’s a good thing that you remember what I like.”

      Miranda chuckled. “Like I could forget. It’s the only thing you ever get there. You should try something new sometime.”

      “No way. I know what I like, and it’s better that way,” he said as he looked at her and winked.

      She smiled. “I think it’s because you’re scared to venture outside your comfort zone.” She smiled.

      “Maybe, but I haven’t been let down yet.”

      Miranda couldn’t help but smile. Even with the emotional turmoil going through her mind, she still enjoyed Darrel’s company, and his good looks didn’t hurt, either. It didn’t take long until they were pulling into the parking lot. Darrel quickly jumped out, promising to be right back. He grinned and disappeared into the building.

      Miranda was still shocked and a little nervous that she was going to have dinner again with Darrel, even if it was just takeout at her place. It had been so long since she’d dated anyone, and that had been Darrel. Her mind was still racing when her phone started to vibrate. Looking down, her stomach dropped. Dante’s name, now begrudgingly programmed in her phone, appeared on the screen. She hoped he was calling to tell her to come to get the girls, that they wouldn’t stop crying, and he regretted ever asking for visitation.

      “Hello?”

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Dante growled.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Where the hell are my girls? We have a court order, Miranda. Do you know what that means? You’ve really screwed yourself now. This is kidnapping.”

      “What are you talking about, Dante? We dropped the girls off with your lacky not even half an hour ago. Call your pet, Hartford. He was there to watch the whole thing.”

      “Jesus Christ, where are my fu—”

      “Where did you send your guy?” Miranda whispered.

      “Hell, I don’t know, wherever you changed it to at the last damn minute.”

      “Dante.” Miranda tried to swallow. “Dante, I didn’t change anything. The location was the same as Wednesday.”

      “Are you telling me you handed off our children to some random stranger?”

      “No,” she snapped. “Of course not! No, Dante,” she seethed. “I’ve seen the kid before, and Officer Hartford oversaw the whole thing.”

      “When and where did you see this kid?”

      “He was coming out of that old building you’ve got set up. It was at that old factory where you have the clubhouse.”

      “When the hell was that?”

      “He walked out while I was going in. It was the same fucking day I came to see you before you took me to court.”

      “What the hell?” Dante paused. “You better not be playing games with me, or so help me, God…I’ll call you back.”

      Miranda’s heart was racing, and in half a panic, she tried to call Dante back. With each unanswered ring, her heart beat louder. She didn’t understand what was going on, and she wanted to know where her girls had gone if they weren’t with him. By the time his phone went to voicemail for the second time, she was in complete shock.

      As soon as Darrel got back into the car and saw the expression on her face, his smile dissipated. His worry quickly turned to rage while Miranda told him about the phone call. As they spoke, she kept trying to call Dante. Darrel wasn’t going to wait around to take action, though. She knew where he was going the instant they turned out onto the street. Less than five minutes later, he was skidding to a stop in front of the police station.

      “Let me do the talking,” he growled.

      Miranda followed after him, taking the steps two at a time just to keep his pace. There was a rage brewing inside of him that she hadn’t noticed before. For the first time, she understood just how dire the situation might be. It took every ounce of self-control she had not to scream when she saw Hartford leaning against the front desk and chuckling along to some joke or another. It quickly became apparent that she didn’t need to lash out, though. Darrel was doing a fine job of losing his temper enough for both of them.

      “What kind of circus are you guys running here?” Darrel snapped. “She just took a call from Dante; the girls never made it to his place. I thought these people were supposed to be checked out by you before they were allowed to pick the girls up?”

      “Listen, we did a full check…you know what? It doesn’t matter. I’ll go out to Dante’s myself and see what the hell is going on.”

      “Why don’t you do that, and while you’re at it, check the guy again? This is ridiculous. Actually, we’ll meet you there.”

      “Please, let us handle this. You two stay here and wait for my call,” Hartford said.

      Darrel laughed. “Legally, you can’t make us do a damn thing. We haven’t broken any laws, and we aren’t suspects in an ongoing investigation. So, until you find the twins, we’ll do whatever we damn well please.”

      Hartford turned and faced her. “Miranda, as your friend, I’m begging you to not interfere, please. We don’t know anything yet.”

      Miranda glared at him. “You mean like you didn’t interfere to keep my daughters from going through all of this, to begin with?”

      Darrel had already turned and was heading out the front doors. When Miranda turned to follow, Hartford called after her, but she didn’t respond. How could this be happening to her? She didn’t know what Darrel was planning to do, but it was obvious that he was willing to do more than the so-called cops in her hometown.

      Racing after Darrel, they were back in his car by the time Hartford pulled out of the station. He did his best to put a gap between himself and the pair, but Darrel didn’t hold back, staying on his tail the entire way. Miranda was grateful to have the man on her side.
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      “I told you to give me a minute,” Dante growled.

      “My daughters are missing, you son of a bitch. You can have all the minutes you want in jail, where you belong,” she hissed back.

      “Both of you, settle down,” Hartford barked. “Now, Dante, are you telling me that wasn’t your man at the pickup?”

      “Yeah, that’s what I’m saying. Jared got a call from Miranda on his way out, said they were repaving the lot—”

      “I never called him,” Miranda snapped. “I don’t even have his number.”

      “Fine, then someone who said they were you called him.”

      “Sounds like a likely story,” Miranda said.

      “You—”

      “Do I need to cuff the both of you and toss you into the cruiser?” Hartford asked. “Now, as far as I can tell, those girls were picked up by someone, and neither of you is laying claim. That makes this a missing persons case and kidnapping. You two better start thinking about working together.”

      His words weighed on her as she glared at her ex. “You really don’t know where they are?”

      Dante’s gaze softened some as he shook his head.

      “Oh my God,” she whispered.

      “And you?” Dante asked. “You don’t have any ideas?”

      “No, if I wanted to take them, we’d be long gone by now. Asshole here has our passports.”

      “You’d really do that? Take them to another country?”

      Miranda didn’t know what to say. She knew she wanted to keep the girls far away from him, but the look on his face confused her. He appeared genuinely hurt by the thought of her running to another country. He was still furious, that much she was sure of, but there was something softer in his eyes. She quickly brushed it off, knowing how easy he could manipulate people. He had proven that several times before.

      There was a certain level of panic taking over her thoughts. If it wasn’t Dante, then who would want to take her children. For a moment, she thought about Dante using this against her. Maybe he had taken the girls and was pretending he didn’t know where they were. Anger took over, and she was ready to light into him for being a coward and a liar when suddenly she remembered she had gotten the girl’s new phones.

      Miranda quickly pulled out her own phone, desperate for answers. Going through her apps, she almost dropped her phone because she was trembling so bad. When she finally pulled up the GPS app, her heart raced when she saw the location the phones were pinging from wasn’t moving.

      “Look, they’re stopped,” she whispered. “I don’t know where that’s at.”

      “I do,” Dante growled. “That’s the Lookout Boys clubhouse.”

      “Jesus, Dante. Are you telling me our girls were kidnapped by a rival biker gang? What the hell is wrong with you, bringing that trash to Suffix? Were you trying to get them hurt? This has your incompetence written all over it.”

      “How dare you accuse me of something like that, Miranda. I would never do anything to hurt them. I love those girls—”

      “You don’t know them. They never even met you before the other day. They are strangers to you, and they always will be. I’ll make sure of it after this.”

      Dante took a step closer to her, and Darrel moved with lightning speed. He was blocking the man’s path in the blink of an eye. She gasped and stumbled backward as Hartford grabbed ahold of Dante and pulled him away from the situation. Miranda wasn’t going to wait around for them to figure out what to do, nor was she going to wait for the law. Grabbing Darrel’s arm, she jerked him in the direction of his waiting car and quickly whispered for him to get in. When she was sitting behind the wheel, she held out her hand.

      “Give me the keys, Darrel. I’m driving,” Miranda said.

      “Hey, now. I know you want to find the girls, but I don’t think you should be driving in the frame of mind you’re in right now,” Darrel said.

      “What makes you think I can’t drive?”

      “Because you’re angry and not thinking straight. I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

      Miranda sighed. “Fine, then get the hell out of the car and leave the keys. If you don’t feel safe, I’ll drive by myself.”

      “That’s not what I meant, Miranda,” he said. “I just don’t want you doing anything crazy, okay?”

      Miranda stayed silent but glared at Darrel. She was pissed off and didn’t have time to argue with him, but she wasn’t going to give in. He looked at her, and for a moment, his doe eyes almost made her cave, but when the thought of her girls came rushing back in, she glared at him harder until finally, he sighed and handed her the keys.

      “Fine, but please just be careful. You won’t be any good to them if you get in a car accident on the way to get them. Remember Miranda, we’re on the same team here.”

      “The only team I’m on is the one that brings my little girls home. Everyone and everything else can go to hell.”

      She fired up the truck and put it in gear. She wasn’t wasting any more time, and the tires squealed as she pulled out of the old factory parking lot. When they made it to the road, Darrel quietly put on his seatbelt and hung on tight. She knew she was acting hysterical, but she didn’t care.

      She knew where the building was as soon as she brought it up on the map. It had been years since she’d been out that way. The old lumber mill had long ago been abandoned. She had no idea anyone had bought the mill and surrounding twenty acres. It was starting to feel like she didn’t know her sleepy little town at all anymore. Not with its biker clubs, shady business deals, and crooked politicians. It was making her question everything in her life, and she resented Dante for it. He was the one who had brought the outside world into their daughter’s paradise. Miranda gripped the wheel and pressed harder on the gas pedal.

      “Hey, now, we don’t need to rush,” Darrel stammered.

      “It’s going to be fine, I promise. You act like I’ve never driven a getaway car before.”

      “Have you?” he asked.

      She grinned. “When I was with Dante, I was a little bit wild. I wanted to fit in, and I could get a bit rebellious. When he was getting his club up and going, he was forced to participate in many illegal activities.”

      “Forced?” Darrel asked. “Seems to me that he’s perfectly fine with breaking the law.”

      “He was always a bit of a heathen, but after the start of the MC, everything went to hell. I was right there with him, breaking law after law. I thought I was cool. Some of the things he’d get into, he would ask me to drive. I got pretty good at driving the getaway cars and some other illegal activities, too.”

      “When did that all change because I know that’s not who you are now?”

      “All those things were a long time ago before I got pregnant,” Miranda replied. “It almost feels like it was a completely different life now. Once I received the news that I was pregnant, everything changed for me. I wanted to protect them from the person I was becoming, so I changed my whole life.”

      “Do you ever miss it?”

      “Not even for a minute. If I’d known what I do now, I would have never started down that path, to begin with, but then again, I wouldn’t have my beautiful daughters if I hadn’t.”

      When they reached the end of the driveway where it said her daughters were being held, Miranda fell silent. She hadn’t thought ahead more than getting to the structure. It brought memories of a different time when she and Dante had been wild teens with nothing to lose except the nights of freedom that summer break brought. How different it looked now, frightening and looming in the distance. The girls had to be terrified.

      Knowing her babies were in danger pushed aside all trepidations in her mind as she gunned the SUV down the gravel driveway. To her shock, when the tires skidded to a stop in front of the building, Darrel reached into the glove compartment and pulled out a handgun, tucking it into the back of his belt before giving her a reassuring nod.

      “You don’t have to do this, you know,” she said. “I don’t want you to get hurt.”

      He chuckled. “Like I’m going to let you go in there by yourself. I’ve already told you, Miranda. I care about you and the twins. You aren’t in this alone.”

      “Darrel…”

      “Come on,” he said. “Let’s go find those two and get the hell out of here.”
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      They crept silently through the open front door. Instantly, Miranda could see the location had been abandoned, though judging by the bits and pieces left behind, it looked like they had moved in a hurry. It was still early evening, and the sun was low in the sky, casting a shadow over the already eerie space as she tried to keep her head focused on finding her daughters. There was no sign of them anywhere, though, as she closed in on the phone's GPS location. The signal led her behind a towering stack of boxes as she called for the twins.

      No response came, though; when she rounded the corner of rotting cardboard, she understood why. Their phones sat smashed in a pile on the floor. Miranda dropped to her knees, wanting to pick up the fragments but knowing somewhere in the back of her mind that they were evidence and she couldn’t touch them. Her girls could be anywhere, though, and they didn’t have the first clue as to where to look. Suddenly, the realization of what was happening dawned on her, and she started to cry, hating herself for feeling weak as Darrel appeared at her side.

      He gently helped her to her feet, pulling her into his strong arms as she buried her head in his chest. Never before had she been so overwhelmed with emotions. Her heart broke for her missing daughters, yet she felt like everything was going to be okay when Darrel held her. A noise outside caused the pair to separate as she wiped her tears. Dante was standing at the entrance of the mill with Hartford. She didn’t need to be close enough to see his face to know the expression. After knowing someone their entire life, you could read an individual’s body language. Dante was enraged.

      “You’re going to have to go over everything with Hartford,” Darrel said. “He’ll need to know every detail you can possibly give him, okay?”

      “Okay,” she stammered. “I’m scared and worried. What am I going to do?”

      “I’m worried, too, but we have to work the process. Tell him everything, and I promise we will do whatever it takes to find them.”

      “Okay,” she whispered.

      “Are you going to be okay talking to Hartford?” Darrel asked. “I know there’s some tension there.”

      “I’ll be okay. I don’t know how else to be.”

      Just then, Dante stormed over. “So, that’s why you were in a hurry to leave. Wanted some alone time with Richie Rich here,” Dante said. “I should have known.”

      “This is your fault anyway, Dante. The girls would still be here if you wouldn’t have made me give them to you.”

      “My fault? You handed them off to a goddamn stranger. Who’s really the one to blame here, Miranda?”

      “Shut up. Nothing has changed with you. You’re still the same mean bastard you’ve always been. My daughters are missing, and you’re more worried about who I’m hanging out with. I’m not your fu—”

      She wanted to lay into Dante, but the others came walking up, and Miranda quit talking. She knew her mouth had already caused enough issues, and she wanted to know what they were going to do about finding the twins.

      “What happens next? Where do we go from here?” Miranda asked.

      “I’m gonna need one of you to come to the station to file a report. We’ll get the state enforcement on it as well; send out an AMBER Alert.”

      Dante spoke first. “I’ll go—”

      “Over my dead body,” Miranda hissed. “You probably had something to do with this. They’re your kind of people, right?”

      “I swear to God, Miranda.”

      “No, she’s right, actually,” Hartford muttered. “She’s still the residential parent, and we’ll need to question both of you, but she can file the report.”

      “Question us?” Miranda repeated. “Why us? I think it’s obvious who took them.”

      Hartford hesitated. “Let’s talk about this down at the station.”

      Miranda glared at him, but one look from Darrel, and she knew better than to say anything else. Whatever was going through the officer’s mind, Darrel obviously was hesitant to speak in their mixed company. He crossed the distance between them and gently took her arm, whispering they would talk about it in the car. Miranda’s eyes stayed locked on Dante, though, watching the color of his cheeks rise at Darrel’s close proximity to her. In a moment of rage, she leaned closer to Darrel, enjoying how angry it made Dante. He deserved it. Her daughters were missing because of him. Storming back to Darrel’s SUV, she climbed into the passenger side and slammed the door.

      “What are we doing? This is just a waste of time,” Miranda said. “We should be out there looking for them.”

      “It’s just part of the procedure, Miranda. There’s a certain way they have to go about doing things, and this is part of the process,” Darrel said. “Especially since they know you’ve made threats. I promise they are doing everything by the book right now.”

      “Wait,” she said, shocked. “Are you saying that they think that I’m a suspect?”

      Darrel hesitated. The pause in the conversation began to anger her. How could they think she had anything to do with their disappearance? Her blood began to boil at the idea that they thought it was her. She had done everything asked of her, and now she was still being looked at like a criminal. Miranda knew this had happened because of Dante. She didn’t understand why no one else seemed to want to see that.

      “Miranda,” Darrel started. “Yes. Yes, they’re going to look at you like a suspect. They’ll look at everyone the girls know as suspects.”

      “Everyone? So, the school and my family, too?” Miranda snapped. “Meanwhile, he’ll get to walk around here like he’s clean of all this.”

      “No. They’ll look at him and put him through the same things they’ll do to you. He’s not going to be excluded from any of it. I promise you that.”

      They pulled away from the mill in silence. She didn’t know how to respond. Part of her knew Darrel had no say in the matter, but she was ready to lash out at anyone at that moment. The Chinese they’d grabbed as an early dinner now sat cold in the back seat as they made the short drive back to the police precinct. She knew where the four cruisers with sirens blaring were headed when they flew past them in the opposite direction. The mill was now the scene of a crime.

      “Look, Miranda,” Darrel said. “I’m really sorry—”

      “No, Darrel. I’m the one who needs to apologize. I know you’re only trying to help, and you have. You’ve done more for me than I could have ever asked you to do.”

      “I just worry about you. I really care about you, Miranda. The girls, too,” Darrel said.

      “I know you do. I’m sorry for everything. I’m really sorry for treating you the way I have. I really have no idea how bad off I’d be if it weren’t for you being by my side,” Miranda said. “This whole thing has been a nightmare, and now I don’t even know where my babies are. What am I going to do, Darrel? I don’t know how to even think, not knowing where they are or if they’re even okay.”

      “I’m not going anywhere, Miranda. I’m here to help however you need me. We are going to find the girls, okay?”

      “How do you know? We don’t even know why they were taken. They could be anywhere by now.”

      “I know we’re going to find them because neither of us will stop trying until we do. We’re going to get through this together. I’ll be right here every step of the way, okay? I promise nothing is going to stop us from getting them home.”

      “Thank you, Darrel,” Miranda said. “I truly don’t know if I’d be able to get through this without you.”

      “And you’ll never have to know. I’m right here,” Darrel promised.

      Her heart ached as they pulled in front of the police station again. No one else could understand the fear. It was such an overpowering sensation. Every single bad thing that could happen to her babies played on repeat in one of the dark recesses of her mind as she tried to compile a list of what she needed to do. They had to search everywhere. The more people they could pull together, the better. When the doors to the station opened and three familiar faces appeared, Miranda felt a tear of joy slip down her cheek. She turned to Darrel.

      He grinned at her. “I knew you’d need support, and family is the best support you have. I hope it’s okay that I called them.”
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      “I can’t believe you are all here,” Miranda said. “I’m so sorry for how I’ve been acting.”

      “Don’t be. This is a terrible thing for any mother to have to go through with their ex, and now he’s taken the girls?” her mother said.

      “We don’t know yet,” Darrel interjected. “The police are looking into everyone right now. It’s good you came down; they may want to question you three as well.”

      Her father scoffed. “Really? They think one of us has something to do with this. I barely survived the two daughters I had. Why in God’s name would I want to start that over?”

      Miranda grinned and rolled her eyes. “Dad, they are talking to everyone about it. That’s how it works. All of Dante’s men will be questioned as well, I’m guessing.”

      “What the hell happened?” Ginger asked.

      Miranda sighed and quickly went through everything they’d missed in the past few hours. Reliving everything brought the now-familiar pain back to her chest. Twenty minutes into the conversation, Dante’s SUV pulled up, followed by Hartford in his cruiser. Miranda felt the tension in her cluster of family. Neither of her parents had seen Dante since he’d come back to town, and she knew her father was itching to take a swing at him. She grabbed Darrel’s arm, looking at him with a glance that conveyed her fears.

      “Bill, would you like to go first?” Darrel asked.

      Darrel lightly put his hand on Bill’s shoulder and guided him into the building with Barbara. The two were talking, but they were far enough ahead of Miranda that she couldn’t hear what they were saying. Miranda turned her attention to Dante, who was walking her way with Hartford. Everything about the man disgusted her. Miranda didn’t understand why he had come back in the first place, and now she hated him more for what her daughters were going through. Her thoughts were interrupted by Ginger’s touch. She leaned in close to Miranda.

      “I can’t believe how good Dante looks. I figured he would look rough after all of these years, but he’s not bad looking as a bit of an older man,” Ginger whispered.

      Miranda scoffed. “Ginger, what the hell is wrong with you? The girls are missing, and he probably had something to do with it. Plus, you know he’s an animal. He’s capable of horrible things, and you want to talk about how attractive he is?”

      Ginger sighed. “You’re right, Miranda. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it quite like that. I just wasn’t expecting him to look like that after all these years.”

      “It’s okay. It’s just that I don’t think he looks any different,” Miranda said. “Just forget it.”

      Miranda knew Ginger’s comment was a nervous reaction. She could never handle tense situations without making a wisecrack. Deep down, Miranda knew Ginger was just as worried about the girls as she was. Dante walked past them, followed closely by Jared and Hartford. Moments later, Darrel poked his head out of the front door and waved the woman inside. Ginger gave Miranda a worried look before climbing the last few steps and walking into the small building. It felt overcrowded with everyone in the lobby.

      The only person not in the room was her father, though she could see him in the interrogation room beyond the glass walls. From the color on his face, she could tell that he was giving the officer doing the questioning an earful. Hartford stood near the door leading to the back offices, watching the group as he spoke with different officers. It was apparent that he was going to be the one running the investigation, a detail that both comforted and concerned Miranda. He was a good cop but still a little green for her liking.

      “Miranda, who’s the other man with Dante?” Barbara asked. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen him before.”

      “Who? That man right there?” Miranda said loudly as she pointed in his direction. “That man is Jared Laney. He’s just another piece of shit, low-life criminal Dante wanted to put around my kids. Hell, he’s probably in on it, too.”

      Jared shot her a look of pure hatred. She could feel his glare burning through her, but she didn’t care. Dante had always surrounded himself with the worst kind of men. Men who weren’t afraid to do anything for a buck. She glared back, begging him to say something. Hoping one of them would slip up. Then everyone would know they were to blame for her girls missing. He didn’t hesitate to reply.

      “Yeah, and you’re a spoiled little brat who thinks she should always get her way,” Jared said. “You’re probably setting all this up so Dante loses the rights he deserves to see his girls. You’re a real piece of work.”

      “And you’re trash, so there’s always that,” Miranda shot back. “I’d rather be a spoiled brat than a kidnapper. Why would I have anything to do with this? Dante would probably fuck his own visitation up before I could think of how to set him up.”

      “Kidnapper? I might be nothing more than a low-life scumbag, but I’d never hurt a child,” he snapped. “Why don’t you get off your high horse? You’re no better than us.”

      “Oh, I promise that I’m better than the two of you. ”

      “Miranda,” Dante said, “you’d be better off to just keep that to yourself. Or did you forget about the things I know about you? You’re nothing but a—”

      “Hey,” Hartford said, stepping in front of the two bikers, “I’m going to need the two of you to wait outside.”

      They both hesitated.

      “Now!”

      She could tell the officer was not happy about having to separate the group, but she didn’t care. If he was going to make them all stand together in the same room, it was his own fault. Miranda hadn’t noticed Darrel’s absence until she saw him step into the interrogation room with her father from the corner of her eye. Of course, it would make sense that he’d be in there with Bill, but the realization that Darrel had not only her back but her family also touched her heart. It felt like she was seeing him in a different light. While he’d told her just how much he cared, witnessing it in action made her want to run to the man and hold him close with a promise to never again let him go. Ginger squeezed her hand, whistling playfully and grabbing Miranda’s attention again.

      “I see how you look at Darrel. It’s written all over your face,” Ginger said.

      “I’m thankful to have him as a friend. He’s been a lot of help with getting through all of this. It’s nice to have someone who actually cares.”

      “We all care about what’s happening, but I’m not looking at Darrel like you do.”

      Miranda sighed. “He’s just a friend, Ginger. Nothing more to it than that.”

      “Oh, Miranda,” Ginger said with a smile. “That look you’re giving him isn’t for friends.”

      Miranda chuckled, brushing off the comment. “All I care about is finding the girls and getting them back home. I promise I’m just happy to have him in my corner, as a friend and as my lawyer.”

      “Uh-huh, all right. Well, once you find those girls and get settled back in, I would jump on that like a trampoline and your ten again.” Ginger chuckled. “Don’t let a man like that go to waste.”

      Barbara scoffed. “Will the two of you behave yourselves? Start acting like ladies and not two little kids who don’t know how to behave in public.”

      One look from Ginger and Miranda burst into laughter. It didn’t matter how old they were. Getting under their mother’s skin a little would never cease to be amusing. A few minutes later, the three women were making calls and sending texts to get a search party together when the interrogation room door opened and Bill emerged. He looked like he’d been crying but said nothing to them as Hartford and Darrel emerged. Barbara, already looking like she was ready for a fight, offered to go next. As her mother and father traded spots, the two sisters wrapped their arms around their father. Miranda knew he was just as worried as they were about finding his granddaughters.

      She’d only seen her father cry one other time on the day he met the twins. Knowing how deeply he was affected broke her heart and renewed the rage inside of her to hold the guilty parties accountable. Dante was just outside the doors, watching their every move through the glass slates. She glared at him, whispering to Ginger that she’d be right back before jumping out of her seat, not giving her sister the chance to stop her. She was going to settle things between them once and for all.
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      “Can we talk?” she asked.

      His eyes flicked to Jared. With a jerk of his chin, Dante ordered the man to go. Jared glared at her but followed his president’s orders, jogging down to stand outside their SUV. She rolled her eyes as he lit a joint. While it was legal in the state, you still couldn’t smoke it in public, and you sure as hell couldn’t do it on police property.

      “I hope your pet gets arrested for that,” she hissed.

      Dante chuckled. “They won’t touch him. You have to know the law to break it.”

      “Is that what you’re doing here? Playing along? At least tell me if our daughters are safe.”

      He snorted. “That’s the first time you’ve called them our daughters.”

      “Dammit, Dante—”

      “I don’t know where they are at,” he growled. “I know you’ve got your opinions of me, and that’s never going to change, but I wouldn’t put them through something like this. I wouldn’t do that to you.”

      “No, not when it’s easier just to beat someone into submission, right?” she hissed.

      His nostrils flared. “One time, Miranda. I put hands on you one time when I was drunk.”

      “And do you remember what I told you?”

      He nodded but said nothing.

      “That you would never touch my children or me again, and if you did—”

      “You’ll cut off my balls and watch me bleed to death. I remember the threat well,” he growled. “I told you, I had nothing to do with this. You’re the one who was going to flee the country with them.”

      “Because of you! This is on you!” she hissed.

      Miranda took a deep breath, trying not to lose her temper with Dante again. He had already pushed her to snap several times, and she knew it wouldn’t do her girls any good. If he had something to do with it, he would be found out soon enough. Something about the way he talked, though, made her wonder if it was possible that he really had nothing to do with it. She knew, though, that whether it was him directly or something he had done that caused it indirectly, he was to blame.

      Still, Miranda knew snapping at Dante would bring her no closer to finding the truth, and she needed to keep Dante on a short leash. She soon came to the conclusion that keeping Dante close would lead to finding her daughters. When she looked back up at Dante, she could see the rage building on his face. His eyes had narrowed, and his eyebrows were furled. The deep-red coloring of his cheeks was evident any time he became furious, and she knew the look all too well. Knowing she’d have to keep her temper in check, she decided she needed to defuse his current state quickly. She mellowed her tone and looked him straight in the eye.

      “Look, that kid was outside your clubhouse the other day when I was there. Who is he?” she asked in a calm tone.

      He sighed. “Vernon Sanders. He’s a prospect with the Lookout Boys. The day you came over, he’d been trying to join up with us, but I shut him down. Anyone willing to turn on their club like that is a rat and we don’t want them. We had heard about him before, but that was the first time I had spoken to the kid.”

      “It was this other club then?” Miranda asked. “Why would they want to take the girls?”

      “I don’t know,” he muttered. “If it was them, though, they are dead. I’ll take them each out myself if it means we’ll get the girls back home.”

      “Dante, we don’t need your threats right now. It doesn’t do any of us any good. We need to get ahold of them.”

      “What do you think I was doing when you showed up at my place with your boyfriend and the law?” Dante asked. “I’m looking for them the only way I know how to. My way.”

      “Where’d they go, Dante?” Miranda asked. “You must know something.”

      “I wasn’t able to get any answers. Do you think I’d be here if I knew something?”

      “Do you have any way of tracking them?”

      Dante glared at her. “What do you mean?”

      “Don’t play dumb with me. I’m not one of these unsuspecting cops. I know you, and I know what you are capable of. So, what’s the play here? Do you have a way of tracking down where they went?”

      “Fine,” he replied. “Yes and no. I got men looking into it now. Just waiting to hear something back from one of the boys.”

      “Why would they take the girls? And don’t you dare lie to me. I want the truth.”

      “Probably because we ran them out of town.” Dante grinned. “It didn’t take much, but we pushed them out and took over the spot they were looking into. They’re probably pissed about it if it was them. I get what I want, Miranda. Just like I wanted this town and it’s mine now. I wanted to know my girls, and now I’m getting to know them, too.”

      “Yet, you wonder why I think you had something to do with it,” Miranda seethed. “Like it or not, Dante, you’re the one to blame for this.”

      The tension had once again reached a boiling point. It was becoming obvious to her that they’d never be able to have a conversation without it disintegrating into an argument. Taking a step back, she caught her breath and headed for the station's front door. Dante called after her, but she was done with the conversation and with him. He was never going to change.

      Granted, the physical abuse had only happened once, but the emotional abuse had left her shattered. Each time she spoke to him, she was reminded of that fact. She flopped down next to her mother and father in the waiting room but was instantly back on her feet when she heard Ginger’s voice through two sets of glass and doors. Her jaw dropped as she fought the urge to burst into laughter.

      The stoic detective who had been sitting like a rock across from every other member of her family was now recoiling in his chair as Ginger berated him incessantly. Miranda’s eyes caught Darrel’s, his jaw slacked like hers as he leaned against the wall of the interrogation room, making no effort to stop his “client” from her rant. Miranda jogged to the reception counter where Hartford had set up headquarters for the investigation.

      “Have you—”

      “Yep,” he muttered.

      “Are you—”

      “Nope.”

      “Jesus, Hartford, what did that poor officer do to you?”

      Hartford chuckled. “Listen, I told Anderson not to try to talk to Ginger without me there. He wanted to prove himself.”

      “He’s not doing a very good job of it,” Miranda muttered.

      Hartford smiled. “No, he’s not. Not at all, but he deserves it.”

      “What do you mean? Who deserves that kind of wrath from my sister?”

      “Well, the kid has been getting cocky. He thinks he knows everything, and if I know your sister well enough, she’ll knock him back down a peg or two.”

      Miranda smiled. “Don’t you think it would be a good idea to go in there and at the very least calm her down?”

      “Not in the least.” He chuckled. “Listen, interviews are grunt work anyway. I’m sure she doesn’t have much more to say than your father did. I’ll listen to the recording later. He’ll get put in his place, and I’ll get this APB out. It’s a win-win for me.”

      “What about an AMBER Alert? Do you have that out yet?” Miranda asked.

      “I’m working with the state authorities on that now. Within the hour, we will have all the information going out everywhere in this and surrounding states. I’m on it, Miranda. Everything I can do, I’m doing.”

      “What can I do to help?”

      “Well, first of all,” Hartford said, “I need you to stop pissing off Dante. He knows about this other MC, and right now, I need to know everything about them that he does. If you keep making him mad, though, I don’t know if he’ll be willing to tell me anything.”

      “I can’t make any promises, but I’ll try,” Miranda offered.

      “Good enough.”

      Miranda let Hartford get back to work as she stepped outside. She didn’t go to Dante again, though. She needed to breathe and think, something impossible with her sister inside referencing the poor rookie’s methods and comparing them to lewd acts. At last count, Miranda was sure she’d seen the kid shed a tear. Hopefully, someone would call her off soon. Until then, Miranda couldn’t sit around and do nothing at all. She’d spent years building connections in the small community. Someone had to be able to help them.
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      Before she could go through the list of people she knew might be able to help, her mother poked her head outside and told her it was her turn. Moments later, Ginger came trotting out with a smile on her face. Had Miranda been standing outside the entire time, she’d never been able to tell that her little sister had just made a grown man reconsider his entire life.

      She chuckled and shook her head, giving Ginger a hug before making her go back inside to sit with their parents. She wasn’t about to trust the feisty young woman outside with Dante, though she truly wasn’t sure who would win in a battle between the two. Darrel was waiting outside the interrogation room for her. Hartford had paused his calls to talk with the rookie officer in the room for a moment. Darrel grinned and shook his head.

      “Jesus, Ginger is everything you told me she was,” he whispered.

      She chuckled. “Yeah, is that guy going to be, okay?”

      “Yeah, he’ll be fine. Might have a cry and call his mom after his shift ends, but I don’t think he’ll be letting her out of tickets anytime soon. She sure knows how to make friends, doesn’t she?”

      “Ginger is a little bit protective over me and the girls,” Miranda said.

      “I saw that. Are you ready for this? I’ll be in there with you the entire time. I don’t think the officer is going to be too friendly after talking with Ginger, though.”

      She cringed. She hadn’t thought about that. There was no time to think about it, though, as Hartford opened the interrogation room door and stepped aside for the pair to enter. He gave her a halfhearted smile before closing the door behind himself. Miranda felt herself growing nervous. She didn’t like the sterility of the whole thing. It made her feel like a criminal again, a life she’d firmly placed behind her.

      “So, Miranda, it looks like you had an interesting criminal career,” Anderson said. “What do we have on here? According to this report, you’ve been arrested on charges of grand theft auto, possession of marijuana twice, street racing twice, trespassing on three occasions, and last but not least, resisting arrest. Wow, that’s impressive if I were trying to start a career on the wrong side of the law.”

      “I don’t know who in the hell you think you are. Not one of those charges screams that I had anything to do with my daughters being missing,” she snapped.

      “Maybe not, but it does show a disregard for rules and laws.”

      Miranda snorted. “The grand theft auto charge was dropped; it wasn’t even a stolen car. Those street racing charges were from my juvenile record. I’m not sure what that has to do with kidnapping but suit yourself.”

      “That might be so, but it still doesn’t explain the other charges. We have a list of criminal activities that continue to get bigger as the years pass. How do you explain that?”

      “You’re an idiot, you know, right?”

      Anderson just glared at her, waiting for an answer.

      Miranda sighed. “Going with the silent technique. Okay. The trespassing and resisting arrest charges were from a protest I went to. I refused to leave when the police told me to, and those were the trumped-up charges they arrested me on. So, you see, there’s nothing so damning that it can’t be explained by being young and stupid. I made stupid choices, but I had nothing to do with my kids disappearing.”

      Miranda didn’t want to look at Darrel. She was sure the list of accusations and arrests had shattered his image of her. It hurt to know the men and women of her community still thought about things that had happened almost a decade ago. Miranda refused to lash out as her sister had done, but she could pick up the officer’s vibes, and he was definitely still livid about the interview with Ginger. Yet his anger would get them no closer to finding the girls. Miranda knew she needed to get the conversation over with as quickly as possible so she could find the answers they needed.

      “Fine, but I still have more questions for you, and if I keep getting an attitude like this, I’ll throw you in a cell until you’ve had time to cool off,” Anderson said.

      “Fine, whatever.”

      “Where were you when the girls went missing?”

      “Well, since Hartford was there when we dropped off the kids and watched us leave, I suppose it would make sense that I was still in the car with Darrel, heading home.”

      “Were you planning on leaving and taking the girls with you?”

      “Honestly, yes. When I first found out Dante was going to try to get custody, I thought about packing them all up and moving us to some country where he couldn’t get to us.”

      Miranda knew she had nothing to hide, and it wasn’t exactly a secret to anyone that she wanted to disappear with the girls and never let Dante have them. She also knew she didn’t actually go through with it, and it wouldn’t hold up as evidence that she had done anything but love her daughters enough to keep them away from her psycho ex-husband.

      “Well.” Anderson paused. “Thank you for your honesty. That’s really all I have, but do you have anything you’d like to add? Anything that we should know before we go any further with the investigation.”

      “Yeah, Anderson, I do,” Miranda said. “I’m sorry for snapping at you, and I’m sorry that you had to go through the interview with Ginger like that. She’s very protective of those girls and me.”

      By the end of the interview, the young man seemed considerably more relaxed. Miranda knew the only way she could help them speed up the investigation on their end was with blunt honesty, no matter how bad it looked for her. Yes, she’d planned on fleeing but hadn’t, and now, without passports, there was no way she could. Staying in the States was never a consideration in the fleeting few days she’d toyed with the idea of leaving the country. With the girls now missing, though, Miranda made it clear to him that she had nothing to do with it.

      He shook their hands and thanked them for their cooperation before Darrel and Miranda made their way outside. Ginger had already left with their parents. Hartford quickly followed the pair outside, instructing Dante to follow him for his interrogation. When they had the steps to themselves, Darrel pulled Miranda into his arms.

      “We’re going to find the girls, Miranda. I promise we won’t stop until we have them home with you, where they belong.”

      “I’m trying to believe that’s true,” she whispered. “Have your feelings for me changed, knowing about all the dirty secrets from my past?”

      “Are you kidding me?” Darrel asked, shocked. “That little rebellion stage I just found out about makes you all the more interesting. I like you even more now.”

      Miranda chuckled, knowing he was telling her the truth. “So, you’re not mad that you’re just now finding out about these things?” she asked. “I didn’t keep it from you. I’ve always just been embarrassed by my past.”

      “There’s nothing to be embarrassed about. These things made you into the wonderful person and mother you are today,” Darrel said. “But you’ll have to do me a favor sometime and tell me what you were protesting for.”

      “I promise I will, but not now,” Miranda said. “I think I have an idea of someone who can help us get some information on that other MC, though.”

      “Really? Whos’ that?”

      “Just a few people I knew a long time ago,” Miranda said.

      “Well, you tell me where we are going and I’ll drive. I think I’ve seen enough of your driving.” He chuckled. “I know it’s good, but I don’t want to end up having to change my boxers.”

      Miranda chuckled. “You’re loss, then. Let’s go.” Miranda chuckled.

      When she first had returned to Suffix, Hartford had been the second in command at the station. His boss, Sargent Harris, had retired five years prior. The man was spry for sixty-six and had always been a friend to Miranda. While she struggled to put herself through nursing school, it had been Jim and Martha Harris who had offered her first lifeline. They had rented her a small studio apartment for next to nothing, babysitting whenever they could, and always making sure they had food in the fridge.

      At the time, her relationship with her parents had been strained, and the Harrises' could be credited with restoring that relationship as well. Through their tender persuasion, a meeting had been set that quickly became a restored bond of love.

      She gave Darrel the address and prayed the couple was home. If anyone could dig up dirt on the MC, it would be the retired sergeant and his CIA wife.
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      “So, this man was the head honcho here? The police haven’t really been forthcoming so far. What makes you think he’s going to help us?”

      She grinned. “Jim loves the girls and me. He’ll help no matter what, but if he hesitated, Martha would set him straight real fast. Plus, he’ll help with the locals, but it’s Martha who will be able to help us right now.”

      “Oh yeah? Is she KGB or MC?”

      Miranda laughed. “Neither, but she was CIA until she retired.”

      “Holy cow. You have some interesting connections. Anyone else I should know about?”

      “Nope, that’s about it. I mean, it’s a small town, though. Everyone is going to want to help find the girls. This whole place is one big family if you haven’t noticed.”

      “I’ve noticed. It’s a nice place, and everyone really seems to care about what happens in their town,” Darrel said.

      Miranda smiled. “Yeah, but it can really be annoying sometimes. Everyone always knows everyone else’s business. It’s the price we pay to live in a small community, though.”

      “So, what are you expecting from this meeting?”

      “I’m just hoping they can give us some information on the Lookout MC,” Miranda said. “I just want a lead or somewhere we can start. Other than that, anything else would be a bonus.”

      “The police are doing all of that already. What makes you think this will be any different than what they find?”

      “Listen, I don’t know what kind of police they have where you come from, but around here, I could do a better job with my eyes closed,” she offered. “They’re not ready to handle something like this. It’s completely out of their element. The way they handled the interviews alone should have been enough to prove that to you.”

      “Miranda, we have to give them a chance to do their jobs.”

      “I am giving them the chance, but I’m not going to sit on my hands and do nothing. I’m going to try to find my daughters a different way. Now, are you going to help me or not?”

      “Of course, I’m going to help. I was just trying to figure out the plan here, that’s all.”

      They pulled up to the log cabin at the end of a dead-end road seconds later. Instantly, the older couple was walking in their direction. Martha hugged her as Jim shook Darrel’s hand and introduced himself. She wasn’t surprised they already knew about the kidnapping. An AMBER Alert had pinged her phone as well as soon as Darrel had parked the vehicle. At least she knew the police were doing something to help her find the twins. It didn’t change her decision to investigate the group on her own, though.

      “I was wondering if we were going to see you,” Jim said. “Anyone else’s kids and I’d expect the law to be left handling it.”

      “You know me well. We know a motorcycle club is involved somehow. I guess they’ve been here for a while?”

      Martha nodded. “The Lookout Boys then? I was wondering how long it would be before something happened with that group. They’ve been bringing in some unsavory business for a few years now.”

      “Well, they’ve left town, and they have my girls. Dante drove them away,” she whispered.

      “That son of a…I knew it,” Jim growled. “The second I knew he was sniffing around for property here, I told Martha we were going to have trouble.”

      Martha nodded. “That you did, sweetheart. What can we do, Miranda? You know anything within our reach is at your disposal. I have to know, though, who is this tall drink of water you’ve got chaperoning your around?”

      Miranda blushed. “This is Darrel Coy. He’s an old friend and my legal counsel.”

      “But I’m here as a friend,” Darrel said. He extended his hand and shook Martha’s. “I’m only legal counsel when we need a legal defense, which I’m hoping we won’t, despite what I can only presume are going to be some less than ‘above the law’ tactics.”

      “Oh my, handsome and smart. Well, why don’t you two come in and we can see what we can’t find,” Martha said.

      Miranda and Darrel followed the couple inside, though Miranda led the way. She couldn’t help but notice the shocked expression on Darrel’s face. He looked around in awe of the place they had just walked into. The outside was an assuming cabin, where no one would question the appeal and beauty of the log home. Though, the inside was an entirely different vibe.

      There were monitors, scanners, and cameras everywhere. Screens projecting images of surveillance cameras lined an entire wall. If she didn’t know any better, she would have thought she had walked into a military base's control station. All the equipment appeared to be top of the line and new. She chuckled to herself, knowing she had come to the right place to seek help. She listened as one of the scanners for the police station sounded off some chatter about a local traffic cop writing someone a ticket.

      “This looks like it’s straight out of a comic book superhero cave or something. Vigilante justice at its best.” Darrel smiled.

      She chuckled. “You can tell they are truly enjoying their retirement, huh?” She chuckled.

      “This is unreal. I don’t even think I know what most of this stuff even does.”

      “I told you I knew someone who might be able to help.”

      “You weren’t wrong. I can see that now.”

      Martha directed the pair to a loveseat situated off to the side before taking a seat across from them. On the other hand, Jim sat down at one of the many computers and started researching immediately. It felt like they were back in the interrogation room as Martha went down a line of questions, asking for a detailed description of the man who had met her at the handoff. Miranda knew she was opening a can of worms when Martha asked about the officer responsible for the custody arrangements and quickly told Martha to be nice. Ginger and Martha had always been two peas in a pod, which worried her for Hartford’s sake.

      “What do you know about these guys?” Darrel asked Martha.

      “Not as much as we would like now, given the circumstances—”

      “Got it!” Jim called from his chair.

      He jumped up and jogged over to a printer. They all waited in tense silence as the old device sprang to life and shot out page after page. Finally, when Miranda was sure she couldn’t take it any longer, it finished, and he darted over to the group, handing all three matching packets of information. It was a stunning amount considering the fifteen minutes he’d been working on it.

      “All the new equipment in here and you still keep the same raggedy printer,” Martha teased.

      Jim smiled. “Hey, it still does what it’s supposed to.”

      “So, what are we looking at here?” Darrel asked.

      “Well, it looks like the MC has property about twenty miles outside town,” Jim said. “It’s under a shell corporation, though.”

      “What’s that mean?” Miranda asked.

      “Basically, it’s just a way for them to run their dirty money through and make it clean. Plus, if anything happens with the club, the property won’t immediately be subject to a search without first getting another search warrant,” Jim replied.

      “What else do you have?”

      “Looks like satellite images from about an hour ago placed a black van matching the description you gave outside of that property,” Jim said. “Looks like the guy you dropped them off with is Vernon Sanders. He’s got a long rap sheet.”

      “Any information on him?”

      “Oh yeah, he’s had dozens of charges against him. He’s wanted in two states for pending investigations. Looks like he joined the MC about six months ago. Ah, here it is. We’ve got an updated list of current members of the club. Collin Brown is the MC’s president. He’s a mean fucker, too.”

      “You got all this information in only fifteen minutes?” Darrel asked. “What can you do about some unpaid parking tickets?”

      Jim chuckled. “If you really had some, I would have gotten rid of them already. Don’t think I didn’t investigate you, too. Miranda is like family around here.”

      Miranda looked at the information, her hands shaking as Jim’s words settled into her mind. She knew they were waiting on her to decide. If they told the police about the information, there would be hell to pay for them snooping into things. However, not telling the police and going off on their own to face an angry motorcycle club was also a bad idea, and she knew it. Miranda knew not all MCs were bad. Hell, except for the two she was dealing with at the moment, she’d never met a group of bikers who weren’t wonderful people. The Lookout Boys were giving the culture a bad name, which ticked her off.

      “I know what we are going to do,” she said.
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      “None of this seems like a good idea,” Darrel muttered.

      “It’s going to be okay, I promise. You heard Jim. There are no cameras on this end of the property. It gives us the perfect lookout to see what the police find, and if the girls are in there, I’ll be right here to hold them.”

      Her voice cracked as she fell silent. Darrel reached out and took her hand, smiling softly at her. She knew he was worried not only about their location but about her and the girls as well. It had been her idea to call Hartford with the MC’s location, and she was the one who insisted they stake out the place. Granted, Martha had pointed them to the perfect location, and Jim had provided them with night-vision binoculars, but it was Miranda who had put Darrel’s career on the line by dragging him along.

      “How are you holding up?” Darrel asked.

      “I’m worried. I have all these thoughts and emotions running through me, and I don’t even know how to begin to make sense of it,” Miranda said. “It’s all just so overwhelming.”

      “That’s understandable. It’s natural to feel like everything is out of control,” Darrel replied. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      “Honestly, just being here is more than I can ask for. You’ve been a lot of help by just supporting me and being here when I need you.”

      “Remember that the girls are just like you. They’re going to be okay.”

      “I hope so,” Miranda muttered.

      “Seriously, Miranda. Those girls are as smart as they come. They definitely get that from you. Plus, they adapt quickly when they need to. They’ll figure this out and probably understand it better than us. You’ll see. Everything is going to work out for the best.”

      “I know you’re right, but I can’t help but worry about them,” Miranda said. “Cammie has that allergy, and Becca already has bad anxiety. Becca can’t handle her panic attacks yet because she’s just now starting to understand what they are. Wondering what happens to her in a situation like this, I don’t even want to think about it.”

      They’d been there for nearly an hour when she finally saw flashing lights approaching from a distance. Five police cars pulled up to the building, and uniformed men and women started to pile out, guns drawn. They both fell silent; binoculars held up to their eyes as they watched the scene unfold. Miranda didn’t know what she’d expected, but when the officer pounded on the door and a cluster of men emerged, she realized they weren’t trying to flee, and her heart sank. If her girls had been inside, they’d be storming the building while the criminals ran.

      “Shit,” she whispered.

      “They aren’t there,” Darrel muttered.

      Miranda scanned the bodies coming out of the warehouse. While a few of the men looked familiar, none were the one they were after. She felt like she was going to be sick as the officers went into the structure and cleared it. There was no one else left inside. It simply made no sense. Everything had pointed them there. Yet, the girls were nowhere to be found. She knew Hartford wouldn’t clear the MC to go back to their normal activities had they found any shred of evidence worth closing the group down for.

      “That bastard isn’t even here,” Miranda said.

      “Look one more time, just to be sure. We don’t want there to be any chance that we just missed him.”

      Miranda scanned the faces again, checking every detail she could see, but none of them were the kid they were looking for. She sighed and told Darrel she still didn’t see him. Darrel quickly pulled out his phone and called Hartford. When the officer answered, he put the call on speaker so Miranda could hear, too.

      “What do you need, Darrel?”

      “Just checking to see if you guys found anything.”

      “Now, just how in the hell did you two know we were here? This was a last-minute search warrant that only a few of us knew was going to be served until we got here,” Hartford said.

      “Just answer the question, Hartford,” Miranda said, jumping in on the call.

      “Now, how would I have guessed that you were there, too. You guys are too much. I already asked you not to interfere—”

      “Come on, Hartford. You know I’m not interfering. We just want to know if you found anything,” Miranda said.

      Hartford paused, then sighed. “Look, I’m not supposed to tell you anything, and I could lose my job if anyone found out.”

      “Well, they aren’t going to find out unless you tell them,” Miranda offered.

      “Okay, fair enough. It doesn’t look like the girls were here at all. No signs of them anywhere. We are, however, bringing in Collin Brown for questioning. If he talks to us, we’ll see if he knows anything.”

      “Let us know if you find out anything,” Darrel said.

      “Now, you know I can’t—”

      Darrel ended the call before he could finish.

      “It doesn’t make any sense. We need to get back to Martha’s place and see what other intel they have,” she said.

      “You heard Jim; they’ll call as soon as they find out anything else. I really feel like we should go back to your parents’ place. They were working on coordinating a search party, right?”

      “I am not going to sit on the sidelines. We are the ones who found this lead! How long do you think Hartford and his team would have taken to locate the MC?”

      “And it doesn’t look like they had anything to do with it.”

      “Then where the hell are Vernon and my daughters?” she asked as she texted Martha, quickly sharing what they’d learned.

      “Who knows. We know Dante told him that his MC didn’t want him. Maybe these guys found out he was snooping for a new club and kicked him to the curb, too.”

      “Look, if you want to go back to my parent’s house and help them hand out flyers, go for it, but drop me off at the police station on the way. I am going to find out what that man down there knows and stay in Hartford to keep digging. I’ll take a taxi if I hear anything from Jim or Martha.”

      “Miranda, I’m not going to drop you off and leave you there. Like I said before, we are in this together. If you really don’t want to go back to your mom's, that’s fine. I’ll follow you to the ends of the Earth to find the girls, but you should call her at least and keep them updated.

      “You know what, you’re right.” Miranda smiled.

      Miranda quickly phoned her mom. Within two rings, she answered. As she filled her in on what they had found or not found so far, she was surprised to learn that Martha had already filled her in.

      “So, Martha has already told you?”

      “She sure has, honey,” Barbara said. “She’s also helping to widen the search, and Jim is digging into Vernon some more. He’s trying to find old contacts or places he could have gone.”

      “Good. I hope he can dig up something. We need a lead at this point,” Miranda said. “Darrel and I are headed back to the station to see what we can learn there.”

      “Oh, so you’re finally getting some quality time alone with Mr. Right,” Ginger said in the background. “I told you, girl, just like the trampoline we had as kids.”

      Miranda chuckled and ended the call. Her sister could be a little much at times, but she loved her all the same. She was smiling when she looked up and saw Darrel giving her a playful grin.

      Darrel chuckled before giving her a wink. “It’s a good thing your sister is on my side, but I do have a question.”

      Miranda laughed. “You want to know what she meant about the trampoline?”

      “Yeah. That was a little confusing.”

      “I’ll tell you but not today.”

      Miranda smiled at Darrel before turning her attention back to what was happening below them in the building. They waited for the police cars to leave before pulling back out onto the road and following them back to the station at a safe distance. When the MC’s president climbed out of the cruiser, Miranda watched Dante appear from the shadows and quickly stomp over to the man. They were too far away to hear the conversation, but she gasped when Dante suddenly punched the man and sent him tumbling back.

      Instantly, Darrel had the car in park as they both ran in the direction of the brawl now taking place on the steps of the police station. By the time they arrived, Hartford was dragging Dante away from the station while three more cops hauled the Lookout Boy’s boss into the interrogation room for questioning. Miranda was too shocked to decide whether she wanted to thank or cuss out Dante.
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      Miranda was leaning against the iron bars that ran the length of the steps when Collin came storming out half an hour later. His eyes darted around the open space, rightfully searching for Dante, but the man had left not long after the tussle, storming off into the cool night air. She knew he’d be back. Collin said nothing as he passed her, glaring the entire time as she fought the desire to call him out on his petty actions and criminal behavior. Miranda knew if Hartford was letting him walk, Collin didn’t know anything.

      She was about to go find her attorney and figure out what to do next when he appeared with Hartford by his side. It bothered her that the two seemed so close. She trusted Darrel, but the police officer was another story altogether. They’d never seen eye to eye on things, but she trusted him to be smart and not try to stop her from digging. Still, Miranda wouldn’t put it past Hartford not to chuck her in jail just to have her out of the way. As they approached, Darrel smiled, and her tension eased some. What was it about the man that made her feel so safe?

      Hartford cleared his throat. “Collin didn’t know much of anything, or so he says, but he did mention that Vernon has been AWOL for the last three days. No one in the club knows where he went.”

      “Were you able to find anything more on him?” Miranda asked.

      “Just that he racked up a bunch of debt with some loan sharks in another state. I guess they came snooping around, looking to collect. The MC had to pay the debt. Collin was pretty honest and told us that they wanted him dead. Said he called this morning and said he had the money he owed them and was looking to buy his way back out of the debt.”

      “So, do you think that had something to do with the twins being kidnapped?”

      “I don’t know if that’s the motive or not, especially since we have no ransom demand or any way he could have gotten money by kidnapping them. We know he was the last one seen with them, but we have yet to figure out the motive.”

      “We still don’t have much to go on then,” Darrel said.

      “No, not really,” Hartford said. “But Collin is supposed to text me when he has the information on the meeting. He’s going to give me all the information that he’ll have. Time and place.”

      “That’s better than nothing. I just hope he shows up and we can catch him,” Miranda said. “Are you telling me you just let that man walk out of here on his word that he’d text you? What if we never hear from him again? Do you have any other information?”

      “Take it easy, Miranda,” Hartford growled. “I’m not a complete idiot here. Thanks to your attorney friend here, we were able to get the federal guys up in Millersburg to rush a warrant. We’ve got a tracker on his phone. Now the warrant is only good for information regarding the kidnapping case, so we need to do this by the book.”

      “What does that mean?” she asked.

      “It means we need to go by the books on this. I don’t know how you found out about the warehouse we searched, but this information isn’t going to get leaked. So, I need you to take a step back and let me do my job. I’ll keep you in the loop as far as what we find, but I can’t have you stepping all over this part of the investigation.”

      Miranda couldn’t believe what he was saying. How could he just expect her to sit back and wait when she had already been one step ahead of them the entire time? The fact that they had found out the MC’s location and gotten there before the police was already a testament to what her friends could accomplish. She was pissed but wasn’t about to let Hartford see it. She had spent enough time with the man to know he would cut off the flow of information if she pushed too far.

      She stayed silent as she watched Hartford continue talking to her. The anger boiling inside of her was drowning out everything around her. Miranda knew they wouldn’t have gotten to Collin if it weren’t for her and her friends, but she couldn’t push the man any further. Darrel touched her arm, reeling her back from the rush of emotion running through her body. She quickly looked at him, his eyes asking if she was okay.

      She nodded and focused her attention on Hartford, only now realizing he was waiting for her to acknowledge that she understood what he was saying. She quickly smiled and nodded in agreement, knowing she wasn’t about to be put on the sideline.

      “Absolutely,” she lied. “I wouldn’t dream of interfering with your investigation. You guys are doing such a great job after all.”

      Hartford gave her a look that conveyed his lack of belief before rolling his eyes.

      “If you don’t need anything else, I really should get back to helping set up a search party,” Miranda said.

      “I didn’t realize you were helping with that.”

      “Is that okay? Or should I just stay home and breathe into a paper bag while praying you find some competence?”

      “I knew it,” Hartford growled. “You better stay out of this, Miranda—”

      Miranda couldn’t help but laugh at him. She tried to hold it in, but the look of dismay on the man's face had her bursting at the seams. Hartford just glared at her, which made her find it even more hysterical. She suddenly got the feeling that she was being watched, but when she glanced around her, she saw nothing.

      She turned back to Hartford, who was not finding anything as amusing as she was. Miranda thought, for a second, about what it must feel like to not know how to do the job he was hired to do. Her mind was racing, but none of the thoughts were making sense. She didn’t know why she suddenly felt the need to just laugh, but as she looked at Hartford again, she quickly stopped laughing and was left with just a chuckle.

      She watched as Hartford slowly moved his hand to his equipment belt. Looking at her with an evil grin, he unbuttoned the clasp that held his handcuffs in place. She got the message quickly, knowing he would throw her in a cell if he thought it would keep her from interfering with his case. She smiled as she thought about making a run for it. She doubted he was in good enough shape to catch her.

      Just as he took out his cuffs and motioned for her to turn around, Dante came sneaking out of the shadows with a loud and obnoxious laugh. Miranda nearly took off running, not from fear but the mixed emotions she didn’t fully understand. She wasn’t sure if he had scared her or if she was just too tired to understand what was happening.

      “Good luck with that,” Dante said. “I’ve known her since we both had training wheels, and not once has she backed down from a challenge. Hell, just look at me. I’m a changed man because of her.”

      Miranda glared at her ex, but his annoying habit of appearing whenever he wasn’t wanted worked in her favor as Hartford turned to tell Dante what he’d learned. She quickly snapped out of her panic and grabbed Darrel’s hand, pulling him away, noting the enraged look in Dante’s eyes the second her fingers laced through Darrel’s. She wasn’t trying to goad him, but she needed to get out of there before Hartford really did lock her up. The ruse worked, and Dante was frozen in his anger long enough for them to jump into Darrel’s SUV.

      By the time he started after them and Hartford realized they’d slipped away, their tires were already squealing down the road. She laughed as Darrel checked the rearview mirror half a dozen times. Without saying a word to him, she programmed Jim and Martha’s address into his GPS and gave him a wink. She knew he wasn’t going to be happy about the change of plans, but to be fair, she never technically had said they were going directly to her mother’s house.

      He groaned. “Now, why are we going back there and not out to your mom’s like you told that poor man?”

      “You and I both know he’s not going to share a thing with us when he finds it out.”

      “Jim already told us everything he knows and—”

      “He’ll call when he has more. Yeah, I know. You sound like a broken record with that line, sweetheart. We’ve got information that Jim can use, though, and the faster you get us there, the closer we are to finding the twins.”
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      “Let me get this straight,” Jim said, “you want me to break a half dozen laws and hack into a barely legal wire on some guy’s phone? Then you want me to give you GPS tracking on it, too?”

      “Yep,” Miranda said.

      Darrel nodded with her in unison. She could tell he thought it was an insane idea, but he played along, nonetheless. He really was a great friend. Jim sat back, sighing heavily as he ran his fingers through his hair. She knew it was a big request, even for him. If she’d thought for a single second that he couldn’t make it happen, Miranda never would have asked. She had spent too many nights at one too many parties listening to him talk about how talented he was with technology, though, to think he couldn’t handle it. Jim was a man of many skills, and Miranda knew it.

      He shrugged. “All right, why not? I don’t have anything else to do. Plus, I hear federal prisons are really more like country clubs these days.”

      She let out a sigh of relief. “I knew you’d be on board.”

      “Now, hold on one second. I’ll do this on one condition,” Jim said.

      “What?”

      “You need to go home and get some rest. I know this whole thing has you tied up in knots, but you are no good to those girls if you’re running around like a zombie, you hear?”

      The last thing on Miranda’s mind was getting sleep, though she knew she’d had a good night’s rest in days. Ever since this whole thing had started with Dante, she couldn’t remember a night she had got more than an hour or two. She was exhausted and didn’t know how she was even standing, much less awake. But the adrenaline hadn’t worn off from finding out her daughters were missing. Either way, she needed Jim’s help. So, she nodded in agreement.

      She would do anything to find her girls, even if that meant telling a white lie or two. She knew Jim meant well, though she also knew she wouldn’t be getting any sleep soon. She missed the twins and wouldn’t rest until she found them. Her heart ached to hold them in her arms again. She had no idea where they were or if they were even okay, but Jim could help track them down, and that was enough hope for now.

      She looked around the room at all the equipment Jim had set up. Miranda couldn’t help but think that one of the damn machines would lead them to her girls. Knowing that she needed to go and at least make Jim think she was going to get some rest, she faked a sigh and then yawned. Anything to get her girls back into her arms.

      “Thank you, Jim. Let me know if you find anything.”

      “I will. Now you, young fellow,” Jim said to Darrel. “You make sure she does like she said, got it?”

      “Yes, sir,” Darrel replied. “I’m on it.”

      “I’ll keep my ear to the ground on this and bring in Martha when she gets back as well. If this man has something to do with the girl’s disappearance, we will nail the bastard. Should I be worried about cops showing up at my door?”

      She shook her head. “No, Hartford is so tied up at the station that I don’t think he cared or bothered to see where we were going. Between Dante lurking around and the MC’s taking over his town, he’s probably just happy I’m out of the way for a minute.”

      They rose and headed for the door. Miranda followed Darrel as they climbed into his SUV and pulled out of the driveway. For the first time since the ordeal had started, she felt the weight of the day’s events on her body. She was physically exhausted from the ever-fluctuating emotions. Her body felt like she’d just completed a marathon. Leaning her head against the seat, she thought about what they needed to do next. Without knowing how long the trace would take or if Vernon would reach out, they were at a standstill. It was a simple waiting game at that point.

      Darrel pulled the SUV out onto the road and headed in the direction of Miranda’s house. Though she had told Jim she would get some rest, she had no intention of giving up on the twins for the night.

      “What exactly do you think you’re doing here?” Miranda asked.

      “I’m getting you home, Miranda,” Darrel replied. “I know that’s not what you want to do, but you need to get some sleep. You’re not going to be any good to anyone if you don’t try to get a few hours of shut-eye, at least.”

      “Not tonight. I want to go to the station, Darrel.”

      “Miranda, I’m just trying to keep my word to Jim. I promised him that you would get some rest like you said you were going to do.”

      “Come on, Darrel. You know I won’t be able to sleep.”

      “Maybe not, but at the very least, I’ll be able to say you tried.”

      “What are you going to do, handcuff me to the bed?”

      Darrel snickered. “I didn’t know that was an option.”

      Miranda rolled her eyes. “So, what? What’s your big plan here?” Miranda asked. “Are you going to sit there all night and babysit me? Maybe hold me at gunpoint?

      “I wasn’t going to, but if that’s what it takes to get you to take a break, I will. You have to look at the big picture here, Miranda. Getting some rest is going to recharge your brain. The girls need you to be sharp, not lagging behind due to lack of sleep.”

      Miranda slumped against the seat again, glaring out the window as she crossed her arms over her chest. She didn’t care that she was acting like a pouting child. Darrel and Jim were treating her like one, so why shouldn’t she? Even as the road unfolded into the darkness ahead, Miranda felt her eyelids growing heavy. She hated that they were right and she was exhausted. It didn’t feel right to sleep with her babies missing, though. A wave of fear and guilt washed over her again as she started to shake. Darrel pulled off to the side of the road and turned to her.

      “Hey, are you okay?” Darrel asked.

      “No, I’m not okay. I think I’m going crazy,” Miranda said. “It just doesn’t feel right to try to sleep without the girls there. They’re out there somewhere, all alone. I can’t imagine how scared they must be right now.”

      “Listen, they aren’t alone, Miranda. They have each other. They might be scared, but they will look out for each other, okay?”

      “I know they’ll take care of one another, but they’re just kids. They shouldn’t even have to worry about grown-up things like this.”

      “You’re right. They are just kids, but they’re your kids,” Darrel said. “They are just as tough and resilient as you are. Your daughters have your best qualities, and they’re going to get through this because of you. You’ve taught them to make the best of any situation, and that’s what they are going to do. Just like you’re doing by using all your contacts to find them, they’ll look after each other until they’re back in your arms again.”

      “I know you’re right, but I’m still worried about them.”

      Darrel sighed. “You know what, Miranda? You’re going to worry about them until the day you die. It goes with being a parent. You’ve raised them right, and they know how to survive.”

      “Thank you, Darrel. Your support means the world to me,” Miranda replied. “I think I’m ready to go home now.”

      As they pulled back onto the road, Miranda closed her eyes and said a prayer for her girls. She knew Darrel was right. They were both tough kids and would be okay as long as they watched each other’s back. It didn’t matter that they fought like cats and dogs at home. In the real world, Miranda had seen them protect each other time and time again. It was a sibling bond. While Cammie was allowed to pick on Becca and vice versa, outsiders weren’t allowed to pick on either without the other one springing into action.

      She took a deep breath and opened her eyes to look up at the stars. They were out there somewhere, frightened and alone. Her heart lurched as a tear rolled down her cheek. Miranda would never forgive herself for letting them be taken away from her. She buried the guilt inside, unable to process it without breaking down entirely. She had to hold it together just a little while longer. When she was home, in the privacy of her room, she would let the dam break.
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      She tossed and turned for a good hour before finally dozing off out of pure exhaustion. Despite her protests, Darrel refused to leave, instead setting up shop in the living room. He knew she was worried about how it might look and offered to go to her parent’s house and tell them exactly what he was doing there, but she declined. With the twins still missing, she no longer cared what the rest of the world thought of her or the company she kept. Sleep didn’t last long; her mind was plagued with terrible nightmares about the twins and what they might have to endure. After a few hours of restless sleep, she woke with a start to the sound of someone knocking on her door.

      Instantly her mind dragged back everything that had happened through a groggy haze. Darrel came in first with a steaming cup of coffee. She was eternally grateful for the man at that moment. Martha quickly followed him, who looked ten times more exhausted than Miranda. A wave of guilt washed over her again for having the audacity to sleep when others were looking for the children, but Martha was quick to tell her that Miranda looked better after the small but much-needed nap. When she glanced at the clock and realized it was almost six in the morning, panic set in. Her girls had been missing now for over eighteen hours. She knew the window was closing to find them.

      “I know it’s early in the morning, but this couldn’t wait,” Martha said. “There’s something you need to hear.”

      “What is it?” Miranda asked. “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s a phone call from the tap Jim was able to listen in on.”

      “Before you listen to it, you have to know it’s a tough call to hear,” Darrel warned.

      Miranda’s heart raced. “Are the girls okay? Did something happen to them?”

      “I promise that nothing on the call says either Becca or Cammie are hurt. It’s just going to be rough listening to the conversation. As far as we know, the girls are okay.”

      “They’re still missing, Darrel,” Miranda snapped. “And that is not okay.”

      Darrel sighed. “That’s not what I meant. I just meant that we don’t know anything has happened to cause them to be injured, okay?”

      “You’re right, Darrel. I’m sorry. Would you just play the recording, please? I have to know what’s going on, and the anticipation is killing me.”

      Miranda knew the lack of sleep was catching up with her. Though the few hours she had gotten the previous night had helped, she was still short-fused and taking it out on the wrong people.

      “All right,” Martha said. “It’s a call that came in about twenty minutes ago. It’s between Vernon and Collin.”

      “I appreciate you bringing it over so fast, thank you,” Miranda said.

      Martha nodded and then pushed play.

      “Where the hell are you? You think you can just up and leave the club?”

      “I didn’t know what else to do, man. I had these sharks on my back. I had to handle them.”

      “Oh, they’re handled all right. The law is looking for you, man. They think you snatched some kids. Tell me you didn’t have anything to do with that…are you still there?”

      “Yeah, listen. I don’t want to pull the MC into this. It’s handled, okay?”

      “You took an MC vehicle, you little shit. Did you think we would just forgive that? Paid off your debt to those loan sharks, too. Where are the kids, Vernon?”

      “I don’t know, okay? It was just a job.”

      “Who hired you to pick them up?”

      “Shit, man, you know that’s not how it works. I got a call asking if I wanted to make ten grand. So yeah, I took the job.”

      “Son of a…you need to get your ass back here. Where the hell is my van?”

      “I can’t come back. I’m sorry, Collin. The van is fine. They told me to drop it and the kids off at that housing development off the interstate headed to Welch. The money was in a bag, and I figured they’d leave the van. They just wanted the girls.”

      “You stop to think about what they are gonna do to those girls?”

      “I…it’s not like that man…the dude has a beef with that bitch, Miranda. I didn’t think—”

      “Yeah, you didn’t think. If I ever see you in this neck of the woods again, I won't think, either, when I put a bullet between your eyes.”

      “We have to get over there, Darrel. We need to see if the girls are there or if there are any clues as to where they might have been taken.”

      “Just slow down there, okay?” Darrel said. “I don’t think it’s a good idea to just go showing up at the spot. We should tell the police what we learned and let them handle it.”

      “Because they’ve done such a fine job so far? I’m not going to just hand them information that we obtained illegally. Hartford already wants to put my ass in jail, but I want to find my daughters.”

      “It’s not about who can do the better job, Miranda. We need to make sure this is done by the book.”

      “I’m not talking about interfering, Darrel. I just want to have a look around and see what we can find.”

      Darrel sighed. “Fine, but promise me we will leave as soon as the cops show up. I don’t need you sitting in a jail cell while we’re trying to find them. Got it?”

      “I get it, Darrel,” Miranda said. “I promise we’ll leave as soon as the police show up. I don’t want to sit in a jail cell any more than you want to see me in one.”

      “Thank you. Now, I’ll let you get ready so we can go.”

      “Look, just give me about five minutes to get a quick shower. I’ll meet you downstairs when I’m done.”

      Miranda made the shower the fastest one of her life but felt a little more human by the time she was wrapping her damp hair into a bun and jogging down the steps. Darrel was waiting for her, with her coat already in one hand and her purse in the other. She smiled halfheartedly, praying he would still be around when they’d found the girls. Despite everything going on, Miranda couldn’t help but feel a powerful attraction to the man with each passing hour. It wasn’t just how he looked; it was how he acted, too. There was a kindness inside of Darrel that she’d never known from a man before.

      She quickly threw on her coat and rushed out the door to his SUV. Jumping into the passenger seat, she entered the address into the GPS. It immediately went to the quickest route to take.

      “Would you like to make a quick stop when we are done and get something for breakfast?” Darrel asked. “I don’t know about you, but I’m getting pretty hungry myself.”

      “I’m really not that hungry, Darrel. I can’t even think about food right now with the girls out there somewhere. After hearing that call, I don’t even know if they're being fed, either.”

      Darrel sighed. “Well, I guess I’ll just have to tell Jim I can’t keep my promise. You remember I told him I’d take care of you, right?”

      “Yes, I remember.”

      Miranda really didn’t feel like she was hungry, but when she thought about the last day, she realized it had been a while since she had eaten anything. She turned and looked at Darrel, who was staring at her with a smile on his face. She gave him a slight smile back before finally giving in. “Okay, but only because you threatened to tell on me, you big baby.”

      Darrel smiled. “I know food is probably the furthest thing from your mind right now, but you have to keep up your strength. Everyone has to eat. Even someone as hard-headed as you are needs food.”

      “I already agreed, but I get your point,” Miranda said. “I’ll only eat something after we’ve had a chance to check out the warehouse, though. I don’t want to waste any more time getting there.”

      “I accept that. You have yourself a deal. Now, let’s get to the warehouse so I can get you something to eat.”

      As she buckled her seatbelt and pressed the start button for the navigation system, she watched the route unfold. They were twenty minutes from the edge of town where the new houses were being built. She drove past it every time she took the twins to the mall in a neighboring town. It was one of the few blemishes on Suffix. The company that had started the build had ended up filing bankruptcy. Now, a dozen empty shells of houses that never would be stood on the edge of the city. Miranda thought about the dangers of the construction zone and tried not to get sick. They had to be okay. She’d never forgive herself if the girls weren’t.
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      It took them less than fifteen minutes to get to the development. Darrel flew down the back country roads like a seasoned professional instead of jumping on the highway and risking getting pulled over by a state trooper. The crooked gate hung open when they pulled up. Kids had gotten through and spray-painted several of the houses, making the development appear even more destitute than it was. Miranda hated that it was so close to the highway. It was an eyesore for the community.

      “Jesus, how are we going to find them in here?” she whispered.

      “On the call, he said he was told to leave the van in a garage. I only see about six houses that have those already built. Plus, whoever hired him wouldn’t want to keep the van. It’s got to still be here.”

      They moved slowly around the cul-de-sac, peering into every garage as they went, until finally, they saw the back end of the van. Her heart started to race as Darrel stopped the SUV. She was out the door before he had it in park, racing over to the back doors and looking inside with the light of her phone’s flashlight. The girls weren’t there, but the bookbags she’d sent with them to spend the night at Dante’s were. Miranda reached for the back latch when she heard Darrel yell for her to stop. Never before had she heard him so forceful. It was enough to make her jump away from the door entirely.

      “You can’t just go touching everything, no matter how worried and interested you may be,” Darrel said, handing her a glove. “That’s a good way to ruin any fingerprints there may be, and you’ll end up leaving your own. Doing that will get you thrown into a cell.”

      “You scared the hell out of me, but I’m glad you’re here to stop me from making dumbass decisions,” Miranda said. “Thank you, Darrel. What would I do without you?”

      “Obviously, you’d be leaving your fingerprints everywhere right about now.” He chuckled. “Seriously, though. Try to touch as little as possible. If you do have to touch or move anything, don’t make it obvious and try to put it back where you found it. When the cops get here, they’re going to go through everything with a fine-tooth comb.”

      “That’s if they even find the place. They aren’t exactly the brightest pack of bulbs, are they?”

      Darrel sighed. “You might not think they are very good at their jobs, but I promise they’re doing everything in their power to find your daughters.”

      “I know, but it doesn’t always feel like it.”

      “Maybe not, but I know they’ll throw your ass in jail if they find your DNA everywhere.”

      “Fair enough. I’ll keep everything just how it is. Besides,” Miranda said, “I’m only looking for one thing anyway.”

      Darrel’s face fell, the color draining some as it dawned on him what a dire situation Cammie could be in. He quickly pulled on the second glove and jogged around to the van's side door. They opened the doors at the same time. She carefully gave the contents of the van a cursory glance. Instantly, her stomach dropped, a wave of nausea threatening to knock her over as she saw the scattered remains of a snack someone had given the girls. It had to have been Vernon to keep them calm. The dehydrated fruit packaging still lay on the floor of the van.

      With slightly less care, she grabbed Cammie’s bookbag. Someone had already opened and rifled through it. She held her breath as she searched, then searched again through every pocket for a second time. It wasn’t there. Miranda didn’t know whether to feel relieved or worried that the EpiPen was missing. On the one hand, it was good that they had the sense to take it with them, but on the other, an EpiPen had to be used correctly and still wasn’t a replacement for taking her to the emergency room.

      “Miranda?” Darrel whispered from the front seat.

      He held up something, shining his light on the empty plastic canister that housed Cammie’s EpiPen. She couldn’t speak. She was barely able to breathe, feeling as though she was there with her poor girls in the terrifying moment it was used. She thought of both of them screaming and crying as her poor daughter’s throat closed. Her breaths came in labored gasps as she stumbled away from the van, clutching her chest. They had to be so frightened. Miranda dropped to her knees, tears falling as Darrel raced to her side. He held her, promising her that it was going to be okay despite not knowing if it was the truth.

      Miranda’s heart was racing as the tears continued to fall. Her face was buried in Darrel’s chest as he held her and let her have a moment of panic. The frantic feeling in the pit of her stomach just wouldn’t go away. Every time she thought of the EpiPen, her heart broke a little more.

      “Cammie was terrified of the EpiPen,” she sobbed. “She hated the idea that she might ever have to use it. We’ve gone through drills before, just to make sure she understood the process.”

      “You prepared her well, I’m sure,” he promised. “She’s not here, though, and we haven’t heard anything from any hospitals saying she’s been dropped off. So, whoever she’s with was at least smart enough to use it.”

      “She knew how to use it and where it would go, but she was so scared of the needle being jabbed into her that even with some of the drills, she would start to panic. Cammie is always so careful to stay clear of strawberries, just because of the EpiPen. I wasn’t there for her, Darrel. My daughter had an allergic reaction, and I wasn’t there for her.”

      “Listen, it’s okay. Just take a deep breath. I promise we’re going to find them.”

      Miranda tried to take a deep breath and relax but couldn’t catch her breath. Before she knew it, she started to hyperventilate. Squeezing Darrel’s arm, she tried to get his attention.

      “I can’t…I…I can’t breathe,” she stammered.

      “You’re having a panic attack, Miranda,” Darrel said. “I know it’s hard, but just keep breathing. It’s going to be okay. Everything will be all right. Deep breaths. Just focus on me.”

      Flashing lights and sirens started to approach from the direction of the highway. Miranda could hear them and knew they needed to go, but she couldn’t move. Her body felt frozen in place. With one swift motion, though, she felt Darrel’s arms beneath her, strong and resilient, as he lifted her off the ground and carried her to the car. She felt helpless, hating herself for being so vulnerable, but as Darrel climbed in behind the wheel and started talking, she felt the pressure slowly start to slip away.

      “Are you okay?” Darrel asked.

      “Still trying to catch my breath,” she said softly.

      “All right, keep trying. It’s going to come. Just keep breathing and focusing on me. Talk to me, Miranda.”

      “I don’t know what…to say,” Miranda said.

      “Tell me what’s going on. What does it all feel like?”

      “I feel like my heart is going to explode.”

      “Okay, good. Now, what else do you feel?” he asked.

      “What do you mean that it’s good?”

      Darrel chuckled. “I don’t mean that it’s good that your heart is going to explode, just that you understand what the feeling is. Now, what else?”

      “It’s hard to breathe, and my arm is tingling,” Miranda continued. “Oh, God. Am I having a heart attack? Am I going to die?”

      “No,” Darrel said sternly, “you’re not having a heart attack. It’s a panic attack. Keep focusing on me, okay? The symptoms mimic a heart attack, but I promise they’ll go away soon. Now, do you trust me?”

      “Yes, but are you sure I’m not going to die?”

      “As long as you keep breathing, okay? You’re doing great. We just need to calm you down. Everything is going to be all right. I promise that no matter what, I’m right here with you. Now take one deep breath for me.”

      Miranda tried to take a deep breath but was stopped about halfway through it by her chest, feeling like it was being squeezed. She tried several more times before she was finally able to take a full inhalation. As soon as she did, her body’s tension began to ease. A small amount of relief crept in, and her breathing started returning to normal.

      By the time they reached the center of town again, Miranda was starting to feel human. She was surprised when Darrel headed in the direction of the police station and not her house again. Miranda had been expecting another battle to make her try to sleep, yet something had shifted in Darrel.

      Two days ago, they were barely friends again, yet now, he had the worried expression of a man who was missing his own children. Miranda promised herself that she would spend the rest of her life showing him just how much she appreciated everything he’d done for her and the twins.
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      “Well, I can’t say I’m surprised,” Darrel muttered.

      Miranda was sitting in the waiting room, popping one doughnut hole after another into her mouth as she chased them down with the station’s stale coffee. They’d only been there a few minutes, but almost instantly, Darrel had been summoned to one of the back offices. Miranda was still recovering but kept up her end of the bargain to eat something. She knew the food was helping as her energy slowly started to return. Though the ache in her heart remained.

      “Officer Hartford wants us to stay put here. Turns out he’s got a few questions.”

      “Do you think he knows we were there?” Miranda asked.

      “He’s not an idiot, as much as I’d like to think he’s one. I’m sure he knows something's up. We’ve been one step ahead of him this entire time, so I’m sure that’s driving him nuts.”

      “Good,” she muttered. “It might motivate him to do better if he’s being shown up by a lawyer and nurse.”

      Darrel chuckled.

      Miranda couldn’t help but smile when he’d chuckle. She suddenly found herself enjoying his company more the longer they spent together. She was pulled from her thoughts when she heard a call come over the radio that the Potts Pharmacy had just been held up at gunpoint. Her heart raced, but she wasn’t sure why. Anything that she heard became a lead for her daughter.

      The dispatcher quickly responded and asked if the robber was still there. Miranda couldn’t believe it when the dispatcher mentioned that it would still be a little bit before she could get an officer to the location. She nearly screamed out loud when the caller said the robber was gone and the only thing he had wanted was a stock of EpiPens. She knew it had to be someone with knowledge of her daughters’ location.

      Rage coursed through her body when the dispatcher said it would be about twenty minutes before an officer would arrive. She knew the place well, having lived around the area most of her life. It was right down the road, and she couldn’t believe it would take the cops so long to get there. Miranda knew they had to get there first. Was it possible they had gotten the biggest lead of the case so far? She was willing to take the chance and quickly looked at Darrel. Their eyes met when he turned and acknowledged he had heard it, too.

      “That’s only four blocks from here,” Miranda whispered.

      “We don’t know if it’s the same people who took the twins,” Darrel replied.

      “Oh, come on, what are the odds?” she hissed. “You know as well as I do, there isn’t a big black market on EpiPens. They have to be linked, meaning the kidnappers are still here, at least for now. We have to talk to that lady.”

      Darrel groaned.

      “We can get there and back before Hartford even knows we are missing. If anyone asks, we can tell them we stepped out for some coffee not shit like they have here.”

      “You know, I used to be a law-abiding citizen before I met you,” he mumbled. “Now you have me breaking rules and laws every time I turn around.”

      She grinned and kissed his cheek. “I knew you’d come around to the dark side eventually. Don’t worry. It's always exciting over here. There’s no cure for it, either.”

      He frowned and sighed, nodding and jerking his head in the direction of the door. Miranda wanted to hug him but knew there was no time. They waited and watched the dispatcher sitting at the front desk. After a few minutes, the man grabbed a stack of paperwork and turned his back to the front door to use the copy machine situated behind him. It was the moment they’d been waiting for as they quietly raced out the door. They jogged down the road, not bothering with the SUV back in the precinct parking lot.

      The pharmacist was a middle-aged, plump woman. It was easy to tell she had never been through something as traumatic as being robbed before. Her pale skin and wide eyes were enough for anyone to see that she was frightened. Miranda felt bad for the woman, but she needed answers and was in a hurry.

      “Hi there, miss,” Darrel said. “I’m Darrel, and this is Miranda. We’re just going to ask a few questions, okay?”

      “Okay,” she stammered.

      “Did you get a good look at the man who robbed you?” Darrel asked.

      “I couldn’t get a good look at his face; he had on a mask.”

      “Did he say anything?”

      “He just kept screaming at me to give him some EpiPens,” the woman said. “He kept asking me all these questions, too.”

      Questions about what?” Miranda asked.

      “At first, it was just about the pens, but then he kept asking other things.”

      “Like what?” Darrel asked. “I know it’s hard to remember everything you’ve been through, but we really need your help.”

      She sighed. “He asked if the pens could be used more than once a day. Then he asked if there was any other medication for allergic reactions. It was strange and terrifying at the same time. He kept waving the gun and pointing it at me. The last thing he asked was if there was anything else he should be doing for someone in that position. Other than going to the hospital, I didn’t know what to say.”

      After thanking the woman for the information, the pair darted back out the door. They were on the steps of the police station a few minutes later when they saw the police cruiser pull up to the pharmacy. It wasn’t Hartford, though. He pulled past the stopped cruiser to the front of the station and climbed out, glaring at the pair as he jerked his head for them to follow him inside. Something told Miranda that they were about to get an earful. Just as they walked into the station lobby, her phone started to ring, and Jim’s name popped up on the screen. While Hartford was touching base with the dispatcher, she snuck back outside.

      “I don’t have a lot of time to talk right now, but what do you have for me?” Miranda asked, answering the call.

      “There was a robbery at the local pharmacy. It was about four blocks from the station.”

      “I know, Jim. We’re actually at the station now.”

      “Well, I was able to hack the security footage from the street cameras,” Jim replied. “I was able to follow a green sedan from the drugstore.”

      “Where did it go to?”

      “I could only follow it to the edge of town, but it was heading west toward Fultonham. It was doing the speed limit, but it was still in a hurry. I think that if you want a good chance at finding the girls, I’d start there.”

      “Oh, thank you so much, Jim. You’ve been a blessing to us. Anything else you can tell me?”

      “Well, I’d start looking at any abandoned houses out that way. I feel like they have to be somewhere close by, and if they were headed that direction, there must be a place they’re hiding out.”

      “I agree,” Miranda replied. “I’ll let Darrel know what you found, and we’ll see about researching what’s vacant in that direction. Thanks again, Jim. You have no idea how much this means to me.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I’d do anything for you and the girls, just be careful and get them home.”

      She thanked him one last time as the station doors opened and Hartford stepped out, glaring at her with his arms crossed over his chest. She knew he was livid as he jerked his head for her to get back inside. When she did, her heart started to race. Darrel was nowhere in sight. Hartford held open the door for the back part of the building and pointed at his office. She still didn’t see Darrel anywhere, and her mind started to race. It had only been a few minutes that she’d been gone. Just as she passed the empty interrogation room, Darrel emerged from the break room with another officer.

      He waved but said nothing as she walked into Hartford’s office, following her and taking the seat next to her as Hartford slammed the door and sat down across from them. She couldn’t recall a time she’d ever seen the man so angry, but she wasn’t going to let her temper get the best of her. All they had to do was sit through whatever tangent he wanted to give them. Then, they could be back on the road and, hopefully, the trail to finding her daughters. If the officer wanted to be mad, they were always ahead of the force. He could bitch about it to an empty office. Cammie didn’t have time for his bruised ego, and neither did she.
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      Miranda knew the silent treatment Hartford was giving them was meant to be an intimidation tactic, but it had little effect. Ignoring his glares, she pulled out her phone and quickly typed out everything Jim had told her. She could feel the officer's rage growing with each passing second that she ignored his glares. Like a scorned teen, Miranda looked up when she finished the message and hit send as she met Hartford’s eyes. Seconds later, Darrel’s phone chimed, and Miranda grinned at Hartford. He burst from his chair and started to rant.

      “How in the hell do you both keep turning up at the same places we go?” Hartford shouted. “It’s no coincidence that you’re there, and I want to know how you’re getting there before us.”

      “What are you even talking about?” Miranda asked.

      “Don’t play dumb, okay? You might think we don’t know what we’re doing with this case, but I know a thing or two about police work. The officers at the pharmacy went over the security footage. Can you take a wild guess at what he found?”

      “That the place had been robbed?” She smirked.

      “This is serious, Miranda. I got the call just as I was pulling up to the building. We have you on camera entering the pharmacy and talking to the pharmacist. Just what in the hell do you think you guys are doing? I’m pretty sure the two of you were at the housing development, too. What do you have to say for yourself?”

      “I just wish I knew what you were talking about. What housing development?” Miranda asked.

      “What about you, Darrel? You going to say you don’t know what I’m talking about, either?”

      “Sorry, Officer,” Darrel said, “but I don’t recall any housing development.”

      “Look, I can’t prove you were there, but something is telling me you were. All I want to know is who your informant is. Where are you getting your information?” Hartford asked.

      The pair stayed silent, neither one making a sound. Miranda could see the anger rising in Hartford, but she didn’t care. Her daughters didn’t have time for the games he was trying to play. With or without him, she was going to do whatever it took to bring them home.

      “You know, we’ve been talking about it, and it seems like the best course of action here would be a press conference,” Darrel said. “I think it’s time we made the masses aware of the situation.”

      “Oh, you do now? Last time I checked, I was in charge of this investigation, not you,” Hartford snapped. “Do you have a badge on your chest? Or you, Miranda?”

      “Save the drama, Hartford. We know they used an EpiPen on Cammie. She needs a hospital. Maybe if we can address them directly—”

      “How did you know about the EpiPen if you say you weren’t there.”

      “I didn’t say anything like that, now, did I?” she shot back. “You are wasting our time.”

      “The same could be said about you, except it’s a crime to waste the force's time. I’m sure I could find a judge to give me an arrest warrant at least on you, Miranda.”

      Miranda sighed. She didn’t want to get into it with him again, but he was making it difficult. Wasn’t it enough that they were all on the same team trying to find the twins? She wasn’t going to fall for his tricks, though. She knew any information she gave him might lead back to Jim and Martha. There was no way she’d risk exposing her friends who had helped them so far. It wasn’t her fault they had better intel than the government-funded station. Every hour she spent dealing with them only drove her closer to leaving the small town once they found the girls and living a life outside the system’s overreach.

      “Hartford, I’m just going to be straight with you, okay?” Darrel said.

      “I wish one of you would.”

      “You can’t prove we have done anything to interfere with the investigation. I’m just a concerned lawyer, helping a loving and caring mother find her missing children.”

      “I might not be able to prove anything yet, but I can sure as hell throw the two of you in a jail cell for the next twenty-four hours until an investigation is completed on whether you have or haven’t.”

      “You’re right, Hartford. You could do that,” Darrel said. “I feel it’s in the best interests of everyone involved that I let you know you would be making a big mistake if you did, though.”

      “Oh really, and how would that be a mistake?”

      “Because I promise you, if you throw us in jail, you’ll have a hellfire of angry city attorneys making your life a living hell. Not a single person in this town would fault a mother for doing everything she could to find her daughters, and if you think for one moment that they’d let you get away with arresting her, then you are sadly mistaken, my friend.” Darrel smiled. “Now, what were you saying about the press conference?”

      Hartford groaned. “Fine, I agree it’s a good idea, and I’ll work on getting it all set up.”

      “Thank you, Officer. I think that’s a great idea,” Darrel replied.

      “Miranda, I’m truly sorry about Cammie. I hope we find them soon,” Hartford said.

      Miranda was caught off guard by Hartford’s touching sentiment. She’d hoped they would all be on the same page, but in earnest, she hadn’t been optimistic. It still felt a bit like a ruse, though. If Hartford thought he could stop them from searching by keeping the pair close, he had another think coming. As the conversation continued about what would be said at the conference, she saw Dante appear in the lobby out of the corner of her eye. Hartford saw him as well and quickly excused himself. She couldn’t see what they were saying, but a few minutes later, Dante started cussing at the man. She and Darrel were out the office door and in the lobby in seconds.

      As much as she despised him, she didn’t want to see Dante thrown in jail for disturbing the peace. He was hurting the same as her. While she hated to admit that he was worried about the twins, everything pointed at him being a truly concerned father. She could tell by the bags under his eyes that, at the very least, he was losing sleep as well over their disappearance. Though he hadn’t been forthcoming with them about Vernon initially, Dante genuinely came across like he wanted to help the police find his daughters.

      “What do you mean you’re going to have a press conference?” Dante shouted.

      Miranda wasn’t sure why he was upset about them going to the press. The more people heard about what was going on, the more likely they were to find the girls. She listened as he continued to cuss out Hartford every time he tried to explain the procedure.

      “I don’t want to take this public,” Dante said. “It’s going to be bad for the MC to be blasted on the news like that.”

      Miranda was shocked. “You sit there and pretend to care about the girls, but all you care about is that damn club. You’re never going to change, Dante.”

      “I do care about the girls,” Dante said, lowering his voice. “I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t. They’re the whole reason I came back to this town, to begin with. I just don’t understand why we have to go public and tell the world my girls are missing.”

      “You’re nothing but a selfish prick. You only care about yourself and how you look in other people's eyes.”

      “Yeah, and you’re a pathetic excuse for a mother,” Dante shouted.

      Darrel moved so fast that none of the trio saw his fist moving until it was too late. His knuckles collided with Dante’s jaw, sending a sickening crack through the tense air. Dante never saw the ground coming. He was unconscious from the force of the blow before his body stumbled backward and landed with a thud on the steps. Thankfully, Hartford was there to grab his shoulders and prevent his head from cracking against the cement. For a split second, Miranda was sure Hartford was going to arrest Darrel when he stood back up. Instead, he extended his arm and shook the man’s hand.

      “Thanks, you have no idea how badly I’ve wanted to do that. I guess the badge isn’t always the best thing to have on,” Hartford said.

      Darrel chuckled. “He had it coming. I’m just happy I was here to get to do it. What are you gonna do when he comes back around?”

      Hartford shrugged and looked at Miranda. “I didn’t see anything, did you?”

      She grinned and shook her head. “Nope. Now let’s get moving on that press conference.”
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      Miranda was surprised when they stepped back out onto the precinct steps an hour later and found it flooded with reporters. It quickly became clear that while she and Darrel had been chasing leads, her family was going above and beyond to get the word out about the girls' kidnapping. Dante was nowhere in sight. She could only imagine how angry he was, but she didn’t care. His words had cut through her like a searing blade. She tried not to think about it, knowing what he had said wasn’t true.

      Hartford was first to the podium of microphones, welcoming everyone and thanking them for coming out. He was selective in what he shared with the press, leaving out many of the specific details but making a point of telling the public about Cammie’s allergy. When he introduced Miranda and stepped to the side, she wasn’t ready. The anxiety she had when it came to public speaking returned. Knowing it was for her children, she took a deep breath and stepped in front of the flashing cameras.

      “I just…I wanted to say a few words to the people who took my little girls,” she said. “Please, Cammie needs a doctor. She is in a great deal of pain right now if you had to use the EpiPen on her. Just bring them back, and this can all be over. My little girls need their mother. I don’t care who you are or what you were thinking. I just want them home. Becca and Cammie are my entire world. If there is something you want…I don’t know, I’ll give you everything I have, please just bring them home to me. Please.”

      Her voice cracked. She soon felt Darrel’s comforting arms around her as he led her back into the station. She’d wanted to say more to the people who had taken her daughters, but the words wouldn’t come. Instead, she let Hartford take over again as she waited in his office, relishing the sound of silence until the front doors opened and he came walking back into the office. He closed the door gently behind him and sat, shaking his head and sighing.

      “Well, this is all new for me. I shouldn’t be telling you anything at all, but I think we need to stop getting in each other’s way and start acting like we’re on the same team,” Hartford said.

      “Seriously?” Miranda said, shocked.

      “Yes, I know it might come as a surprise, but the more hands we have on this, the better the girls will be.” Hartford shrugged. “I don’t know. Call me sentimental. Anyway, we have a lead on the direction the robber might have gone.”

      “Why don’t we work McConn Drive together?” Darrel offered, “You guys can take two roads, and we can look through two roads.”

      “How in the…you know what? We don’t have time to try to figure out how in the world you knew what we are just finding out.”

      “Lucky guess, that’s all, man,” Darrel said with a smile.

      “Whatever you say.” Hartford sighed again. “I was only telling you what we have learned. I don’t know if I want the two of you running around town, looking for your daughters. I think this is a police matter that needs to be handled—”

      “Come on, Hartford,” Miranda said. “You know we’re just going to go look, anyway. You want us to work together. This is how it’s going to be.”

      “Fine, but if you see anything, and I mean even the slightest thing that looks suspicious, you better radio it in immediately, or the threat of jail time won’t be a threat any longer.”

      “We’ll radio in anything we see, Officer,” Darrel said.

      She was still shocked that Hartford was letting them help when they climbed into Darrel’s SUV. As was now becoming a habit, she took the initiative and programmed the first road into his GPS despite it being an area Miranda knew he knew well. The dirt road that connected both towns had been used by teens for hooking up and hanging out for as long as Miranda could remember. They reached the first road and pulled slowly down it. The only house there had been destroyed a decade before in a fire. It was apparent from the outside that no one had been using it for quite some time. Her heart sank. When the second house turned into a dead end as well, she felt like she’d been punched in the gut.

      “Do you think anyone else is having any better luck?” Miranda asked. “I feel like we just keep hitting dead ends.”

      “I’m sure they’d call if they did. Hartford doesn’t want us running around here anyway. So, I’m sure the first chance he has to get us off the search, he’ll take it.”

      “I’m just worried about the girls. I can’t help but think about Cammie and how much pain she must be in right now.”

      “Look, if the people who took them wanted to hurt them, they wouldn’t be going out of their way to get her EpiPens. So, at the very least, we have that working on our side.”

      “How do you feel about the press conference? Did it help at all?”

      “As for the people of this town and the people around it, it’s going to make it much more difficult for the kidnapper to get away. So, in that manner, I think it helped more than we’ll ever know.”

      “What about my pleas for them to return the girls? Was that too much?”

      Darrel sighed. “I know it must feel hopeless right now, but you did the right thing. If these bastards have any heart at all, they’ll bring them home to you.”

      “I can’t help but wonder if the MC had something to do with this. Maybe as payback at Dante, or something of that nature.”

      “I don’t know if they did or not, but I will tell you one thing. I’m sure Dante has made a ton of enemies over the years. There’s no telling what kind of people he climbed into bed with to fund his club.”

      They’d pulled over on the side of the road. Miranda’s phone started to vibrate. She grabbed it with trembling hands, praying it was Hartford with good news. Instead, it was a video text. The number came up as blocked, and no text was accompanying it. Her eyes darted to Darrel. He had the same worried expression as she did as he nodded for her to press the play button. Her fingers shook as she clicked on it. Miranda gasped, a sob shaking her body as Becca appeared on the screen. She was crying, her eyes swollen from the tears as she wrapped her arms around her folded legs. Wherever they were holding her, it looked like a dirty hotel.

      “Oh my God,” Darrel whispered.

      Too soon, the video feed turned away from Becca to the person shooting the video. He or she wore a ski mask and held up an audio distortion device to their lips. When she heard the individual's voice, it was a rough growl that was indistinguishable from even male or female. There were no clues immediately giving away their location.

      “This is for the MC and President Dante. You’ve got twenty-four hours to get one-million dollars in unmarked bills, or you’ll never see the girl again.”

      The video clip ended. Her heart lurched.

      “No,” she stammered. “No, that can’t be it. There has to be more. Why didn’t they show us Cammie, Darrel? Where is she?”

      “Miranda…”

      “No. No! Where is she? Why don’t they want a ransom for her, too?”

      Miranda began to hyperventilate again. This time she was more prepared, though it didn’t stop the panic from setting in. Where the hell was Cammie, and why hadn’t they shown her on the video? Panic set in faster and faster. The world around her was going dark, and she started to feel dizzy. As she reached for the handle to the door and missed, she looked at the door and could see a mixture of blur and spots.

      Her heart began racing as she struggled to get the door open. She could hear Darrel’s voice but didn’t understand a word he was saying to her. Her world was going dark, and the longer it took to open the door, the more she started to panic. Just when she thought her head would explode, the door swung open, and she puked all over the ground.

      She instantly felt much better, but rage filled her as she thought about the words on the recording. From the start, she had known Dante was to blame. Now she had all the proof she needed. He was the reason her daughters had been taken. He was the reason it felt like her world was falling apart, and he was the reason the girls were going through hell.

      At that moment, she only knew one thing—she was going to make him pay.
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      “I can’t believe this is happening,” Miranda whispered.

      “Hang in there. We’re gonna get them back,” Hartford muttered. “We’ve got our best men working on tracing that message.”

      “Great,” she growled. “That makes me feel so much better.”

      He sighed. “Miranda, you know we are doing what we can. I gotta tell you, though, you aren’t making it easy. They said the video was sent to someone before them. You want to tell me who?”

      “Sure, I sent it to Darrel as backup. You can even look on his phone.”

      Darrel nodded, holding up his phone to show that Miranda had sent the video file. Hartford didn’t need to know Miranda had instructed him to forward the video to his email and send it to Jim. She had very little faith in the small-town police force finding anything about who had sent it. Whereas Jim would have answers within the hour. She knew Hartford was fishing for clues on her inside man, but she wasn’t going to give him anything. It wasn’t her fault they were faster than the force.

      “Are we going to talk about the ransom?” she asked.

      “I don’t see what there is to talk about,” Dante growled from the other end of the table. “I’m not gonna pay it.”

      “No one thinks you’ve got that kind of money, so don’t worry about that,” she snapped.

      He snorted. “Bitch, I’ve got over a million sitting in the bank right now, just waiting for me to spend.”

      “Don’t bother lying, Dante,” Miranda hissed. “No one wants your dirty money, even if you could come up with it.”

      “You better put a muzzle on your girlfriend,” he snapped at Darrel.

      She grabbed his arm when he started to rise. There was no doubt in her mind that Darrel would be happy to lay Dante out again, but it wasn’t going to get them any closer to getting the girls back. Miranda sighed and shook her head.

      “If he’s not going to help us get them back, does he even need to be here?” Miranda asked.

      “I’ve got just as much right to this investigation as you’ve got,” Dante growled.

      “Yet you won’t lift a finger to save them. That’s some really solid parenting, asshole.” Miranda turned her attention back to Hartford. “I can take out a mortgage on the house, and I know my parents will do the same. Maybe we can raise the rest of the money through the community.”

      “That won’t be necessary,” Darrel said. “I can cover the ransom. All I care about is getting them back.”

      Miranda was blown away by his generosity. It didn’t even register at first that he actually had that kind of money, just that he was willing to donate it to recover the girls. It was touching that he would even consider doing that sort of thing, let alone the fact that he didn’t hesitate. She had never had a man in her life that had cared enough to even do the little things that women adored. As she looked away from Darrel, trying not to let her emotions show, she saw the rage in Dante’s eyes as she glanced in his direction.

      “Nice to see you found a boy toy who is loaded,” Dante said. “Must be packing, too. I know you like them big. How does it feel, Darrel?”

      “Being loaded? Feels pretty nice, actually.” Darrel smiled. “Plus, I get to help bring the girls back. I’d say that’s probably the best thing I could ever spend the money on. Not like you would know what it’s like to be a charitable person.”

      Dante scoffed. “Who cares what kind of money you have? I wasn’t asking about that—”

      “Nobody really cares what you have to say,” Darrel snapped. “You were part of those girls’ lives for, what, all of about two hours? They didn’t even know who in the hell you were until this week. So no, I don’t think you have any right to be here. None of this would have happened if you would have just stayed gone.”

      “Those are strong words, pretty boy,” Dante growled. “Must feel pretty nice having my dirty seconds. How does it feel to know I was there first? A low life like me having been all up—”

      “If you want to have a dick-measuring contest, bring it on. Otherwise, just sit there and shut the hell up.”

      Dante stood so suddenly that his chair toppled over. Instantly, the other men were on their feet. He didn’t bother to stop for either of them as he stormed out of the room. Miranda jumped when the door slammed behind him, but she didn’t care that he was gone. He could stay gone for all she cared. Whether or not he had the money in the bank wasn’t the issue. Knowing that he wouldn’t help the children was another. Once again, Dante had proven he cared more about his image as the club’s president than as a father.

      “Look, the one thing we know for sure about the video is that they called out Dante and the MC specifically,” Miranda said.

      “That’s true. They never said anything about anyone else,” Darrel agreed.

      Hartford sighed. “It has to be some kind of beef between whoever kidnapped the girls and the MC or Dante. Maybe some sort of extortion tactic, or it’s possible they had a deal in place and the MC backed out. Either way, we know it has to be something to do with them.”

      “But we have no idea what that could be or who they pissed off,” Darrel said.

      “What do we know about Dante’s finances?” Miranda asked.

      “We don’t have any information on that,” Hartford said. “The judge only gave us the okay to search his property, nothing else.”

      “Is that something you can find out now, or not?”

      “He’s been cleared of any wrongdoing, so there’s nothing the judge can do for us there. I want to make one thing clear; I’m not condoning anything illegal, but that might be something you could look into. Find out if he really does have the money to cover the million. That might give us a direction to look if we can find the money and where it came from. Could definitely be a deal gone wrong.”

      “I agree with you,” Miranda replied. “I’ll see what my contacts can find.”

      As soon as Hartford left the room again, she emailed Jim asking him to look into Dante’s finances. If they were right and the beef was with Dante, they might be able to get a lead. It was apparent that Dante was going to fight them every step of the way, but she would stop at nothing to get her children back. She was doing everything in her power not to think of Cammie’s absence in the video, hoping she was simply sleeping off the effects of the drugs on her small body’s system. Miranda shuddered, a chill moving through her. Darrel wrapped his arms around her.

      “What are we supposed to do next, Darrel? I can’t just sit here, waiting for news on the girls. It will drive me crazy.”

      “Well, we can head over to Jim and Martha’s,” Darrel offered. “Maybe they found something on the video.”

      “I know he’d contact me if he had, but I like the idea of heading that way. He may find something out by the time we get there.”

      “I could go for a pick-me-up, though. How about we stop for some decent coffee on the way there. Something not so harsh.” Darrel chuckled. “I like my coffee with a little bit more flavor.”

      “I could definitely go for a good cup of coffee. I don’t know how anyone can drink the crap they have here.” Miranda smiled. “I feel like dying every time I take a sip.”

      “I think they just get used to it, though I’m sure they probably bring their own when they first start their shift.”

      The two headed down the hallway and toward the front of the building. Just as they reached the lobby, Miranda paused, bringing Darrel to a quick stop.

      “Is there something wrong?” Darrel asked.

      “Do you even know of any good coffee shops?”

      He laughed. “I might have a few ideas.”

      As they approached the doors, she saw Hartford racing out of his office in their direction. He had his phone up to his ear as he flagged them down. Her heart was racing when he reached them and ended the call. Something had happened.

      “We need to get over to Grant Medical right now,” he said.

      “What? Why?” she stammered.

      “A little girl was just found outside the emergency room entrance bay. She matches Cammie’s description.”

      “Oh my God…”

      “Miranda, I want you to prepare yourself, okay? The dispatcher said she was unconscious when they found her. They don’t know if she’s going to wake back up.”
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      They flew to the hospital on the opposite end of the small town. Knowing the staff was a huge help. She was rushed to Cammie right away and wrapped her in her arms. The girl’s body was cold to the touch, despite the team doing everything in their power to stabilize her. The team scurried around her, filling new IV bags and heating her body temperature. A band identifying her allergy was placed next to the intake band on her wrists as they cut off her thick sweater. Miranda gasped. A purple bruise in the center of her chest indicated the worst. Someone had given her a shot of the epinephrine.

      A hand was on her arm, pulling her away from the scene. She didn’t want to leave her girl, though, and struggled against it. Darrel’s soft yet persistent voice helped her break away from the scene unfolding in front of her. She knew she was safe with him. Hartford was still in the room with Cammie, hovering near the back, but she knew her daughter would be safe with him there. A sob racked her body as she tried to stay standing, but her knees gave out.

      Darrel was there to hold her up until they got to a small waiting area void of people. She knew they would be left alone as soon as one of the nurses closed the door. It was a room designed for those receiving bad news, life-altering news. She couldn’t stop crying as Darrel held her. He’d blindly led her into the first empty room he’d found. Miranda knew there was still hope. She had to keep that flame alive. Becca was still out there somewhere in the monsters’ clutches.

      “I already spoke with the doctor. They are doing everything they can for Cammie. The doctor said he is hopeful,” Darrel said.

      Miranda sobbed. “Hopeful? What does that even mean? Is that his professional opinion, that he’s hopeful?”

      “Miranda, I know this is horrible, and I can’t imagine the pain you’re going through, but she’s a kid. Most importantly, she’s your kid. She’s strong and resilient, and the fact that she is young gives her more of a fighting chance to survive.”

      “I know all that, Darrel. I am a nurse, after all.”

      “I know, but sometimes it’s still nice to hear it out loud. I’m telling you, that kid is a survivor, just like you. She’s going to pull through this, but it’s going to take some time.”

      “I know you’re trying to be helpful, but I’m so worried about her and the fact that Becca is still out there somewhere, and now she’s alone with no idea of what happened to her sister.”

      “Cammie is going to be okay. I just know it,” Darrel said. “And I promise you this, we’re going to find Becca. I know it might not feel like it, but we are going to get through this.”

      “God, I hope you’re right.”

      “Trust me, Miranda. It’s all going to be okay. Just have to have some faith.”

      “Faith is the one thing I don’t have a lot of.”

      “I know, but you need it. What do you want to do now?” Darrel asked.

      “I don’t know, Darrel,” she whispered. “I just don’t know.”

      There was a flurry of activity outside the door, a crescendo of raised voices that Miranda recognized immediately. The door flew open, her mother rushing into the room, closely followed by her sister and father. As quickly as Barbara was there, she was gone again. Miranda could still hear her mother in the hall, demanding answers and ensuring her granddaughter was getting the best round-the-clock care. Miranda didn’t know if it helped or hindered having her mother there, but Ginger took the seat next to her and quickly took over soothing her from Darrel.

      “What can I do to help?” Ginger asked.

      “I don’t know at this point. I just feel lost and hopeless,” Miranda said. “I can’t leave my baby here like this, but I have to get back out there and find Becca. I’m so confused as to what my next step should be. All my worst nightmares have come true.”

      “Well, I think the one thing you need to ask yourself is, who do you trust above anyone else to look after your children?”

      “I don’t know. There’s just not anyone left that I really trust right now.”

      Ginger sighed. “Think about it. Who do you trust, Miranda? Who’s the first person you think of when it comes to trusting someone with the girls?”

      “Barbara,” Miranda replied. “Mom’s the one person I know would do anything for those girls. I trust you, but Mom is the first name that comes to mind.”

      “That’s your answer, sis,” Ginger said.

      “What do you mean? I don’t feel like that answers anything.”

      “You get out there and bring Becca home. I’ll make sure Mom doesn’t go anywhere and stays right here with Cammie. Now go find your other baby and get back here before Cammie wakes up so she has both of you here when she does.”

      “Ginger’s right, Miranda,” Bill said. “We all will stay here and watch out for Cammie. You need to go find Becca and bring her home. None of us are going anywhere.”

      She hugged her sister, feeling a ray of hope for the first time in earnest. Nodding, she knew her family would watch over Cammie. Darrel rose first, extending his arm for her to take. The second she stood and did, he dropped it, her hand falling into his, where he held it tight. A wave of emotions crashed through her again. He was there for her no matter what. Taking a deep breath, she stepped out into the hall. It had quieted down some, with her mother talking to Dr. Klaus near Cammie’s room. When they saw her emerge, they rushed over.

      “Cammie is stable, and her vitals look good. We’re doing everything we can to make sure she stays that way, but I’m optimistic that she will pull through,” Dr. Klaus said. “Unfortunately, she has three broken ribs from the injection of the EpiPens, and due to the pain, we induced a medical coma to keep her calm and stable. This is normal in cases like hers, but now we have to wait for her to heal some before we attempt to wake her up.”

      Miranda took Darrel’s hand and stood up. He followed as she pulled him in the direction of the exit. Her mother called out her name, and she turned around.

      “Where are you going?” Barbara asked.

      “I’m going to find Becca. Cammie is here, and she’s stable. She’ll be in good hands with the doctor here and you looking after her. I just can’t leave Becca out there by herself and not be doing everything in my power to bring her home.”

      Barbara nodded in agreement. When Miranda looked at her mom, she saw Hartford coming down the hallway. She was in no mood to speak to him, and Becca was waiting to be found. She didn’t have time to sit around and wait. She squeezed Darrel’s hand to get his attention.

      “We need to go now, Darrel,” Miranda said. “We don’t have the time for this.”

      Darrel nodded. “All right, let’s go then.”

      By the time they made it to Darrel’s SUV, she was getting her mind straight again and calling Jim. It didn’t take long for her to fill them in on what was happening with Cammie and assure the older couple that things were under control. Martha promised to have coffee waiting for them when they got there. When the call was over and they were back on the road, Miranda felt the fear returning. Darrel noticed and took her hand again.

      “It’s going to be okay; I know saying that really doesn’t do much, and I’ve got to sound like a broken record by now, but—”

      “It helps, really, it does. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      “Your parents seem to have a really good grip on things. I bet they’d be smothering you with love right now. That’s not such a bad thing.”

      “You’ve got the smothering part right. They are all amazing, I know. They wouldn’t be doing this, though, helping me find my daughter. They’d be telling me to sit tight and wait for the police to do their job.”

      Darrel chuckled. “To be fair, if it were any other woman or kidnapping, I’d be doing the same.”

      “Then why are you helping me now?”

      “Because I know we are going to find her, Miranda. I know it in my heart.”

      She squeezed his hand and fell silent, feeling blessed that something so amazing could come from such tragedy. Miranda prayed that soon her girls would know Darrel as well.
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      They pulled up to the couple’s house not long after leaving the hospital. The pair were on the porch waiting for them before they were out of the car. When Darrel climbed out of the car, Miranda waited. She knew they were all worried about her, but Darrel saw the look in her eyes and ushered the other two inside. She needed a minute to catch her breath. Miranda had been surrounded by people nonstop for the last few days.

      While she was grateful for everything her friends and family did, it felt like her head wouldn’t stop spinning. There was so much to take into consideration. They hadn’t gotten a location yet from the kidnappers for the drop, and Darrel hadn’t mentioned the money again. How he was going to get so much while constantly watching her was a quandary she hadn’t considered. Dante was being nothing but a pain in the ass.

      While she’d caught a glimpse of him at the hospital, she knew her parents and Ginger wouldn’t let him anywhere near Cammie. It felt good knowing they were there for her. Taking a deep breath to center herself, she climbed out of the truck to join the others inside. They wanted answers as much as she did. As soon as she stepped through the house’s threshold, Darrel had his arm around her.

      “I took a look into Dante’s finances,” Jim said.

      “Find anything interesting?” Miranda asked.

      “Found a few things of interest, actually. Turns out he does have a pretty hefty bank account.”

      Miranda was shocked that Dante had any money. He was never one who could hold a steady job, and she doubted he had come by it legally working at a garage he had just opened in town. Anger flashed through her when she realized he had access to the amount of money the kidnappers wanted yet refused to even offer to pay the ransom.

      “What do you mean? Does Dante have that kind of money? How did he get money like that?”

      “Well, it’s not anything illegal. Looking through all the public records with his name on it, I was able to find that he was married a second time a few years back.”

      “What’s that have to do with his finances?” Darrel asked.

      “About six months ago, the two of them stopped in at a gas station. While he was pumping gas, she went in to pay. Classic case of wrong place, wrong time. A robber walked in and demanded the owner pay out everything in the register. He got spooked when she came around the corner and accidentally shot her. She was dead at the scene.”

      “Oh my God,” Miranda muttered.

      “Yeah. Sad story, really, but it looks like she had herself a life insurance policy. It was worth one point five million dollars, and Dante was the beneficiary.”

      “That son of a bitch,” she hissed. “I knew he was connected to this somehow. One million dollars? That was a specific amount.”

      She was seething with rage. Miranda had always known on some level that Dante was there for a reason other than her daughters, and now it made sense. He was running away from the death of his second wife. Something in her gut told her that his hands were dirty and the money he had in the bank was because of a hit he hired. No one in his position would take out an insurance policy on their wife, not without an ulterior motive. Darrel saw the anger coursing through her and wrapped an arm protectively around her shoulders again.

      He wasn’t going to let anything happen to her or the girls, and she knew it. The shaking quickly subsided as the conversation ended. Martha disappeared quickly, returning not with a tray of coffee but with a row of tequila shots. She wasn’t going to protest. The shot rang through her body as she gladly accepted a second before Martha passed out bottles of water. They had to stay focused on the case. The conversation turned to the ransom video she’d sent them earlier in the day.

      “We ran the phone number they used to send the video,” Jim said. “We were able to get in unblocked, but the problem is now that it’s from a disposable phone. There’s no way to trace it. We could go through the vendor and find out where it was purchased, but without a warrant, that could take weeks. I’m sorry we couldn’t get more off of it.”

      Miranda sighed. “No, it’s okay. I didn’t expect to get much off of it anyway, but even that helps.”

      “Is there anything else we can do with the phone?” Darrel asked.

      “Not really. If they happen to send anything or call, let us know. We might be able to get the cell tower it pings from, but even that’s a reach since it’s disposable.”

      “How likely would it be to get a trace?”

      “If it’s a phone call, then there’s a good chance we can trace it down. If it’s a text or anything else, the chances drop, but it is still possible. If they make contact at all, though, let us know, and we’ll get to work on it right away.”

      It was disheartening information. She’d hoped for more, but she knew the call would probably end up at a dead end. That much she knew from her time with Dante. Burner phones were a favorite of his. Like Jim had said, they were perfect for criminals not wanting to be traced. The information didn’t seem to shake Darrel, either. Miranda sometimes forgot how much time he’d spent working high-profile cases before coming to Suffix.

      She had done some digging the first time they had dated. He was known for defending the victims of criminals in several cases. He was smart and worked the trail. It was a good thing he was on their side. She knew she was going to have to talk with Dante again and find out what or who he was running from when he came back to Suffix. His story wasn’t lining up with what he’d told the courts during the custody case. There was someone after him.

      “Can we find anything by the way he spoke? The person seemed to have a personal vendetta against the MC and Dante like they had no other reason to take the girls,” Miranda said. “Even the way he said it sounded angry. Is it possible they’re connected to the MC somehow?”

      “I mean, anything is possible, but you have a point there.”

      “How can we find out more on that end?” Darrel asked.

      “We’d have to talk to Dante again. He’s the only one who would be able to connect the dots on if these people have anything to do with the club,” Jim said.

      Miranda sighed. “I guess we will go talk to him then. He hasn’t been willing to say much, but maybe if we tell him what we know about the insurance and his second wife, he’ll talk.”

      “Yeah, because he’s been loads of help so far. The only thing he cares about is himself. I think he’s proven that enough times as it is,” Darrel said.

      “Well, I’m going to go see what he knows. You coming or not?”

      Darrel smiled. “When you ask so nicely, why not? I sure as hell am not letting you go by yourself; I just don’t think the man is going to be any help. I really hope I’m wrong, though.”

      “I hope you’re wrong, too,” Miranda said. “We’ll go talk to him and let you both know what we find. If we get anything from the kidnapper, we’ll send it right over, too.”

      Martha smiled. “You two, just be careful. I’d rather not get any calls about either of you getting hurt out there. Just keep us in the loop, and we’ll do whatever we can here.”

      Miranda knew Darrel wasn’t happy about her plan to talk with Dante. She’d already texted her mother and found out that Dante wasn’t there. The only other place he would be was his warehouse. They were going to have to drive directly into his home territory. Darrel sighed when they got in the car but didn’t start it right up.

      “I know you don’t like this plan, but I don’t know how else to find out who has Becca,” Miranda whispered.

      “I don’t like it, but I’m not going to try to stop you. Just know I’m not letting that prick talk down to you again. I don’t care how many biker buddies he has backing him up.”

      Miranda grinned and rolled her eyes. “My knight in shining armor.”

      Darrel laughed. “I don’t know about all that. I get the feeling you’re the knight and the rest of us are just lucky to try to keep up.”
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      They pulled up, and her heart was already racing. She knew what had to be done, and the only way she was going to get Dante to talk to her was if he thought he was in control of the situation. Darrel followed after her like a hulking bodyguard. Darrel reached for the door handle and went to climb out, but she hit the door lock. His eyes met hers with a curious gaze.

      “I have to go in there alone,” she whispered.

      “Over my dead—”

      “Darrel, Dante will never talk to me about this woman if you’re with me. You’ve already knocked him out once. He’s not going to see you as a friend.”

      “Dammit, Miranda. I don’t want you going in there by yourself.”

      “I know, but I just need you to trust me on this.”

      He sighed, obviously upset that he wasn’t going with her. Yet he seemed to know that arguing with her wouldn’t do any good. She took a deep breath and unlocked the door, kicking on the audio recorder on her phone just in case things went south. It was evident by the bikes out front that the whole group was there. When she walked in, every set of eyes turned to look in her direction. It took every ounce of self-control she had not to turn around and run back out. They had no mercy toward women, not Dante’s group.

      “What do you want, Miranda?” Dante asked.

      “Just curious to know more about your wife,” Miranda said. “I heard you were married again. Care to share anything about her?”

      “Listen, I don’t know where you’re getting your information from, but I have to say that they don’t have a clue what they’re talking about.”

      “Oh, so you weren’t married a second time, and she didn’t get killed at a gas station robbery gone wrong? How many more times are you going to lie to me, Dante? I know about it already; I just want you to tell me yourself.”

      “What good is telling you going to do?” Dante asked.

      “So, now you know what I’m talking about? Did you have anything to do with her death? Did you decide to kill her and keep the insurance money?” Miranda snapped. “Real big man, huh?”

      “Shut the hell up, Miranda. You don’t even know what you’re talking about.”

      “No, Dante, I never knew you at all, but this sounds like something you would do.”

      Dante sighed. “I loved her. She became a huge part of my life, and I really did love her. Broke my heart when she was murdered.”

      “You have to have a heart for it to break.”

      “Think whatever you want. I don’t really care because I know how it felt when she died, and you don’t.”

      Miranda scoffed. “Really? I don’t think you’re capable of love, but that’s how you made me feel. Why did you run back here then?”

      “I had to. After her funeral, I tracked down the guy who did it and put a bullet between his eyes. If that’s not love, I don’t know what to tell you.”

      “Wow, really showed you cared, huh?” Miranda seethed. “You’re the reason for all this, and you’re never going to see my girls again.”

      Miranda stormed away from the group of men, listening to the sound of Dante’s yelling after her, but she wasn’t going to stop and talk to him again. He’d made his stance on the issue clear. She couldn’t expect him to help or have anything useful to share. Miranda knew Dante, if he didn’t know already, had made a mistake in admitting the murder to her. When she reached the ramp and saw Darrel in the SUV, she took a ragged breath, but the door opened again behind her. Dante grabbed her arm, spinning her around to face him.

      Instantly, she heard Darrel get out of the vehicle. Dante’s eyes darted behind her. His hand dropped from her arm almost immediately. Miranda backed away from him. It was nice knowing there was something Dante was afraid of. Even if she hated that it wasn’t her who struck fear in his heart, having it be the man she was falling for definitely came in handy. She couldn’t help but smirk at Dante as she backed her way to the waiting SUV. The tension in Darrel’s shoulders didn’t ease until they were back on the road.

      “What the hell happened in there? Did he say anything helpful or useful?” Darrel asked.

      “Here, have a listen for yourself. I recorded every second of it.” She smiled.

      Miranda pulled out her phone from her coat pocket. The app she used to record the conversation was still open and recording. She quickly stopped it and started the playback from the beginning. The longer it played, the more she knew Dante had messed up by admitting to the murder.

      She watched as Darrel's face showed more and more shock. He was just as stunned as she was, though it didn’t surprise her that he was capable of murder. She wasn’t sure of the recording laws, but she knew it would be enough evidence to, at the very least, keep him away from her and her daughters. In the right hands, Dante would be finished. Luckily for her, Darrel was someone who had those hands.

      “I don’t think he ever loved that other woman he married,” Miranda said. “I think he used her, got close to her, talked her into getting the life insurance, then had her taken out for the money. It’s sickening to think I was ever close to the man.”

      “It doesn’t matter if he loved her, but that recording will get the girls away from him. That’s really all that matters.”

      She sighed and watched the road pass by. They were at an impasse. Until the kidnappers reached out again, there was nothing more she could do. All she wanted was to hold her girls in her arms, yet one was in a coma and one was missing. A chill ran through her. Darrel tenderly rubbed her arm for comfort as he drove.

      “Where do you want to go, sweetheart?” Darrel asked. “I didn’t really plan much beyond getting you out of there.”

      “To which I’m very grateful, by the way. I don’t want to go home. There is nothing for us at the station. Would you mind taking me to the hospital?”

      “You know I don’t mind at all,” he said.

      She smiled at him. The drive only took a few minutes, but she felt better when she was able to see Cammie. The child was still stable but not conscious. Her mother and father stepped out to get coffee with Darrel as Miranda sat next to Ginger. The younger sister rested her head on Miranda’s shoulder and sighed.

      “She might not be awake, but she’s doing okay,” Ginger said. "Find anything new while you were out?”

      “Nothing that helps us find Becca. Aside from the money, I don’t know what the kidnappers want.”

      “They’re probably backpedaling after what happened with Cammie. I’m sure you’ll find her soon. What about Darrel? How’s he holding up?”

      “Darrel has been a huge help. He’s doing everything he can to keep it together for me, but I can tell he’s just as worried as I am,” Miranda said.

      “He’s really amazing. I’m really glad you have him around for support.”

      “Me too. He’s—”

      Just then, her phone rang. Looking down at the caller ID, she noticed it was from an unknown caller, just like before. Her heart raced as she quickly hit the button to answer.

      “Hello,” Miranda stammered. “Where’s my daughter?”

      “She’s fine, just a little tied up at the moment,” the voice said, obviously distorted. “We know you are recording the conversation. That’s good because we want you to play it back for everyone. While we appreciate your lover-boy offering to pay the ransom, we will not accept it. It’s Dante’s money or nothing at all. Dante has to pay the ransom and has six hours to comply if you want your daughter back. Tick tock, Miranda.”

      As the caller hung up, she could hear Becca sobbing in the background. Her heart lurched when her little girl called out for her. She was supposed to be protecting her children. The room closed in around her. On the bed, Cammie stirred, making the monitors go wild. She’d heard her sister's cries, too, of that Miranda was sure. Hartford had come rushing into the room at Ginger’s beckoning. He’d heard the entire thing.

      “We need to go get Dante and bring him in,” he growled. “He needs to hear this for himself.”

      “Don’t you dare bring that monster here,” Miranda hissed. “I’ll meet you at the station.”

      “Miranda…” Hartford warned.

      “Don’t bother trying to talk me out of being there. I think you and I both know that’s not going to happen.”
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      The drive to the station was quiet. She kept replaying the call in her mind, hearing her daughter’s frantic screams cut through her like a sharpened stake through her heart. Miranda refused to let the tears take over again. It wasn’t doing her any good to keep crying, but it was getting harder to control her emotions. Every passing minute without her girls felt like a new form of sadistic torture. Miranda didn’t know how much more she could handle.

      When they reached the police headquarters, it was right after Dante had pulled in. Darrel put the car into park behind the MC’s SUV. She took a ragged breath and climbed out, watching the SUV’s doors open as well. To her shock, it wasn’t Jared who got out of the driver’s seat. Instead, it was a welcome and familiar face she hadn’t seen in ages. For the first time in a while, Miranda smiled at someone wearing the MC’s cut. Seeing the man five years her junior brought with it a bittersweet emotion.

      Shane Cutler had always been intelligent beyond her comprehension. Why he’d chosen to stay with the club was beyond her. In school, he’d had a full ride to any college he wanted. With brains and an adorable nature to match, he could have left the group and made something truly amazing out of his life. She jogged over and hugged him. He embraced her back lovingly.

      “It’s so good to see you, Shane,” Miranda said.

      “I’m just sorry it has to be this way. I was so sorry to hear what happened with the girls. It’s horrible.”

      “It’s been hard, but I’m trying to keep the faith that we will find Becca. Though I doubt it will be from any help we get from Dante.”

      “Yeah,” Shane said. “He’s lost his way over the years, and it’s been hard to want to stay with the club.”

      “I always assumed you’d do such great things. You can do better than the MC. I hoped to see you make something good of yourself.”

      He sighed. “All I’ve ever wanted to do was to be a part of this club. Being on a motorcycle and doing good things for the community.”

      “Seems to me the club did the right thing by patching you in. I only hope you don’t follow in Dante’s footprints,” Miranda said.

      “I still have those big aspirations. It’s just taking me longer to see them come true, but I believe I can make it happen,” Shane replied. “I want to take this club legit.”

      “Dante is never going to let that happen. He loves being an outlaw too much.”

      “We’ve already made some moves in the right direction, Miranda. We have a sports bar in the next town over and even looking into expanding the garage.”

      “Just remember who you are, Shane. What this club has done and is doing doesn’t sound like the dreams you have for it.”

      Shane sighed. “I know, but trust me, I’ll get us there.”

      Miranda smiled, but before she could reply, Dante called Shane to him. He nodded and headed up the steps, turning to give her a smile before he entered the station. She lingered outside with Darrel for a minute, knowing the exchange had confused him. There was a faint spark of jealousy in his eyes. She couldn’t help but enjoy how protective over her he’d become. Yet Darrel knew she was a strong and independent woman and kept his thoughts to himself on the matter. He was unlike any man she’d ever met, and she was eternally grateful for that fact.

      “Old friend?” he asked.

      “You could say that,” Miranda said. “He was always a good kid. I looked at him like a brother. He would come to me for all sorts of dating advice. He didn’t mention a wife or kids, so hopefully, he took my advice.”

      “Maybe he’s just been pining for you all these years.”

      She snorted. “Gross. Brother and sister friendship, that’s all, I promise.”

      Darrel wrapped her into his arms and kissed the top of her head. “Sweetheart, I trust you. If you say he’s a good seed, that’s good enough for me.”

      The door opened, and Hartford stuck out his head, jerking it for them to come inside. They quickly followed him into the conference room, where Dante and Shane were waiting. Dante glared at the pair, his eyes following Darrel’s every move as he pulled out the chair for Miranda.

      “Miranda, do you want to play the phone call for us?” Hartford asked as he sat down.

      She nodded and pulled out her phone, playing the conversation she’d had with the kidnappers not even an hour before. When Becca screamed out at the end, she winced as the pain shot through her again. Darrel took her hand and squeezed it. She took a deep breath and collected herself. Giving him a glance that conveyed how much she appreciated him.

      “Do you even know how to be a cop?” Dante snapped. “Sitting around here and can’t find the people who took the girls. This has got to be the worst police department in the country.”

      “So, does that mean you’re not willing to cough up the money for your daughter’s return?” Hartford asked.

      “I’d rather you do your damn job and find my daughter.”

      Miranda could feel the rage rush into her veins. Her heart started racing, and the deep color of red conveyed her displeasure with the man. She glared at Dante, but before she could get out a word, Darrel’s voice boomed over her thoughts.

      “You’re a real piece of work. What kind of father could you be?” Darrel said. “Won’t even pay the ransom to save your own children.”

      “You should mind your own damn business,” Dante shouted. “I never said I wouldn’t pay it. I just think Officer Hartford here needs to do better at his job.”

      “Well,” Miranda said, “we’ll have to have the money in a hurry. We have less than six hours.”

      “I know, Miranda. Don’t worry about it. I have it covered.”

      “I can’t believe any of you are surprised by him,” Miranda snarled. “All he has ever cared about is money and his own ass. He doesn’t care about saving my children.”

      “Easy now,” Darrel whispered.

      Dante stood up, the room growing tense as he stormed away. Shane, bless his heart, didn’t let his boss’s mood stop him from smiling and waving at Miranda. She waved back. Hartford slammed his fist on the table, obviously upset with how the case was being handled. She knew he wanted to lock Dante away and toss the key into the river but couldn’t.

      “Have you figured out anything else about his wife’s death?” Darrel asked.

      Hartford shook his head. “No, but I’ve got every spare body I have looking. What do you know about the man who’s always with him, Jared?”

      “I don’t know him well, but from what I remember, he’s always seemed to be an all-right guy,” Miranda said. “Jared could be a little odd, but I’m pretty sure he’s harmless.”

      “But you haven’t seen him in years?” Hartford asked.

      “Not since I left here eight years ago. Why all these questions about Jared, all of a sudden?”

      “Just curious, really. He’s always right on Dante’s tail, following him everywhere. Now, the last couple of times I’ve spoken with Dante, he hasn’t been around.”

      “He is Dante’s right-hand man. He usually does all the errands Dante doesn’t feel like doing himself.”

      “So, it’s not unusual for him to not be around at times?” Hartford asked.

      “Not at all. I know of a few times, years ago, that Dante would send him to speak to other clubs on his behalf. It wasn’t crazy to not see him around for a month or two at a time. Dante is by no means a good leader, but they always follow what he says.”

      “Okay. I’m just trying to follow any lead I can. I found it a little suspicious myself. I just want you to know I’m doing everything I possibly can on my side.”

      “I understand, but you should know Dante runs his club like he tried to run my life. He’ll make anyone he feels like is beneath him do all his dirty work.”

      By the time they finished at the station, Miranda was exhausted but didn’t want to return to the house. Darrel seemed to know what she needed and drove her to the hospital, where he dropped her off at the front before parking the SUV. Her parents and sister begrudgingly agreed to go home and get some rest as she climbed into bed with her daughter. Minutes later, as she started to doze off, she saw Darrel slip quietly into the room and sit in the recliner. She slipped off to sleep, knowing they were safe with him.
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      She woke long before the sun but felt more rested than she had in a week. Cammie’s soft, steady heartbeat was the most beautiful sound she’d ever heard. Miranda didn’t want to move away from her, but she knew Becca needed her more at that moment. She rose carefully, despite knowing her daughter was so heavily medicated an earthquake couldn’t have woken her. Miranda was surprised to find Darrel already awake and dressed in fresh clothing. He smiled when she stood, handing her a hot cup of coffee and a bag.

      “Hartford came and relieved me for a few hours after he got a bit of a nap,” Darrel said. “I decided to head home, get a quick shower, and change my clothes.”

      “That was nice of him,” Miranda said. “What’s in the bag?”

      “Ginger messaged me before I left my house. She said she got you a bag packed so that you could change as well. I have already talked to your co-workers. The break room and showers are cleared out and ready for you.”

      “You’re too much, Darrel. What did I do to deserve you by my side through all this?”

      “You were born, sweetheart.”

      Miranda blushed, her cheeks filling with heat. She knew she was lucky to have him around. The sweet man who stood before her smiled at her. She chuckled, not able to hold it in. Never before had she felt so close to a man, and she knew Darrel would do anything for her.

      “Thank you, Darrel, for everything,” Miranda said. “Anyone heard from Dante yet? I’m curious to know if he is really going to pay the ransom.”

      “Yeah, he called Hartford about an hour ago. We need to leave in an hour so we can pick him up and head to the drop.”

      “So, the bastards actually going to do something good for once in his life,” Miranda muttered. “That’s hard to believe.”

      “Well, that’s the plan, at least. Why don’t you go ahead and get the shower and get changed?”

      Miranda was touched that all of them had pulled together. She knew it was finally going to happen. Both her children were going to be in her arms again. The words wouldn’t come, or she didn’t trust herself to speak without having another breakdown. Either way, she nodded in appreciation and slipped out of the room to the breakroom. Not only was it quiet, but they had also lit candles and put a ‘closed’ sign on the door. Ginger had packed her everything she needed, down to makeup and hair dryer, which felt a little excessive, but Miranda appreciated the thought, nonetheless.

      When she stepped out of the breakroom half an hour later, she felt like a new woman. The shower and coffee had woken her the rest of the way. She was anxious to get on the road. When she made it back to Cammie’s room, her parents were already there, refreshing the flowers by her bed and brushing her long locks. Miranda knew her daughter was in good hands. She gave them each a hug before following after Darrel. The bitter cold nipped at her, but once again, Darrel had gone above and beyond, preheating his SUV so she wouldn’t freeze in the chill.

      “Are you ready for this, Miranda?” Darrel asked.

      “Yes. I’m just ready to have both my girls back in my arms again.”

      “I meant more having to deal with Dante again, but I understand your wanting Becca home, too. We’re just about there. Becca will be home soon, and Cammie will be awake. Everything should go back to how it was in no time.”

      “You know, if you’re that worried about Dante, I can let you go in my place. Let you and Dante get a little one-on-one bonding time. I’d hate for you to miss the opportunity to make a new friend.”

      Darrel chuckled. “Yeah, I don’t think that’s an opportunity that I’m really going to miss. I think I will survive without that ‘bonding’ time.”

      “Trust me when I say you’re not missing anything. I just didn’t want you to think I was holding you back for some male bonding. You need friends.” She laughed.

      “Aren’t you just hilarious?”

      “More like exhausted and loopy. I’m only trying to keep my mind busy until Becca is back home, too.”

      “Speaking of which, what’s the plan?” Miranda asked.

      “Well, we’re going to pick him up at the clubhouse, and then we’ll head to the drop-off point. You should have Becca in your arms soon.”

      “God, I hope so. I’m ready for all of this to just be over with.”

      “Me too, Miranda, and it is almost over.”

      As soon as they pulled up to the motorcycle club's building, Miranda knew something was wrong. The parking lot, usually packed with bikes and vehicles, looked abandoned. She felt a sickening sensation in her stomach as they climbed out of the vehicle and walked to the door. Her fears were quickly confirmed when they found the building empty.

      “Oh my God, that little prick,” she stammered. “I can’t believe he skipped town.”

      “Really? Honestly, I don’t think it’s so far-fetched,” Darrel growled. “He wasn’t exactly in the running to be the father of the year even before this happened.”

      “But these are his children, his blood. How could he just abandon them like this?”

      “Because he’s a really shitty person. I’m sorry. It shouldn’t be like this, but some people just aren’t meant to be parents. I think it’s clear that Dante is one of those people.”

      “I can’t believe this is happening. This is my fault. I made those angels with that monster. If it hadn’t been for me—”

      “Hey, stop that. You’ve got two amazing, beautiful, smart, courageous, and brave little girls who take after their mother, and that’s all the parents they need. Don’t let Dante shake you, Miranda. I’ve seen you in action as a mother. You’re a badass.”

      “I sure don’t feel like one,” she whispered.

      Seconds later, a flurry of noise could be heard down the road, and before long, the missing bikes and vehicles came rolling in. Relief washed over her. Maybe they were just running late. She scanned the riders and drivers for Dante but didn’t see him. Shane climbed out of the first truck to pull up and jogged over to her, obviously surprised to find her there.

      “Twice in one week, after not seeing you for years.” Shane smiled. “What brings you here, though? I figured you’d have gone to get Becca back by now.”

      “We were supposed to pick up Dante here. He was going to have the ransom money ready, and then we were going to the drop, but he isn’t here, and we don’t know where he’s at.”

      “Damn,” he said. “That’s not right. He just sent the club and me to run an errand and then to meet him on the south side of town, but he never showed. What’s going on?”

      “Why would he tell you he was going to meet you there when he was supposed to go with us to the drop? I don’t understand.”

      “I don’t know, Miranda. Nothing is making sense right now. I don’t even know what we were meeting him there for.”

      Miranda’s heart filled with dread. There was only one reason she could think that Dante would pull something like this, and it had nothing to do with getting her daughter back. She took a deep breath, trying to calm her nerves.

      “You don’t think…” she paused. “Is he running away with the money, Shane?”

      “Honestly, Miranda, I really don’t know, but I wouldn’t put it past him to do something like that. Lately, he’s been more concerned with his own personal gain than what’s best for the club.”

      Miranda was livid by the time she stormed back to where Darrel was waiting for her. She quickly told him what Shane had shared before calling Jim. If anyone was able to track Dante, it would be their old friends. Jim’s rage was shared in a flurry of cuss words as he promised her he’d find her runaway ex within minutes. Slamming her phone down when the call ended, Miranda glared out the window.

      “We are going to get Becca back, Miranda.”

      “I know,” she hissed. “When we find that son of a bitch, I’m going to cut off his balls and shove them down his throat.”

      He winced. “Are you talking about the kidnappers or Dante?”

      “How do we know they aren’t one and the same? He couldn’t handle Cammie, but if he kidnapped them, he’s got all his money and Becca now.”

      “Honestly, I don’t think he has the brainpower to do any of this.”

      “Something we agree on.”

      “Let’s get to Jim’s and go from there, okay? Whoever is behind this wants the money. Even if we can’t give them Dante, we can give them that.”
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      When they pulled into Jim and Martha’s driveway, Miranda instantly knew something was wrong. The familiar police cruiser parked in the gravel was never a good sign. Hartford appeared on the porch with Martha. The woman waved and didn’t seem bothered by the police presence. Her demeanor gave Miranda a base for how to act. She didn’t know what the officer was doing there and didn’t want to give away anything that hadn’t already been shared with the man. Darrel gave her an easy look.

      “Hello, you two!” Martha greeted them. “It seems like we are a popular house today.”

      “I guess so,” Miranda muttered. “What brings you this way, Hartford?”

      He sighed. “Listen, we can do this whole song and dance where you two pretend like these folks here haven’t been helping you along the way. Or we can save everyone the time and skip to the part where they tell us what they’ve found.”

      Her eyes darted to Martha, who sighed and shrugged. She knew her friend wouldn’t give anything incriminating to the man. Nodding along, they followed Martha into the house. The place looked completely different. Somehow the couple had managed to hide most of their monitors and tracking devices. Miranda tried to hide her shocked expression. The elderly couple was most definitely seasoned professionals, making her wonder what else they were capable of hiding.

      “So, what have the two of you found so far?” Hartford asked.

      “Well, we did some digging and found that Dante did indeed empty his bank account this morning.”

      “That son of a—”

      “Hold on, Miranda. Let him finish what he was saying,” Darrel said, placing his hand on her shoulder.

      Miranda was pissed. She already thought Dante was running with the money, but part of her was hoping it wasn’t true. Her heart raced with anticipation as Jim continued what he was saying.

      “We don’t have much, other than the cameras showed him there this morning. A check on his accounts showed them completely emptied around the same time,” Jim said.

      “Anything on the rest of the club?” Miranda asked. “They said Dante had them meeting him on the south side, but he never showed.”

      “Yeah, the camera out front showed them going the opposite direction of Dante a short time after he left the bank.”

      “Well, we know they aren’t on the same page as their president. Shane was telling us the truth, at least,” Miranda said.

      “It appears that way,” Jim said. “But I’ve also had no luck checking the location of his phone. So, we have no idea where he is right now.”

      Darrel sighed. “I know I shouldn’t be, but this guy keeps surprising me with how much of a low-life scumbag he is. What in the hell is wrong with him?”

      A blinding rage filled her. Thinking Dante would be a coward and run and seeing the proof firsthand were two very different things. Part of her had held out hope that he was just scared or had gotten the instructions wrong. With the evidence now presented, though, she was seething. Her hands trembled, but she wasn’t going to let them see how upset she was. Miranda was at a loss for words. It seemed like every time they got close to finding her daughter, someone ripped the chance back out of her hands again.

      Fighting the urge to scream or run out the door and track down Dante, Miranda balled her hands into fists. If they didn’t find him, she would and she would make him pay for putting her daughters in danger. She’d finally had enough of the games he was playing. She regretted ever being with him but quickly changed her mind when she realized that without him, she wouldn’t have her beautiful girls.

      She was torn from her thoughts when Jim’s phone rang. He quickly answered it, and Miranda listened as he talked to whoever was on the other end. She could tell from his half of the conversation that it had something to do with Dante.

      “That was an informant I have on the street looking for the kidnappers. I put everyone on alert as soon as Miranda called me and said Dante was in the wind. He said Dante was spotted getting gas at a gas station in the opposite direction of the drop location.”

      “That piece of shit had no intention of paying the ransom then?” Miranda snapped.

      “I can’t confirm that, but my informant told me he was in one of the club vans. He took a peek while Dante went inside to pay. Looks like he had his bike in the back, along with a few duffle bags, too.”

      “I’m going to kill him,” Miranda growled. “We need to find that son of a bitch.”

      “We will, thanks to this information,” Darrel said.

      “I don’t care what it takes. I’m going to make sure he will never see the outside of a cell again.”

      “I’ll get an APB out on him right away. I don’t know what we can hold him on, but at least it will buy us some time to try to change his mind.”

      “We aren’t going to change his mind; Dante doesn’t care about anything but his own ass.”

      “Hell, Miranda, you know I can’t force him to give up the money.”

      “You can’t, but I might be able to,” she hissed.

      Hartford sighed. “I don’t think he’s going to help. We’ve got nothing on him.”

      “Murder charges,” she growled. “I recorded him admitting to murdering a man.”

      “Miranda, are you sure?” Darrel asked. “Once this gets out, the press is going to run with it. Cammie and Becca—”

      “Will know I did everything in my power to stop something bad from happening to them. I’d rather have to explain to both girls why Daddy is in jail rather than explain to one why her sister never came home,” Miranda whispered.

      Hartford looked shocked but nodded. “Send me the recording. We’ll get him brought in on charges, seize the money, and get it to you for the handoff.”

      “They want Dante, too.”

      “Well, they’ll have to be happy with the lifetime he’s going to spend in jail.”

      Before the conversation could go any further, Miranda’s phone started to ring. She’d completely lost track of time. The drop-off hour had gone, and they had neither the money nor Dante. In earnest, she was scared to answer the phone and know what repercussions came with their absence. How could she have seen any hope at all in the situation before when there was none? Dante had doomed their daughter.

      Miranda sucked in a deep breath, trying to hold herself together for the sake of her daughter, Becca. Knowing Cammie was safe and recovering, her only focus was somehow trying to get Becca home. She said a quick prayer for the safety of her daughter and some kind of compassion from the kidnappers, then answered the call.

      “Hello,” she said quietly.

      “You know who this is, and you know I was waiting for you to show,” the caller said. “We understand there have been some problems that have arisen in the last few hours.”

      “Dante is—”

      “He’s on the run, yes? We know more than you think. Due to these circumstances, we will extend the timeframe for which we want the money and him. You now have six hours from now to find Dante and have our money.”

      “He doesn’t care about Becca. Why don’t you just let her go and track him down yourself?” Miranda snapped. “Please, she’s just a little girl. She has nothing to do with whatever Dante has done to you.”

      “Speak again before I am done and you’ll be lucky to ever see your daughter alive. Now, six hours is what you have, and that time started two minutes ago. Track him down and bring him us and the money, or your daughter will lose a finger. We’ll contact you in four hours with the information for the drop. The clock is ticking.”

      Even though she tried to hold her tongue, she wanted to know if her daughter was okay. She tried to yell into the phone, but the person on the other end had already hung up. She quickly became thankful that they had, not knowing what they would do to her if she had spoken out of turn again.

      There was no holding back the flood of emotions that washed over her. Everything about the call had shattered the hope she’d started with that morning. Her daughter was suffering, and the only man who could help them was too much of a coward to step up. Her knees gave out, Darrel holding her as Hartford darted outside to start the hunt for Dante. Immediately, Martha and Jim were back to their computers, pulling them out of cubbies and hidden wells in the floors to start tracing the phone call. All around her, people were jumping into action, but she couldn’t move. Dante would pay for what he’d done.
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      “They’re never going to go for it,” Miranda whispered. “I’m telling you, Darrel; they want Dante just as much as the money.”

      “I know. I don’t know what we’re going to do.” he agreed. “The way they talk, they are after him. I don’t think Hartford is going to give up Dante, though, not as much as he wants to see him behind bars.”

      The minutes passed by slowly as they watched the couple work. Miranda knew the best place for them was right there at Martha and Jim’s. They were the only ones who would be able to find Dante. Hartford had known as much, which was why he’d been there. Now that he was gone, the real work could take place. There was no telling how long it would be before they were able to find Dante. Every minute that passed, he was running farther away, out of her reach. Miranda would hunt him to the ends of the Earth if that’s what it took.

      Miranda’s phone began to ring, and she glanced down to check who the caller was before answering. When she saw the call was coming from Hartford, she quickly answered and put it on speaker.

      “Hey, Hartford. What’s going on?” Miranda asked.

      “Nothing on our end yet. Can’t seem to find anything on him after the gas station,” Hartford said.

      “So, he’s basically vanished into thin air? He has to be somewhere.”

      “Well, we’re not giving up. I was only hoping that you guys had found something. Anything at all that will point us in the right direction. The faster we find him, the faster we will be able to get your daughter back.”

      “I don’t know, Hartford. They seem to want him and the money, and I won’t get my daughter home until they get it.”

      “What are you saying? If you find him first, you’re not going to let me know?”

      “I don’t know. I want Becca home, Hartford. We don’t have anything on our end yet, but Jim and Martha are still working on it.”

      “Miranda, I swear to God, if you don’t tell me if they find him first, I’ll throw your ass in jail so quick, you won’t—”

      Miranda hung up before he could finish. The way he snapped at her made the decision easy. They were going to find Dante before Hartford, but she hadn’t decided what she would do with him when they did. She only knew Becca came before anything anyone else might want to do.

      Miranda and Darrel didn’t have to wait long. Martha squealed with excitement when she found a back door into the phone company's tracking system. They were able to locate Dante racing down a back road leading to the border. If he stayed on it for three hours, he’d be able to make it anywhere in the world without repercussions. Thankfully, he was slowed by the van and the heavy weight it carried. She knew they’d catch up to him. Darting out of the house, they leaped into Darrel’s SUV and raced for the road Dante’s van was last pinged on.

      It took them forty minutes to see the plume of dust ahead of them shrouding the black van. They chase Dante’s trail with the help of Jim’s satellite. Miranda was too stunned to speak when Darrel’s speed increased to frightening rates. She hadn’t gone crazy since fleeing the law with Dante. It seemed appropriate he’d be the cause of it now. The stunned look on Dante’s face when they flew past was well worth the risk, though. For a split second, she thought Dante was going to hit them, but he slammed the brakes at the last minute, skidding to a stop, mere feet from the SUV.

      Miranda and Darrel both jumped from the truck at the same time. As Dante opened the door to the van, they were already standing directly in front of him. Anger oozed from the man’s face as she glared directly into his eyes.

      “You’re a coward and a liar, Dante. Where do you think you were going to go?” Miranda screamed. “Going to Canada? How could you live with yourself, knowing that your own flesh and blood were probably dead because you wouldn’t do the right thing?”

      Dante didn’t say a word at first. He calmly pulled a gun from behind the front of his cut. Before he had the chance to raise the gun, Darrel stepped in front of her.

      “I promise you, Dante, if you pull that trigger, you’ll be wanted across the whole damn country,” Darrel said. “If your plan was to cross that border, we have people who will make a call and have you arrested before you make it past the checkpoint. So, if I were you, I’d think twice about it while you’re still able to be a free man.”

      “It can stay that way, too, you being a free man that is,” Miranda added. “All you have to do is come back with us.”

      “You think that I’m stupid, don’t you?” Dante seethed. “You don’t think I know about the recording?”

      “Here’s the deal. She’ll delete the recording and keep it all to herself. All you have to do is come to the handoff with us and you’ll be a free man.”

      “Listen, bud. I think it’s really neat that you’re banging my ex and whatnot—”

      “Dante!” Miranda hissed. “Jesus, I have half a mind to shoot you myself, you asshole. We aren’t ‘banging,’ not that it’s any of your business. You seriously won’t do this to save your children?”

      “Sorry, Miranda. This isn’t my fight, and I shouldn’t have come here. I’m gonna go.”

      “Oh no, you don’t, you son of a bitch,” she growled.

      The gun didn’t frighten her. No matter the person Dante portrayed to the outside world, she knew he still cared about her deep down, even if it didn’t extend to her children. She wasn’t going to let him leave, no matter what. It was the only way to save her girls. Miranda glared at him, storming past him despite the gun pointed at her. She went to the passenger door of his van and jerked it open, grabbing the hunting knife she knew he’d keep in the door. Dante yelled at her to stop, but she didn’t listen, glaring at him as she popped the tire on his van.

      “What the fuck, Miranda? You’re a real bitch, you know?” Dante shouted.

      “Yeah, and you’re no father of the year, but you’re coming with us. I won’t let you be the reason I lose Becca.”

      “I’m not doing a damn thing. You can’t make me do sh—”

      “Listen here, shithead. I’ll give you the money, okay? You keep your little cash pile. Just come to the drop. This way, you have your money and you can be a free man, though I’m sure your little club might want to have a word with you.”

      “I can handle them, but you have yourself a deal. Just keep her away from me.”

      “You piece of shit,” she screamed. “You’ll do it for the money, but not for your kids?”

      “Yeah, and you can go to hell. They were never anything more than a way to get to you anyway.” Dante smiled.

      Darrel made a move in Dante’s direction, but Miranda quickly grabbed his arm and held him back.

      “I don’t like it any more than you do, but right now, we need to work together for us all to get what we want. I want Becca back, and so do you. He can keep his money, but if we want to get her back, we have to go. Unfortunately, we need him, too.”

      “I’m not letting that son of a bitch out of my sight,” Darrel growled.

      They were watching him change the tire on his van. Miranda could understand where Darrel was coming from. He had already tried to run from them several times. She would keep her end of the deal and delete the audio. All he had to do was go along with their plan. Miranda handed the keys to Dante’s truck to Darrel, extending her hand for his.

      “You’re right. We can’t leave him alone. You take asshat and the van; I’m going to go check on Cammie at the hospital.”

      “Anywhere you want me to take him in particular?”

      “Yeah, you can take him back to my house. Tie him up if you have to.”

      “No, I don’t think that’s a good idea. I’ll get a hotel—”

      “And risk Hartford finding you guys? No way. Take the van, park it in my garage, and camp out there. You can tie him up if it makes you feel better.”

      Darrel grinned. “Now you’re speaking my language. If we're being honest, though, I’d rather be tying you up.”

      Miranda giggled and rolled her eyes. She was definitely going to enjoy spending time with him.
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      Two hours before the scheduled drop, she was watching Cammie sleep in her hospital bed. Her color had returned, and the bruise on her chest was nearly gone now. There was nothing but positive signs as far as she was concerned. Still, it made her question what state they would find Becca in. Their window for locating her was closing, and while the kidnappers had shown some restraint, she knew it wouldn’t last much longer.

      She was sure that the burden of a small, frightened child was starting to weigh on Becca’s captors. She was getting ready to leave the hospital with Ginger already positioned at Cammie’s side when Dr. Klaus knocked on the glass wall. Ginger gave him a friendly wave as Miranda grabbed her purse and stepped out into the hall. She glanced back once more at Cammie, praying her daughter would wake up soon. Miranda missed her sweet voice, both of them. She noticed Dr. Klaus looked excited to tell her something.

      “What is it, Dr. Klaus?” Miranda asked.

      “I’ve been looking through Cammie’s charts, and I’m optimistic about starting to wean her off the medications keeping her in a coma. I believe we should start as soon as possible.”

      “That’s great news, Doctor.”

      “I just need your permission to get started.”

      “Oh, right. Sorry, my head's been so messed up looking for Becca. I forgot about that. Yes, absolutely get started.”

      “I’ll put the word in with the other nurses,” Dr. Klaus said. “How about you, Miranda? How are you doing?”

      “I’m doing fine. One moment at a time, right? I just want Becca back home, and everything will be perfect after that.”

      “I understand. I hope you find her. If everything with Cammie goes the way I think it will, she’ll be waking up soon. I’m sure she’s going to want to see the both of you.”

      Miranda sighed. “I hope I get her back before then. Can you do me a favor and keep an eye on her? You have half of my world lying on that bed in there.”

      Dr. Klaus smiled. “Of course, Miranda. I already have the entire staff checking in on her in shifts. Not a moment goes by that there isn’t someone checking her progress. The whole town loves all three of you. We have a stockpile of flowers and cards already sitting in reception.”

      “Thank you, Doctor.”

      “Anytime, Miranda. I’ll call you if anything changes.”

      Dr. Klaus turned and walked away, just as her parents came walking up to her.

      “Are you heading out already?” her mother asked.

      Miranda nodded. She’d been trying to keep her parents out of the loop on everything happening. Knowing that Dante was running and getting Becca back was proving difficult would only add to her parents’ stress. She didn’t want to give them more things to worry about. Her eyes darted toward the door; Miranda knew the kidnappers would be calling soon with more information about the drop.

      “I’ll be back soon, I promise. We are still trying to make the drop.”

      Her mother clicked her tongue. “What is taking so long?”

      “We are handling it. I really need to go, Mom. Thank you for watching over her. The doctor has everything he needs from me. Let me know if anything changes.”

      “I bet Cammie would love it if you were here when she wakes up. She’s going to be so frightened.”

      “That’s why she has amazing grandparents like you two. Don’t forget about Ginger, either. She’s going to be here.”

      “But you're her mother.”

      “Who has another daughter out there who needs me, too,” Miranda hissed.

      “Sweetheart, are you leaving again? It’s getting so late out! When was the last time you slept?”

      “Mom, I really need to get going. I love you guys.”

      Miranda darted out of the hospital before her mother could ask more questions. She’d no sooner made it to the door of the SUV than her phone started to ring. As soon as she saw the blocked number pop up, her heart started to race. Mingled with the excitement of knowing her daughter would soon be home was a sickening pit in her stomach. What had they already done to her poor girl? She climbed in and shut the door before answering the call-in case anyone was lingering around outside.

      “Hello,” Miranda said.

      “Good to know you’re following directions so well. I’m also happy that you were able to recover Dante. We assume you have the money, as well?”

      “Yes, we have the money,” Miranda stammered.

      “Good. Now, this is how it’s going to work. You’re going to—”

      “Please, let me talk to Becca. I need to hear her voice. I can’t do anything more until I know she’s all right.”

      “Ah, the old proof-of-life routine. Very well, I’ll let the fact that you interrupted me again slide, but only because you asked so nicely. Just remember that you’re not the one in control here. I am.”

      “Mommy,” Becca said softly.

      “Are you okay, honey?” Miranda asked.

      “Where are you? I’m scared—”

      “That’s enough. You can tell she’s alive. Now we want Dante and the money, or we’ll start taking it out on the little girl.”

      “You hurt her, and I swear to God—”

      As she threatened the kidnappers, her daughter was screaming for her in the background. She heard the other kidnapper yell at her to shut up, then she heard a loud smack and her daughter crying hysterically.

      “Shut your damn mouth and listen,” the caller said. “Your threats mean nothing, Miranda. You hold no power. Now, we don’t want to hurt her, but we want Dante and the money.”

      “Okay, okay,” she stammered. “Where do you want them?”

      “You’ll bring the money and Dante to the old mill at the drop time we gave you earlier.”

      “Okay, we’ll be there.”

      “One more thing, you and your husband are to come alone, got it? No lawyer boyfriend or cop.”

      “He’s not my husband, you asshole,” she growled.

      “I don’t care who he is to you. I don’t want them there. If I so much as sniff a spy or cop, I’ll call the whole thing off, and you’ll never see your daughter again, got it?”

      Her heart pounded. “Got it.”

      He chuckled. “Good, we’ll see you soon then.”

      Miranda slammed her phone down on the seat. She was shaking with rage. There was no way she could pull out onto the road yet, not with her emotions so out of control. Never in her life had she wanted to take out her anger on someone so much. Thinking about Dante, sitting comfortably in her house, knowing Becca was gone because of him, fueled her fury even more. Miranda took a deep breath and started the SUV before pulling out onto the road. When her phone rang and she saw Darrel’s name, she knew she had to answer it or else he’d worry.

      “Hey, Darrel. I’m on my way now. Got caught up with the doctor. They’re going to begin the process of waking Cammie. Shouldn’t be long now.”

      “That’s great news, Miranda.”

      “He’s optimistic about her charts and recovery so far and believes it’s time. How’s your bonding time with Dante?”

      “Everything is good here, but I’m happy you’re on your way. Dante’s sulking in the living room, and I swear I’m about to tie him up and put tape over his mouth. The guy just doesn’t know how to shut up. He’s drunk almost all the beer you had, too. So, he’s half drunk.”

      Miranda sighed. “I don’t think they care if he’s drunk, dead, or anything else. They just want him and the money, but I’m still worried about how everything is going to go.”

      “With good reason, Miranda. I figure that once they have what they want, they’ll let Becca go.”

      “I hope so, Darrel. I’m so ready for this to just be over with.”

      “It is almost over. It won’t be long until Cammie wakes up, and you and Becca will be there waiting when she does,” Darrel said. “You are on your way, though, right?”

      “Leaving the hospital now. Just took a little longer than expected, but it was worth it to hear the doctor say he wanted to start waking her up. I’ll be there shortly.”

      Miranda knew Darrel would be furious about staying behind. However, there was too much at risk for her to let him come along. Getting him to stay away was going to be a tall order, especially since it would mean she’d have to be alone with Dante. On the list of things she never wanted to do again, being alone with the man responsible for her daughters’ kidnappings was pretty high. Still, Miranda couldn’t help but fantasize a little bit about beating the ever-loving tar out of Dante as she pulled into her driveway.
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      When she pulled into her driveway, Miranda had an idea of what she was going to tell Darrel. She had to make her case. Otherwise, they’d have their first big fight before they’d even gotten off the ground. She climbed out and walked into the house, thankful again for his warm embrace despite the half-drunk glares from Dante in the living room. They quickly left the main foyer and headed for the kitchen.

      She didn’t want to give Dante any reason to flee again, though Darrel kept a watchful eye on the entrance to the living room. As soon as she started telling him about the call from the kidnappers, she felt him tense emotionally. It was going to be hard for him to hear what had to be done, and she knew it. Grabbing her phone, she quickly put it on speaker and played the call. Color rushed to his cheeks as the call concluded, his steely, beautiful eyes pouring into hers. She knew he was already worried.

      “That’s not right, Miranda. I can’t let you go by yourself.”

      “I have no choice, Darrel. This is for Becca,” Miranda said.

      “For Becca? What happens to both of them if this is some sort of trick to get you there, too? Have you thought about that?”

      “I understand there is a chance of something like that happening, but they have only said anything about Dante and the money. I can’t chance them doing something to her if I don’t follow their directions.”

      “I can’t allow this,” Darrel said, raising his voice. “You have to think about Cammie, too. What if neither one of you come back?”

      “And what do I tell Cammie when she asks where her sister is because I didn’t do what they asked of me? It’s not your decision, Darrel. This is how it’s going to be, and you need to accept that.”

      Darrel sighed. “What about Dante? What are you going to do if he tries to run again? Or worse, what if he tries to do something to you?”

      “I’ll handcuff him if that will make you feel any better,” Miranda offered.

      “I’d feel a lot better if his mouth were taped shut. Has he always talked as much as he does now? I swear the man never shuts up.”

      “No, he’s always been like this.” Miranda smiled. “Fine, I will tape his mouth shut, too, but I have to do this, Darrel.”

      “I don’t like it, but I understand. Just promise you’ll come back home safe and sound.”

      Walking back into the living room, she glared at Dante. He looked up, a slight sway in the way he sat. She knew he was quickly approaching drunk, and they needed to get him into the van and tied before he became full-on belligerent. Miranda had seen that side of him before and had no desire to relive those days.

      It took some work getting him in the zip ties, but once they did, she was grateful Darrel had suggested the duct tape over his mouth as well. Once they had him immobilized, the hateful string of insults started. Miranda had to admit she got a little pleasure from seeing him restrained and incapable of hurting her. As Darrel shoved him into the passenger seat of the van, Miranda jogged to the garage door and hit the button for it to open.

      The door rolled up, and immediately Miranda knew they were in trouble as red and blue lights streamed in from the outside. She heard the car door slam before the door finished rolling. Hartford was storming in their direction by the time it finished. She backed closer to the driver’s side door of the van, ready to make a quick getaway if needed.

      Miranda could tell by the look on his face and the way he stormed toward them that he was angry. She knew right away that he knew about Dante being in their possession. There was no way to hide, and she knew she had to confront him head-on. She took an easy approach, knowing the man’s demeanor could change the outcome of getting her daughter home.

      “What can we do for you, Hartford?” Miranda asked.

      “Just what in the hell do you think you’re doing? Don’t play games with me, either, Miranda. I know you have Dante. You’re not very good at hiding him since I see him tied up right there.”

      Miranda didn’t want to lie to him, and there was no way out of telling him the truth as it was. She begrudgingly filled him in on the phone call and everything they had done to find Dante. As she spoke, she hoped that he would somehow understand what she had to do but knew at the end of the day, he was still a cop with a job to do. When she finished speaking, she could tell Hartford wasn’t happy they weren’t going to tell him their plan.

      “I should arrest you all right now. What were you thinking?”

      “I was thinking that you weren’t going to be willing to do what it took to get my daughter home and I am,” Miranda snapped.

      “You’re still not going alone. I can’t have that on my conscience,” Hartford said.

      “Look, we follow a safe distance behind and won’t let her out of our site, but we have to let her do this. We have no choice if we want to get Becca home.”

      “Fine, but I tell you this, I’ve been running people all over, wasting resources trying to find him. I wish you would have come to me first. We could have come up with a better plan.” Hartford sighed.

      “You threatened to have her arrested, and you wouldn’t have been able to leave your jurisdiction to catch him anyway,” Darrel said.

      “You’re right, but this isn’t over. Now get going before I change my mind,” Hartford said.

      She jumped into the van and grinned at Dante. Miranda was looking forward to the quiet ride and time to reflect. They’d only been on the road for a few minutes when her phone started ringing. She wasn’t expecting a call from anyone. When she saw Ginger’s name pop up on her screen, she instantly ignored the call. Not wanting to be distracted by the handoff, whatever her sister needed could wait. Yet her phone chimed again, this time with a video call from her sister. Suddenly, Miranda’s heart started to race. Cammie.

      Miranda quickly pulled the SUV to the side of the road and answered the call. “Hey, Ginger. Is she awake?” Miranda asked.

      “Yes, and I have someone else who wants to say hello,” Ginger said.

      Ginger turned the camera toward Cammie. Miranda nearly burst into tears when she saw Cammie awake and alert. She’d been waiting for her to wake up since the moment they had found her.

      “Hey, baby. How are you? How are you feeling?”

      “I’m tired, Mommy. Where are you? Where’s Becca?” Cammie said.

      “Oh, sweetheart. We are going to pick her up now. I’m so proud of you.”

      “When are you going to be here? I miss you.”

      “We’ll be there soon, okay? Mommy loves you. Be good for Auntie Ginger. I can’t wait to give you a hug,” Miranda said, holding back tears.

      Miranda’s heart ached when she ended the call. She wanted to race back to the hospital and hold her daughter but knew the time would come soon enough, but they would all three be together, a family once again. Wiping away the tears, she tucked her phone back into her pocket and glanced in Dante’s direction. She was surprised to find tears in his eyes, though he was avoiding her gaze to try to hide them. For a split second, she felt bad for him before remembering why they were in the situation to begin with.

      “I can’t wait for you to be gone forever,” she hissed.

      He struggled against the binds on his wrists, making her heart jump for a split second. She hadn’t thought about what would happen if he were able to break free. Suddenly, the pressure of what she was about to do weighed on her. She knew she was trading one life for another, yet the guilt she felt wasn’t over the decision. It was because she felt no remorse at all, and that was terrifying.

      For so long, the fear of Dante finding them had plagued her, but now, he wouldn’t ever be able to touch them again. She was no fool. She understood what the kidnappers were going to do with her ex-husband. Miranda’s only hope was that they made sure it was done right. If he showed back up in their lives, no amount of pleading from her family would get her to sit still and do nothing. She’d put a bullet between his eyes herself if it meant keeping her children safe.
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      They pulled up to the mill, and she turned off the van’s engine. She had no desire to make their presence known to anyone lingering around and quickly killed the headlights. Miranda would have been lying to herself if she didn’t admit she was angry. Her daughter was awake and talking, yet she was trapped in a car with the man who had put her in the hospital to begin with. It didn’t matter if he’d been the one snatching them. It was his fault the kidnappers had disrupted their perfect lives.

      She was angry and impatient to hold her children again. Glaring at Dante, she grabbed ahold of the corner of the duct tape and pulled it off slowly, watching him wince with pain as his fury grew. His aggravation gave her a flicker of satisfaction. Miranda had no sympathy for Dante, nor would she ever again. He’d sealed his fate with greed. He deserved everything happening to him. Becca and Cammie didn’t.

      “Explain to me why you came back in the first place. What really made you come here? You obviously had no plans of being with your daughters, so what made you think this was the place to be?”

      “Oh, you want to make small talk while we wait for the kidnappers? Why would I tell you anything? You’ve always hated me anyway,” Dante seethed.

      “I don’t give a damn, really. I’m just curious.”

      “Fine, you’ll probably enjoy this story. I hate myself for making this decision, but I came back because of Shane. I should have known his plan would never work.”

      “What? Shane? What did it have to do with you coming back to this town?”

      “He had this brilliant idea of getting the club to go straight. It’s never going to work, but I thought his plan for coming back here would be lucrative. You know, start up some businesses and make some real money on the side.”

      “Well, he did mention that he had big plans about the cub going straight. Why don’t you think it will work? The only person stopping it from happening is you. You seem to be good at getting in your own way.”

      “Truth is, I like being an outlaw. I’d rather be breaking laws and running from the police. Most of my guys feel the same, but it was a fresh start coming here. Besides the people who knew my past, most of the people have been pretty accepting.”

      “They only put with you because of the girls. At least Shane has the balls to make something bigger of himself. You should have followed his lead, then maybe we wouldn’t be here now.”

      Miranda chuckled. She knew there was a reason she’d always liked Shane. Even if he was the one who had brought the darkness to her doorstep, he’d done it for the right reasons. Shane never could have known that things were going to go south so quickly. Hopefully, if Dante really left town permanently, Shane and Jared would be able to get the MC back on track to do something good with their money and time. She was worried about Jared; it was strange that he wasn’t following Dante’s every order.

      If Dante made it out of the ordeal alive, though, everything would change. She knew his word was no good. He’d proven that. He was giving bikers all over a bad reputation. Her mind started to spiral under the ruse that he’d still be alive in a few hours. She couldn’t let him get to the girls again. With no proof of his past crimes, though, what was stopping him from sticking around and keeping what few rights he still had with the children? She shuddered. He had to go.

      “When this is all over, are you going to leave town? Or is this all some plan to get back at me for the girls?” Miranda asked.

      “Miranda, I know I’m the biggest pile of crap to walk the Earth, but do you honestly believe that these people are going to just let me go? Whatever they want, they want it in blood. Even you should be able to see that,” Dante grumbled.

      “No,” Miranda answered. “I think I know what this exchange really is. They want your life for hers.”

      “Does that even bother you a little? Do you care at all what happens to me?”

      “There was a time that I did, but that time has long passed. Now, I only care about the girls and getting Becca back where she belongs.”

      Dante sighed. “Will you be able to live with my death on your conscience?”

      “You forget how easy it was for you to let my daughter die. You would rather run and save your own ass than get Becca back home. So yeah, I think I’ll be okay that it’s you rather than her.”

      “None of this would be happening if you wouldn’t have run off with the girls.”

      Her jaw clenched. She knew he was goading her, but it was working. After everything he’d put her through, not just in the last week but in the last decade, she hated that he could still get under her skin. Years of therapy had taught her that he was an emotionally controlling narcissist. That did little to help the situation, though. Her phone started to ring, and she welcomed the distraction when Darrel’s name appeared.

      “Hi, sweetheart,” she said.

      “You doing okay?” Darrel asked.

      “Yeah, just waiting for this to be over. What about you guys?”

      “We are just about in place.”

      “Good,” Miranda whispered. “I can’t wait for this to be over.”

      “I know, honey. Listen, next time the girls want to have an adventure, maybe we can just take them to Disney World or something.”

      Miranda chuckled. “Good idea, no more kidnappings.”

      “I should go so your line is free if they call. Hang in there,” Darrel said.

      “Thanks,” she whispered.

      She knew Dante was glaring at her as she smiled and ended the call. Darrel was perfect in every way. Never again was she going to let her past relationships dictate her future ones. Darrel was proof that good men were still out there.

      Dante sighed. “I was wrong when I said you weren’t any different. You’ve changed a lot. You used to actually care about me.”

      “Well, you’re the one who made me change, didn’t you? All you had to do was at least pretend to care about getting the girls home, I might feel differently, but those days are gone,” Miranda said. “As I said, all I care about is my daughters. I’ll do whatever it takes to get Becca home.”

      Dante scoffed. “Really? There you go again, trying to blame me for your own shortcomings. You’d really do whatever it takes? What if they decide to make you get blood on your hands? What then?”

      “Whatever it takes, Dante,” she snapped. “If the kidnappers would have asked me to bring them your head chopped off and on a silver platter, I’d be shopping for a silver platter right now. I’m done with you; can’t you see that? Those girls are all I care about in this world. So yeah, I’ll take your blood on my conscience if that means I will be able to hold Becca again.”

      “Yeah, Miranda, you sound like a real saint. Glad I have friends like you. I mean, who needs enemies when I have someone like you in my life.”

      “I wouldn’t worry too much about the friends you keep. You’re nothing more than a prisoner to me. I was never your friend, to begin with,” Miranda said. “You’re a means to an end, nothing else.”

      Dante fell silent, but it was short-lived when he pointed out a pair of headlights up on the crest that overlooked the mill. She knew an old logging road ran down the hill, following the stream the length of the hill. Seconds later, the headlights disappeared, blending in with the darkness as her heart started to steady again. It was Hartford and Darrel, watching over them from a safe distance. If she hadn’t seen the car pull up seconds before, she’d never known it was there.

      “Looks like your boyfriend is here,” Dante muttered.

      “You know what? I’ve got a whole roll of tape back there; do you want me to shut you up again?”

      Dante glared at her but said nothing as Miranda sighed and rested her head against the seat. Glancing at the clock on the dash, she saw that there were still five minutes before the kidnappers were set to be there. Every second that passed seemed to take an eternity. Miranda just wanted to hold her children again and put everything behind them. She closed her eyes, silently saying a prayer the next few minutes would go off without a hitch.
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      “You’re making a mistake,” Dante growled. “You think they are just going to let her go? Not if they know what’s good for them.”

      “So now you’re an expert on kidnapping, too?”

      “Hell no, but I know a criminal when I hear one. Those asshats don’t care about her, not like I do. We can work this out, catch these guys, and everyone goes on their merry way.”

      She snorted. “Save it. It’s already worked out, and you’re doing your part. Think of how proud your last wife would be of you for saving your daughters.”

      “Screw you,” he snarled.

      “Likewise, jerk. Do you know what baffles me? You actually thought you could get away.”

      “You think you’re so tough? You little bi—”

      She jerked around, grabbing the roll of tape as he quickly shut back up. In the distance, she saw approaching headlights. Her heart was racing as two vans slowly drove in their direction. It was finally time for her to be reunited with her baby. Nothing was stopping them now. They were parked butted up to the mill. The first van pulled to a stop twenty feet from them, with the second lingering a good hundred yards behind. She knew Darrel and Hartford were watching their every move, but they were far enough away that even if something happened, they wouldn’t be able to get there in time. When her phone rang, she jumped. It was them.

      “What do you want us to do now? Is Becca okay?”

      “The girl is fine,” the distorted voice said. “Now, you’ll do exactly what we say. We have a gun pointed at Becca, and if you don’t follow our instructions to completion, she will die. Do you understand, Miranda?”

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      “Good, now put the phone on speaker so Dante can hear this, too.”

      Miranda did as she was told, but the fear of what would happen next made her shake. All she wanted was for the whole thing to be over so she could hold her daughters again. Dante was struggling with the zip ties, trying to free his hands.

      “Okay, now what?” Miranda asked.

      “We want you both to get out of the van together and approach the first van.”

      “I’m not trying to fight you on this, but Dante is tied up,” Miranda replied. “I’ll have to go around and let him out.”

      There were several moments of silence, and Miranda wasn’t sure what they would say about the current situation. She hoped they would understand. After all, anyone who knew Dante knew this was probably the only way anyone could get him to comply.

      “Fine, but don’t try anything funny, or the girl will die,” the voice said. “Once you’re both out of the van with the money in your hands, approach the first van. When you reach the first van, go to the side door.”

      The call ended as abruptly as it started. She was trembling when she slipped the phone back into her pocket. Dante tried to tell her something, but she ignored him and climbed out, feeling the kidnappers watching her every move as she went to Dante’s side and opened the door. He struggled against her when she grabbed his arm, but the adrenaline coursing through her over getting her child back was enough that he didn’t stand a chance in his still inebriated state. She grabbed the bag of money as an afterthought.

      Jerking him along, she shoved him ahead of her with a little more force than needed. He smacked his face against the glass, stumbling backward where she caught him again. Had it been a different situation, she may have asked if he was okay, but after their last conversation, all sympathy she had for the man was gone. He was a terrible human and deserved what he had coming to him. She only hoped that the fiasco would end soon and things could get back to normal. Her phone rang, and she jumped, answering it immediately.

      “Now, open the door and set the money inside, careful not to move suddenly. I’d hate for the gun to go off accidentally.”

      “No,” she whispered. “I’ll do as you say.”

      “Good. Now, after you set the money in the van, Dante will climb in after it.”

      “The hell I will. I’m not getting into your van,” Dante shouted.

      “You’ll do exactly what they say, Dante. Or I’ll kill you myself,” Miranda snapped.

      “What does it matter, anyway? They’re going to kill me.”

      “I really don’t care. You’ve done this to yourself, and for whatever reason, these people want you. I plan on giving them just that.”

      “Just like that? I don’t think so. I’d rather take my chances on my own.”

      “We had a deal, Dante. I haven’t deleted that recording yet, so why don’t you just do what they say? Be brave, for once in your life. If not for yourself, do something that the girls can actually remember that’s good.”

      “I don’t give a shit about them or you. I’m not going to die for something I don’t even know about.”

      Miranda sighed. “I’m sure they’ll tell you as they torture you to death. You won’t be dying in vain if that makes you feel any better.”

      “It doesn’t, but what do you care?” Dante asked.

      “I don’t.”

      Miranda opened the van door, tossing the money bag inside. There was a metal wall separating the driver. She was starting to lose her temper again with Dante as he argued with her about getting in. Suddenly, the side door on the second van slid open, halting the conversation immediately. Miranda couldn’t breathe.

      “If you move, Mommy,” the man goaded, “I will put a bullet in your princess's head.”

      She had almost forgotten they were still on the phone as a heartbreakingly familiar scream came from the second van as Miranda watched her daughter being dangled outside the door. She looked disheveled and dirty, still fighting against her abductors despite her tiny legs and hand being bound. The long barrel of a shotgun emerged after her daughter, pointed at her head. Miranda knew she had to make a decision. Without thinking, she shoved Dante into the first van and slammed the door before he could scramble back out.

      “Now that I have your attention, when this call ends, you are to toss the phone as far as you can. Understand?”

      “Yes,” Miranda said.

      “After you do this, the second van will pull up, and Becca will be handed to you. If anything looks sketchy, well, you know what will happen. I don’t think I need to explain what the last thing will be to go through your daughter’s head.”

      “What about Dante? What will happen to him? Are you going to kill him?”

      “That’s no longer your concern, though after hearing your argument there, I don’t think you really care what happens to him.” The man chuckled. “What we do with him is something nightmares are made of.”

      There was an awkward silence for several moments. Miranda wasn’t sure what was happening, but a small amount of panic was beginning to creep into her mind. She hoped, at that moment, that the kidnappers weren’t changing their minds. Had they seen the others? She almost said something, but the words didn’t come out.

      Finally, the voice on the other end of the phone spoke. “Do you think that Dante loves his children? That he truly loves them?”

      “I don’t know. I believe he does,” she hesitated, “but I think it’s in his own way. I don’t believe he truly knows what love is anymore. I believe he might have loved me, too, a long time ago. Those days are gone now. I haven’t known him for too long to truly understand what he feels or thinks.”

      The line went dead. She quickly tossed it away as she’d been instructed and stepped away from the van as it pulled forward. Seconds later, the one with her daughter approached. She could feel the tears starting to well, her arms longing to hold Becca tight and forget all about the past few days. When she reached for the door handle on the van, she found it locked. A sinking sensation in her stomach grew. A noise from the first van caught her attention, and she looked away from the door. The sound had startled her.

      It was too dark to see what was happening. Suddenly, she felt a sharp prick in her neck. Instinctively, she reached up and felt something protruding. She plucked it out, seeing some sort of dart in her hand, but it was hazy. Her vision was slipping. The door in front of her opened, and she stumbled forward, Becca’s pleas filling her ears, but she couldn’t move. They’d drugged her. A hand grabbed her and pulled her into the van. The metal floor collided with her as the world around her went dark, her last thought of her child’s panicked screams.
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      Every part of her body ached when she finally came back around. Her head was throbbing like she was hungover but worse. She couldn’t stifle the moan that slipped out when she tried to move, only to find her arms tightly bound. The thick plastic cut into her wrists, sending waves of pain through her each time she tried to move. Miranda had to blink a dozen times before she could see anything. When she did, she almost wished she’d kept them shut.

      Dante was slumped in a corner, his restraints now doubled and intertwined with an old pipe. The kidnappers had wasted no time showing how they felt about her ex-husband. He was badly beaten, one of his eyes swollen shut while the other was already starting to bruise. There was blood on his jeans and shirt, and she could make out half a dozen small slices in his skin. They weren’t going to be easy on him. Whatever his connection was to the men, they wanted their revenge to be painful.

      “Dante,” Miranda whispered. “Dante, wake up.”

      Miranda didn’t understand what was happening, but she knew the men wanted Dante to pay for some sin of the past. He stirred slightly, and she whispered his name again, but he still didn’t wake up. She suddenly became furious that he wasn’t awake and that she was now detained with a man she despised. He was to blame for everything that had happened and was happening.

      “Dante,” she snapped. “Wake the hell up.”

      Dante stirred before groaning and opening his eyes. He glanced around the room, quickly figuring out he was tied to an old pipe. When he looked up and saw Miranda there, he freaked out. Dante began to pull hard at his bindings, but it was no use. She knew they had to have used heavy-duty ties to restrain them. Her heart raced when he glared at her, but she wasn’t going to stand down.

      “What…what the hell are you doing here? I figured you’d be long gone and banging your new boy toy.”

      “Even now, you’re going to sit there and try to cut me down with your meaningless words. Something changed their mind, and they took me, too. Who are these people, Dante?”

      “Well, ain’t that a bitch.” He chuckled. “I don’t know who they are or what they want. Don’t you think I would have had them taken care of before now if I knew? What about Becca?”

      “I haven’t seen her or heard anything about her,” Miranda muttered.

      She knew it wasn’t going to be easy escaping. They’d taken their time in assuring she was tied down well. There were three industrial ties in total binding her wrists. They hadn’t taken the same care with her legs, though. Sloppy rows of tape were wrapped from her knees down. They obviously didn’t see her as much of a threat, at least not like Dante. She prayed it wouldn’t be their only mistake. It was a fool's errand to come between a mother and her children.

      Miranda started to wiggle. The antique radiator she was tied to strained against the decaying wall. It would be loud and take time to get free, and even then, she knew it was a long shot. The kidnappers weren’t going to take their time with them, and she knew it. They had the money and Dante. Now they just had to make their escape. She froze when she heard voices outside. Glancing at the door, she watched two men walk in, both still wearing masks.

      It was then that she noticed the monitors in the dilapidated structure. They were the only thing that seemed out of place and not covered in a layer of dust. One of the men’s masks had a mouthpiece attached to it. She had to assume it was the device that distorted his voice, making him the ringleader of the pair. Miranda glared at them, a mother’s rage seething from her. After everything they’d already gone through, she wasn’t going to give up or make things easier for them. They were the men who had almost killed her baby.

      “What the hell do you want from me? I did everything you asked of me,” Miranda snapped. “I held up my end of the bargain. Hold up your end, you piece of—”

      “Oh, Miranda, we just want to have a little fun with you,” the distorted voice said.

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “You’ll find out soon enough, doll. First, we’re going to beat on Dante a little more before we turn our attention to you. Business before pleasure and all that.” He chuckled.

      She knew what he meant, and fear crept into her. Her heart raced as she thought about the evil things the men before her could do to her. Miranda hated Dante and all the pain he brought with him, but her heart ached to hold her daughters again. Anger washed over her as she thought about her girls. She suddenly wondered what they had done to Becca.

      “Where’s my daughter?”

      “No worries, dear. She’s been taken care of. Soon, she’ll be far away from here.”

      Miranda couldn’t take it anymore. She struggled against the ties around her wrist, screaming at the men as she did. She knew she had to fight but feared what they would do to her or her daughter. Dante had made his bed, and now he could sleep in it, but her daughter, she did not deserve any of this.

      “You’re a coward,” she screamed. “You’re nothing more than a dickless coward.”

      The man stomped over to her, pulling a weapon out of his pocket as he did. She cowered back, closing her eyes and expecting a shot to ring out. Instead, a searing pain coursed through her body as she screamed. She’d never felt something so blindingly painful before. It felt like it lasted for hours but was only a few seconds. After the shock of the pain subsided, she continued to feel as though her body was vibrating. It was then that she realized the man had used a stun gun on her. Dante was yelling from the other end of the room.

      The string of insults he found would have made a sailor proud. Instead, it only served to tick off their attackers. The one who had watched his partner shoot her stomped over to Dante and started kicking him until he was hunched over on the ground again. Only when his body went limp did the attack stop. As quickly as they’d come, the men disappeared again. Miranda watched them leave and go to the room across the hall through the broken glass panes. Though there were bars on the windows, she could see them taking off their weapons. It seemed like they were leaving again.

      As soon as they left, she yelled at Dante to wake up again. It took several tries, but he finally regained consciousness. Shaking off the aches of the beating, he groaned and looked in her direction. He was obviously in pain, but she needed answers if he could give them. She knew they were running out of time.

      “Dante, do you have any clue who these bastards are or why they seem to be so interested in you?”

      He groaned. “I recognize the voice of one of them, though I am not sure who the other one could be?”

      “Would you like to share with me who you think this guys is? Maybe it will give us some insight as to what they want you for.”

      Dante sighed. “I’m pretty sure it’s Greg.”

      “Who in the hell is Greg?”

      “He’s Shauna’s brother. Shauna was my second wife, the one who died in the shooting at the gas station.”

      “The other guy, the one using the voice manipulator, any ideas as to who he is?” Miranda asked.

      “I don’t know. Where’d they go anyway?”

      “I don’t know, but I don’t plan on sticking around to find out. We need to find a way out of here.”

      She knew they were running out of time. The only thing keeping her conscious was knowing that her children needed her. Cammie was safe at the hospital, surrounded by loved ones, but Becca was still out there somewhere. Summoning all of her strength, she yelled out for her child, but there was no reply. Her stomach started to turn. The men who had taken them weren’t messing around. They almost seemed to enjoy hurting her as much as Dante. Becca had to be there, and she had to find her before the men came back.
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      “Give it up, Miranda. You aren’t going to get out of those. All you’re doing is chewing up your wrists more,” Dante muttered.

      “Why do you care?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t, but you don’t want to be scarred up for your new boyfriend.”

      “Give it a rest, Dante.” She growled.

      “You’ve been at it for twenty-five minutes; they aren’t going to budge. Those things are designed to hold men three times your size.”

      “Good thing I’m a woman then.”

      Dante chuckled and shook his head, cringing as he sat up. She hated him but, at the same time, didn’t want to see him dead, at least not with her and her daughter still trapped there. With each passing second, she found her panic growing more intense. The pair had already been gone for a while. Whatever they were doing, they weren’t going to hold out on getting their reward much longer. She’d seen the hatred in the men’s eyes, even if she couldn’t make out their faces. Dante had doomed them all, it seemed.

      “Can I give you some advice?” he asked.

      She glared at him. “Are you kidding me? No, I don’t want your damn advice. Do you even realize this is all your fault? You’re such an arrogant prick. All of this is on you. Why couldn’t you just stay away?”

      Suddenly, she saw the monitors kick on. At first, she didn’t understand why they had turned on, but she soon realized that one of the screens was showing a feed from the hospital, and her heart sank. What were they going to do now, go after Cammie? She held her breath when she recognized the room. The feed was directly from the security camera in her daughter’s room.

      Miranda watched as the men slowly snuck into the room where her daughter was recovering. She was horrified as she stared at the screen, helpless. She knew there wasn’t anyone to stop them. She was sure that Darrel and Hartford were out looking for her and her daughter, so they wouldn’t be anyone near the hospital. Everyone else would be asleep, including her mother, who was sleeping at Cammie’s side.

      Her stomach churned as she watched one of the men approach Cammie’s bedside. She wanted to scream, but she knew that wouldn’t do any good. There wasn’t anyone around to hear her cries for help. The other man approached the other side of her bed and slowly pulled something from his pocket. It looked as if he had injected something into her IV, and Miranda’s heart nearly stopped when she saw Cammie go limp. The two men grabbed her daughter and rushed out of the room.

      The walls around her started to blur. She felt like she was going to be sick. Miranda didn’t know how they’d managed to get access to the feed, but it was enough to show her their true intentions. It wasn’t simply about punishing Dante, they wanted to make him suffer, and the only way they could do through Miranda. She spun around and glared at Dante.

      “I’m…I’m so sorry—”

      “Shut the hell up. Do you hear me? You shut the hell up,” she hissed. “Everything you’ve done…we are the ones paying for it.”

      “I’ll get us out of this,” he stammered.

      “You aren’t going to do shit. I’m going to get my children out of this, not you. When I do, I’m going to leave you here to rot for them. Then, you’ll never be able to hurt us again.”

      “I never meant for any of this to happen.”

      “Yes, you did. You brought them here, Dante. You are the reason my children are in danger. You’re the reason they might—”

      “Hey, don’t think like that. When they get back, I’ll reason with them. I’ve got a ton of money tied up in property and bikes. We’ll—”

      “Stop it,” she screamed. “There is no ‘we’ in this. I want nothing from you, nothing.”

      He fell silent, shaking his head. Miranda knew he was a broken man. It wasn’t like her to be so angry all the time, but constantly being surrounded by disaster had taken its toll on her. She no longer felt anything but seething rage toward the father of her children. She hated him with every bone in her body and genuinely didn’t care if he made it out of the situation alive.

      Miranda was angry, but the tears that fell were for her daughters. She didn’t know what they had planned to do with them or why they felt the need to drag her and the twins into something Dante had done, but she knew their time was about to end. She was ripped from her despair by the sound of something pounding. At first, she thought it was the old pipes running throughout the building. The knocking continued, and while she listened, she heard the faint calls from Becca.

      Filled with rage, Miranda began pulling with her arms while her bindings cut through the flesh on her wrists. She no longer cared about the pain burning through her body as she tugged and pulled at the ties around her wrists. She kicked the radiator and pulled harder as the blood poured from the tears on her skin. She wiggled against the wall, trying to balance herself before she kicked again, putting all he strength behind each movement. She was blinded by anger and the fear of her daughters being in danger. She rushed to the door and tried to pull it open, but there was no use. The door was locked, and her hope began to fade again.

      Finally, with every ounce of energy she could muster, she kicked one final time, breaking the rust that connected the radiator to the wall. Moving in a rush, she grabbed a sharp piece of the metal and cut through the remaining pieces of the ties around her wrists.

      “Wow, color me impressed,” he muttered. “So, what’s your plan now?”

      “I don’t know, just shut up and let me think,” she growled.

      “You know, I remember a girl back in the day who could pick anything from a safe to a set of handcuffs.”

      “That was a long time ago, Dante. I haven’t done that in over a decade.”

      “They say it’s like riding a bike. You’ll never know if you don’t try.”

      “I’m going to try,” she snapped, “but not because you want me to. It’s what I was going to do all along. Now shut up long enough for me to figure this out.”

      Dante grinned. She wanted to run to the other side of the room and knock him out again, but she knew there wasn’t time. At any minute, they could be back with her baby.

      “Just take a deep breath and focus,” he said.

      “I would if you would just shut the hell up. For the love of God.”

      “Listen, if that’s a live feed of the hospital. I’d say you’ve got fifteen, maybe twenty minutes before they get back here if they are speeding. I’m not trying to rush you, but I don’t think you want to be caught by surprise.”

      “I know, Dante. I don’t need you to explain to me how much time I have.”

      “If you cut my ties first, though…”

      She snorted. “Now I see why you care so much; you are still looking for a way to run. God, you are one predictable man.”

      Dante said nothing, yet just his presence in the same room was distracting her. If she had more time, she would have knocked him out and left him for the kidnappers to clean up. Time was running out, though, and she took a deep breath. It was now or never for her and the girls.

      With Dante finally being quiet long enough for her to focus, she pulled out the memories of her younger days to pick the lock. It took a few attempts, but it wasn’t long before the lock clicked, and she knew she could open the door.

      “See, all you had to do was listen to me. I knew you still had a bad side in you. Aren’t you glad I taught you how to do that?”

      “Dante, just shut the hell up. I wouldn’t need this skill right now if it weren’t for you. Now shut up so I can hear what’s going on out there.”

      She knew she didn’t have much time. As she listened for any noises coming from outside, she heard nothing. Miranda took a deep breath and tried to form a plan. She didn’t know how she was going to go about finding Becca, but she knew she needed to act quickly. Her heart began to race, and panic began to overtake her. As she tried to devise a plan, the only thing that crossed her mind was finding Becca and the fact that she would need protection. She suddenly felt helpless yet determined.
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      It didn’t take her nearly as long to pick the lock on the second door. It swung open with a loud creak. Miranda was happy she didn’t have to try to be silent in her escape attempt. They’d picked a good location for their hideout. The dilapidated building didn’t have much beyond electric and locking doors. There was an abundance of supplies. It was evident the men had been stocking up for some time. They were smart in their approach, planning and saving until it was time for the big moment, the revenge.

      Whoever they were, they had money at their disposal. With so much, what was the point in kidnapping Dante and the girls? It felt like a lot of extra work for a small reward. Dante, she could understand. After all, he was the scum of the earth that had shot his second wife. Immediately, she saw a box full of pre-paid phones. She wondered which of the two was the tech genius since neither seemed very smart at all. It struck her that they weren’t planning on leaving any witnesses. Miranda felt like she was going to be sick.

      You could buy someone to do the work for you. Miranda knew between Darrel and Hartford that everyone connected to the girl's kidnapping would be held accountable for their crimes. In addition to the phones, they had cases of food and an assortment of weapons. There was enough firepower to lock them away for a while. Hacking the feeds to the hospital and kidnapping would seal their fates. She hated the idea of using a gun but would stop at nothing to protect her children.

      “Grab that knife they had on them and cut me loose. I’ll help you find Becca.”

      “Yeah, right, Dante. I cut you loose and the first thing that you’ll do is run out the first exit door you find. I’m not doing it.”

      “Come on, Miranda. Get me out of this, and I will help you find her. Then you’ll never have to worry about seeing me again.”

      Miranda scoffed. “I don’t think so. It’s not going to happen. I’m going to get out there and find Becca. Then, and only then, I’ll come back and free you. I’m not letting you screw up anything else in my life, and I don’t need to worry about trusting you while looking for my daughter.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” Dante said. “You know it will go a lot quicker if we’re both looking for her. Just cut me free, and I will help you look. We could all be free, Miranda. Don’t let your pride get in the way of what needs to be done. You can’t possibly be that stupid. I know you.”

      “I feel like this is the first smart decision I’ve made, and Dante, you don’t know me at all.”

      Grabbing the only weapon with a silencer, she tucked it into her belt while grabbing a knife as well. It didn’t matter what happened after she found Becca and got Cammie back. If she could save Dante, she would but not at the risk of her own life. Part of her conscious walled off the guilt she felt in the situation. She couldn’t focus on staying alive with it lingering in the open space. Dante would never stop bringing trouble to their doorstep. As long as he was alive, that fear would linger inside her.

      With the guilt locked away, knowing she couldn’t risk his getting them caught by fleeing, she looked at Dante one more time. He must have seen the shift in her gaze as she stepped back into the hallway and tucked the knife into her back pocket. The playful grin on his face fell as their eyes locked. Long ago, she would have stopped at nothing to save him from pending doom, but now, two girls mattered so much more than he ever would. The fates could take their dues. She wasn’t rushing to stop them.

      “Please, Miranda, don’t do this. Don’t leave me here like this. I swear I will help you look for Becca, and I won’t take off until she is found.”

      “And I promise to come back for you after I find Becca. She’s more important to find than taking time to free you first.”

      Dante scoffed. “You could have had me freed by now if you weren’t arguing with me over it.”

      “Yeah, Dante, and I probably could have found her in the same amount of time. Now, will you just shut up and let me go look for her?”

      “They’ll be back by the time you find Becca and come back. Just let me out of here. I can help you look. Both of us looking and it will take less time than looking by yourself. Then we’ll all be out of here before they come back.”

      “I wouldn’t say that you’re the most trustworthy, Dante. Do you mean to help me like when you said you’d help get Becca back, to begin with? The last time you made promises, you took your money, packed your bags, and took off running out of the country. I don’t believe you or trust you. Maybe I should trust that you’ll help like when you brought the kidnappers to our doorstep. Don’t forget, everything that happens to you now is by your own hands.”

      Miranda took a deep breath and turned to walk out the door. The time she had to find Becca was running out, and she could no longer take talking to the man who was the reason everything was happening to them now.

      “Don’t do this, Miranda!” Dante yelled.

      She continued walking, yelling out for her daughter every few feet before waiting. Suddenly, she remembered the phone in her pocket and quickly pulled it out. It was only because she’d called him so much that she knew his number by heart. She quickly dialed it and waited. It didn’t take long. He was answering and cursing in no time.

      “Darrel! It’s me!”

      “Jesus, holy hell. Miranda! Do you know how happy I am to hear your voice? Where the hell are you?”

      “The old mill, Paradise River. Hartford will know where it’s at. Listen, they took Cammie.”

      “I know. We just left the hospital. We’ll send the troops your way…how did you know they took her? Do you have Becca?”

      “No, not yet. I’m looking for her, though. I don’t know how long I have.”

      “How did you know they took Cammie?”

      “Those sick sons of bitches hacked into the hospital cameras so I could watch.”

      “Miranda, listen to me. You need to get out of there, okay? We will be there soon, get out, and we will find Becca.”

      “I can’t do that, Darrel,” Miranda replied. “I have to find Becca before they get back. I don’t have a lot of time.”

      “But Miranda, we will have people on the way and—”

      “And I’m here now. I can find her, okay? Just trust me. Now, one of the guys is Greg. Dante said he recognized his voice.”

      “Who is Greg?” Darrel asked.

      “Right, sorry. Greg is Shauna’s brother. Dante’s second wife.”

      “What in the hell would he want with you and the girls?”

      “I don’t understand that, either, but I also don’t know who the other guy is. Maybe it was his decision to grab and keep us. I’m not sure. What I do know is that I’m the only one who can save Becca right now. I need you to send in the cavalry and find Cammie.”

      “What about Dante?” Darrel asked.

      “He’s still tied up and probably pissed off right now. I refused to cut him loose.”

      “Good for you. He’s been more trouble than he’s worth, that’s for sure.”

      “I’m going to go look for her.”

      “Stay on the line, Miranda. I want to make sure that you’re okay.”

      “No,” Miranda said. “I need both my hands free if they come back. Send help; I’m going to find Becca.

      He was still trying to stop her when she ended the call and slipped the phone back into her pocket. She knew he was worried but finding Becca was the only thing that mattered, and time was running out. Calling out for her daughter again, she waited and listened for a reply, only to hear Dante still yelling from the front room. If he didn’t shut up soon, she was going to deal with him herself. Grinding her teeth in irritation, she tried to drown him out as she moved farther down the corridor.
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      Miranda was nearing the end of her search, there was only one room left, and it was by far the largest of them all. It didn’t look like they’d used it for anything since the company had closed down. She could smell the molding boxes before her eyes adjusted to the dim lighting. It was easy to see why they’d picked it as a hideout. No one went into the structure anymore. Gaping holes in the roof let in the bitter cold. There was a chill in the room. They hadn’t bothered with the space heaters she’d seen scattered throughout the rest of the building. There was a rustling near the corner of the room, and her heart ached. Her instinct told her that she was close.

      As soon as her eyes adjusted to the light, she saw the small figure hunched over in the corner. Her heart lurched as she called out to her daughter. Becca stirred but said nothing. She ran to her, praying she was unharmed. Once she was near Becca and saw the tears streaming down her small cheeks, she understood why she hadn’t called out. They had taped over her mouth. Her arms and legs were tied with the same industrial ties they’d used on her. With trembling hands, she cut her daughter free from the pipe protruding from the floor and carefully peeled off the tape, sobbing all the while.

      “Mommy, I’m so glad you came. Where are the bad people?” Becca sobbed.

      “There are gone, but they’re on the way back. We have to move quickly and quietly. Okay?”

      “Okay, Mom. What about Cammie? Is Cammie okay? She got sick, and then they took her away.”

      Miranda sighed. “Cammie is okay, but we have to go now.”

      She hated lying to her, but if everything worked out, Cammie would be okay soon enough. For now, she needed to get her and her daughter out of the place they were being held in. Suddenly, she saw headlights breaking through the windows. She knew immediately that they had returned. Fear washed over her, but she kept it hidden from her daughter.

      “Mommy, I’m scared,” Becca whispered. “They’re back. I can tell by the sound of the car. I heard them say they were going to kill everyone.”

      “Don’t worry, baby. Mommy’s going to keep you safe, okay? Just listen to me and do what I tell you, no matter what.”

      “What are we going to do? How are we going to get out of here?”

      “Everything’s going to be okay. I’ll figure out how to get us out of here, but first, I want you to hide behind those boxes right there. Stay low and hidden, and be very quiet, understand.”

      “Okay, Mommy.”

      Miranda could hear the car engine stop and men talking. They were laughing as if it were another normal night for them. When she heard the doors open and close a third time but not her daughter’s cries, she knew the child was still drugged. They didn’t have much time. In minutes, the men would discover that she was missing and come looking for her. She scanned the area, searching for a way to safely get Becca out of danger when a thin ray of moonlight caught her attention. She crept over to where Becca was hiding.

      Moving past her daughter to the glimmer of light, Miranda discovered an old door. It wasn’t locked and gave when she pressed against it. Becca could get out and be safe at the very least. She motioned for Becca to come over to her. It broke her heart when she saw the frightened look in her daughter’s eyes but knew she couldn’t stop it. The little girl would have to be brave a while longer. There was no other choice. Taking a deep breath, she wrapped her into her arms, not wanting to ever let her go again. The time had come for Miranda to put her plan into action, no matter how hard it was for her to let Becca go once again.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “You’re going to sneak out this door and run for the road. Can you do that for me?”

      “I’m scared, though. I don’t want to leave you.”

      “I know you’re scared, but I need you to be brave for just a few minutes. Can you be a brave girl for Mommy?”

      “I’ll be brave,” Becca stammered.

      “That’s my girl. Now, take this phone with you.”

      Miranda dug the phone from her pocket and put it into Becca’s. She knew she was asking a lot from her daughter, but there was no other way. She didn’t want her to see what would happen next, and there was no way she would fit through the small opening. In her heart, she knew she would be safe if she ran while she stayed behind and protected her from being spotted.

      “Everything is going to be okay; I promise. Do you trust me?”

      “I trust you, Mommy, but what about you?”

      “I’m going to be fine, all right. I know this is scary, but you can do it. The police are already on the way here, but when you get to the road, dial 9-1-1. Tell them who you are and that I sent you to the road, okay?”

      “Okay, but—”

      Just then, she heard the men shouting. Miranda knew they were onto her being gone, and there wasn’t any time left to wait. She kissed Becca on the cheek and told her she loved her. Her heart was breaking as she watched the tears fall down her daughter’s face. She was filled with rage when she saw the fear in Becca’s eyes. One way or another, those men were going to pay for what they had done.

      “Run, baby. Do what I say, and don’t look back until you’re at the road.”

      Pushing the door carefully, Miranda cringed when it creaked and groaned. She knew they had to hear it. Becca looked back at her once more, fresh tears in her eyes as Miranda helped her through the small opening. She would blend in with the night. Her thin coat wasn’t enough to protect her for long, but Miranda wouldn’t leave her in the cold. She vowed to never let the girl out of her sight again if they made it through. Whispering to the tiny child that she loved her, Miranda tugged the door closed carefully once again. All she could do was pray the others would find her little girl in time.

      She stood and looked out of one of the broken windows, watching Becca move to the tree line where the moonlight wouldn’t give her location away to the kidnappers. She was a smart child. Miranda had to trust that God would watch over her. Moving quietly across the room, she crouched behind the door and waited. They knew she was missing now, their yells filling the halls with a haunting echo. Miranda listened as one set of footsteps approached the door.

      Slowly, it creaked, moving in her direction with purpose. She’d picked the location carefully, knowing she couldn’t overpower the man. The only thing Miranda had working for her was the element of surprise. For too long, men had underestimated her. As soon as she saw his shadow, she knew it was the man who had electrocuted her—Greg. The brother of Dante’s last wife. He had deliberately targeted her and her children. Taking her rage and turning it into courage, Miranda took a deep breath and held it in.

      Greg walked in and looked around the room. Searching with his eyes but seeing nothing. Miranda wasn’t sure how long she had to hide in the spot she had chosen, but she knew it wouldn’t be long until she had to make her move.

      “Miranda, where are you? I know you have to be here somewhere. Let’s be friends, shall we? You’re only making things harder on yourself. Guess I’ll be the one who skins you all alive. Starting with your daughter, Cammie. I know you saw the monitors, so you know we have her now.”

      Her heart filled with rage. She knew they weren’t planning on letting them go, but hearing the words come straight out of his mouth was something entirely different. Miranda took her time and positioned herself perfectly. Her heart was racing, and only after Greg took another step did she realize that she had been holding her breath. She slowly relaxed and exhaled before taking a deep breath. She knew what she had to do, planning it in just a few moments. The moment he moved for the door, she knew it was time to act.
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      Miranda knew she had to move. She was reminded of the rare camping trips she had taken with her father. He’d always wanted a son but was thrilled with girls, even if neither of them had been able to play professional football as he’d wanted. They’d often, on those trips, set up small traps for hares and squirrels. Bill thought it was important for his daughters to be able to take care of themselves. The knowledge now helped her, a fact she’d be sure to thank him for later. She knew the second Greg heard the noise, his senses would be heightened. Whether he saw her as a danger or not, he would react on instinct.

      She had to move fast and watch for his aim, which from the taser burns on her body, wasn’t very good. It was only one man, and the chances of them separating again were slim. She could see when he stepped through the threshold that he had a gun in one hand. At first, she thought he was holding a second firearm, but the glint of light caught the orange stripe, and she knew it was the taser. The other man, who she had to guess was in charge, must have given the order for her to be taken alive. She shuddered when she tried to think of the reasons why. She only had one shot. As soon as he was clear from the door, she jumped behind him and slammed the door closed again.

      She wished she would have thought about doing it sooner, but she only then realized she had to cock the gun. Pulling back on the slide, she tried to be as quiet as possible. It didn’t matter, though. When the round found its place in the chamber, the click was louder than she had anticipated. Greg had heard it, too, and quickly swung around, surprising her.

      Though she was surprised by the speed at which he had turned, she didn’t hesitate and quickly raised the gun without aiming. She didn’t have time to line up the shot but pulled the trigger anyway, hoping the bullet would hit its mark. Though time hadn’t been on her side, she took the shot at his leg, not wanting to live with the death of the man on her conscience. There was no telling the turmoil she’d go through with a memory like that.

      The silencer served its purpose; though it had quieted the shot, it didn’t silence it. She knew from her years of being around Dante that silencers didn’t mean there was no sound. When the bullet hit the man’s leg, he dropped the taser he was carrying and screamed out in agony. Miranda didn’t know what it felt like to get shot, but judging by Greg’s reaction, it was extremely painful.

      Miranda heard footsteps racing down the hall and quickly shoved the door’s massive lock into place. It hadn’t been planned; she was thankful for the little spurt of luck. Greg’s friend on the other side pounded, but the heavy metal didn’t give under his weight. The man was still disguising his voice, making her wonder if he still held the disillusion that the night wasn’t going to end in bloodshed. Her worry grew when the pounding stopped. Why wasn’t he trying to get inside anymore to help his partner? Her stomach lurched as it dawned on her. If he was going to hurt her, she knew it wouldn’t be through the door. It would be with the little girl on the other side. She felt like she was being pulled in a dozen different directions. Where the hell was her backup?

      Miranda knew when Greg had dropped the taser that he still had his handgun. She stayed low and was glad she did when he turned and fired a shot in her direction. The room around her filled with light for just a moment as she dove to the spot behind the boxes once again. She happened to glance down before she hit the ground, noticing then that the taser Greg had been holding was only a few feet away.

      Reaching for it quickly, she grabbed it and aimed it at Greg. Before he had the chance to fire another round, she pulled the trigger on the taser, and both projectiles hit the man in the chest. Greg bolted straight up, all the muscles in his body contracting at once. Miranda knew the pain from being hit with the taser just a short time before. She didn’t feel sorry for the man, but she felt the pain. Just to ensure that Greg would stay down, she cranked the taser to its highest setting, upping the voltage to the highest point.

      Greg had dropped his weapon when she hit him with the electricity. She grabbed the gun and tossed it into the dark corner of the room. She didn’t want him to wake up and grab it. Her heart was racing, filled with adrenaline, but she knew it wasn’t over. The leader of this little band of dimwits was still out there and he had Cammie.

      Stepping out from where she was hiding behind the crates, she dropped the stun gun and crept over to Greg. He wasn’t moving, and his breathing was shallow, but she didn’t care. His heart could have stopped, and no remorse would come from her. Grabbing the ties in her pocket, she rolled the portly man onto his chest and bound his legs and arms together. Miranda wasn’t going to risk him getting out and helping his friend. Sliding the lock out of its place, she carefully cracked open the door and looked out into the hall but couldn’t see anything. The hall was too narrow to see more than a few feet into it. The bright lighting didn’t help, either, as her eyes struggled to adjust back.

      With no other choice, she poked her head out once she could see again. Greg groaned but didn’t wake on the floor behind her. What she saw made her freeze instantly. The masked man was standing over her daughter, lying unconscious outside the room where Dante was being held. He had a gun pointed at Cammie’s head. Miranda knew she would do anything he asked as long as it kept him from pulling the trigger. With his partner still unconscious in the other room, she prayed that he didn’t ask him to come out. If he thought Miranda had killed him, there was no telling what he would do to her daughter.

      “Do I have your attention?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. I’m getting tired of surprises. You’ll do what I say, or your daughter will suffer the consequences of your misguided efforts to rescue her,” the distorted voice said. “Now toss the gun away. Go on, get rid of it. Those things are dangerous, you know.”

      Miranda did what the man in the mask asked and tossed the gun. Though she knew the weapon was probably her only chance of getting them out of there, she wouldn’t risk Cammie’s life.

      “All right, I did what you asked. Please don’t hurt her.”

      “I make no promises, but don’t push me to do it. Now, walk toward me slowly.”

      Miranda started to slowly walk in the man’s direction, being careful not to make any sudden moves that he could take as threatening.

      “I want you to pick her up and walk back into the room. Slowly now. This gun has a pretty touchy trigger. I’d hate to see it go off by mistake.”

      “What do you want from us? I did what you asked, yet you still wouldn’t let me leave.”

      “Your questions will all be answered soon. Now, do as I said and pick her up. Go back to the room before I really get angry.”

      Miranda gently picked up her daughter and stepped into the room she had been tied up in. When she looked at Dante, he was glaring at her and filled with anger. Not that his opinion counted for anything, but it was an eerie feeling, walking back into the room with Cammie in her arms.

      The moment with her unconscious daughter was short-lived as the masked man followed them into the space. It gave her little hope knowing Becca was outside, not when she still had one daughter trapped in the building with her. Was it so much to ask that he let them go? She knew there was no point in pleading with the man. He’d been given the chance to show grace and extended none. She glared at him, watching as he pulled off the mask. Miranda couldn’t stifle the gasp of shock. There were no words to express her rage, but Dante seemed to find them as he started cursing at his second in command. All the pieces were starting to fall into place.

      “Jared,” she whispered, “how could you?”
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      “You son of a—”

      “Save it,” Jared growled. “I’ve heard it all before. I’m really sorry you got tied up in all this.”

      “You can still let us go, you know,” she muttered. “I don’t care what your beef is with him. We aren’t a part of this.”

      He chuckled. “See now, that’s where you are wrong. He made you a part of this when he killed the woman I loved.”

      “Excuse me?” Dante growled.

      Jared turned, pointing the gun at Dante, making Miranda feel a little better. She carefully moved Cammie to the floor behind her, not wanting the girl to be in the line of fire. Her hand was on the gun positioned at the small of her back. She just needed Dante to keep the man distracted long enough for her to get a clear shot. The situation was different than it had been with Greg. He wasn’t so close, and her daughter wasn’t in the room before. Now, with Cammie there, Miranda had to take precautions.

      “You heard me. None of this would be happening if it weren’t for you. You just had to get your money, though, didn’t you? Shauna loved you. She worshipped the ground you walked on, but what did you see? A paycheck.”

      “That bar bitch wouldn’t know love if it bit her in the ass. She only hooked up with all of us, trying to get in with the club. She knew what she was getting and what the risk was.”

      Jared pulled back the hammer on the gun. “You’re lying. You know it, and so do I. She tried for a fucking year to get you to pay attention to her, but as soon as you got a ring on her finger and got that insurance policy, you were looking for a way to take her out.”

      “Yeah,” Dante said. “And why does that matter to you, huh? Mad that you didn’t get your cut? Whose fault is that? I gave you the chance, and you chickened out. Is that what you want? The cut from her death?”

      “No! You idiot! I want her back! I loved her! We were going to leave and never look back, but you had to rip her away from me! Well, guess what? Payback is a bitch. I’m gonna take everything from you now.”

      “You think I care about them? Let the girl and kids go. They don’t mean anything to me,” Dante hissed.

      Jared swung the gun back around and pointed it at Miranda. Her hand froze on the weapon behind her. Jared’s eyes sparked as he stormed over to her. She tried to get the gun out, but he was too fast, snatching it from her hand as he laughed and tossed it out the open door. Her last ray of hope was shattered as Dante’s head dropped.

      “Isn’t that cute, the two of you working together? Tell me something, Dante, how does it feel knowing I’m gonna kill all three of them and not you?”

      “What?” he stammered.

      “You are going to spend the rest of your life knowing they all died because of you.”

      Jared swung the gun around again, pointing it at Dante for a split second before shifting it back to Miranda. She knew he wouldn’t make the mistake of turning his back on her again.

      “I’m gonna put a bullet in your legs first, then watch you crawl across the floor to save them, Dante. You won’t make it, though, at least not in time to save both of them.”

      “Hey, Jared?” Dante said. “You know I was there when he shot her? She saw me, too…I laughed when she died.”

      Jared swung the gun back around, his eyes filled with rage as a shot rang out through the room. Cammie jumped awake as Miranda grabbed her, cradling her child close as a second shot filled the air. For a moment, Miranda was sure it was over, that Jared had lost his temper, killed Dante, and they would be next. Something fell to the ground, and she opened her eyes again, keeping Cammie’s head turned away from the scene. Jared was on the floor, struggling against Hartford, who was sitting on top of him. The man was bleeding from a wound in his side, but it was obviously not fatal.

      Seconds later, Darrel rushed into the room and quickly ushered Miranda out, his arm wrapped around her as he carried Cammie. As soon as they stepped outside and she heard Becca’s voice, her heart filled with joy. The little girl came running out from the row of police cruisers and medical squads. Miranda dropped to her knees, still holding Cammie’s hand as she scooped Becca into her arms. It wasn’t until the girls were situated in the back of the ambulance and being looked over that she was able to step a few feet away and talk to Darrel. She had to know what had happened.

      “Becca found us on the road. She’s just as smart as you said. She called the station and told the dispatcher she needed to talk to Hartford. That brilliant little girl not only got us here but got us in the right entrance.”

      “They’re both amazing,” Miranda agreed. “What about Dante?”

      Darrel shook his head. “I’m sorry, Miranda, he didn’t make it. Jared got to the trigger before Hartford could.”

      “He saved us; you know. At least that’s what I’m going to make sure the girls remember. He made sure that the gun was pointed at him even though he had to of seen you guys coming in.”

      Darrel pulled her into his arms. “You know, I don’t think I’m ever going to let any of you out of my sight again.”

      As she closed her eyes and held him tight, Miranda smiled. “Funny, I was just thinking the same thing.”

      She couldn’t believe it was finally over. Her heart broke for the girls, knowing that things were never going to be the same. Dante was out of their lives forever but at what cost? Did one final good deed clear him? She’d wanted him gone, after all. It was something she’d prayed for all week, yet the pain in her heart lingered. She hated that his life had ended but had no remorse for protecting her children. As they approached the ambulance and the paramedics started to look over the girls again, Darrel held her tight. Miranda smiled, the past was gone, and she was looking forward to a beautiful future.
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      Miranda was enjoying her time with Ginger. The two were day drinking wine and listening to music as they unpacked. There were still moving boxes everywhere, even though they had already spent most of the day working on them. She looked up when she heard the girls screaming with delight. She saw Cammie run by the window first, followed by Becca as they fired their nerf guns back toward the porch. Darrel yelled something as he shot his nerf gun back in their direction. She felt blessed.

      “I told you, that man’s a keeper,” Ginger said.

      “I know, I know.” Miranda laughed. “Why do you think we were unpacking his things?”

      Ginger smiled. “I’m sure it didn’t take much to convince him to move in.” Ginger smiled.

      “No, not really. All I did was mention it, and it seemed like the moving van was here before I knew it.”

      “Did you happen to be naked when you asked?”

      Miranda laughed. “Well, now that you mention it, I think I might have been.” Miranda laughed.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you this happy before, Miranda.”

      “Honestly, I don’t think I have ever felt this way. I love him, Ginger. I think I did before, too, but it wasn’t the right time,” Miranda said. “Now, with Dante finally completely behind me, I’m actually able to be happy and feel joy.”

      “Speaking of which, when is the verdict supposed to be in?” Ginger asked.

      “Anytime now, but they said it could be days before the jury gets through deliberations,” Miranda said.

      Suddenly, her phone began to ring. When she looked down at the caller ID, it was the prosecutor’s number. She quickly answered the phone on the second ring, hoping that the two kidnappers were getting their full punishment.

      “Hello, this is Miranda,” she said as she answered.

      “Good news, Miranda. The jury came back guilty on all charges for both men. They’ll be receiving life sentences without the possibility of parole. You’ll never have to worry about them again.”

      “Oh, thank God. Thank you. Thank you so much,” Miranda replied.

      Miranda felt excited and grateful. She knew it was unlikely that they would get off, but she knew better than to trust people in general. Once she heard the news, all the weight of everything that had happened felt lighter. She and the girls could finally move on and start their new lives with Darrel. Ginger cheered when she heard the news but was quickly interrupted by the doorbell ringing. Miranda jumped up to answer, but Ginger quickly told her she would get it.

      As Ginger walked back into the living room, Miranda saw Shane walking in behind her. She jumped back up and walked up to him, happy to see the man. She gave him a quick peck on the cheek.

      “Glad you could stop by, Shane. The girls will be excited, too.”

      “I had to stop by and tell you the news, Miranda. Where is Darrel? I’d like him to hear it as well. Plus, we might need him on some legal matters.”

      Miranda frowned. “What did you guys get yourselves into now? I thought you were trying to go legit?”

      “Oh no, I didn’t mean it like that,” Shane said.

      “Hey, Shane. How’s it going, buddy?” Darrel said, walking in from the back door.

      “Just got some news that I wanted to share with the both of you,” Shane said as he shook Darrel’s hand. “Might need your help with some legal matters, but it’s not what you think.”

      Darrel smiled. “How do you know what I’m thinking?

      “Because Miranda here, she already thinks that we have been doing illegal things.” He laughed.

      “Well, what else do you need with a lawyer?” Miranda smiled.

      “Well, the life insurance policy that Dante had, was left to the club. Now that I’m in charge, we’ve been making some big changes. My hopes for the club are finally coming true. We’ve got the garage going well, now that the town has more faith in us.”

      “That’s great, Shane, but what’s that have to do with me.”

      “We’ve purchased the old mill that the Lookout Boys were using and the housing development on the other side of town,” Shane said with a smile. “We’ll now have three legit businesses, but we’ll need help to legally set up the rental properties after they’re completed.”

      “Well, Shane, anything I can help with from a legal standpoint, you have my word that I’ll help you out,” Darrel said. “I’m just glad to see you giving back to the community the way an MC should.”

      “You have no idea how long I’ve been trying to do this.”

      Miranda smiled. “Oh, but I do. Congratulations, Shane. You’ve worked hard for this.”

      Miranda couldn’t have been happier. After all these years, Shane was finally getting to where he wanted to be in life. Her own life was better than it ever had been before. She loved Darrel, and his moving in excited her. There was a peace inside her that she almost couldn’t understand. She had never felt a calmness in her life until now. Nothing could have made her happier than she felt at that moment.

      “Hey, this calls for some more celebrating,” Ginger said. “How about some wine, Shane?”

      “I’m more of a beer drinker, but I won’t say no to a little celebration,” Shane answered.

      Darrel laughed. “Before we get all the glasses poured and start making speeches, I have something I would like to say.”

      Miranda poured her attention onto the man she loved. He was handsome, and she loved the way he smiled.

      Without warning, Darrel grinned at her and reached into his pocket. “I have something for you, but you have to answer a question for me before you can have it,” Darrel said.

      “What is this, Darrel?” Miranda asked.

      She watched as the man moving in with her, the man she loved more than any man in her life, dropped to one knee in front of her and raised a small box up to her. The ring inside was spectacular, with more diamonds than she had ever seen in one place. Miranda looked from the ring to Darrel, who wore the biggest smile he’d ever given her.

      “I’ve loved you from the day we met. We’ve been through ups and downs and even spent years apart, but I never stopped loving you. Miranda Bell, would you do me the honor of being my wife? For now and forever.”

      Miranda released the breath she had been holding in. She could hardly believe that Darrel had proposed to her, but she knew he loved her. She loved him, too. The time they had spent apart was simply because she had been running in fear from Dante for so long. She was free now, and the love she had for the man kneeling in front of her had never faded.

      She smiled. “Yes, Darrel. Of course, I will marry you.” She smiled.

      “I’ll definitely take some wine now,” Shane said.

      “I’ll go pour us some glasses.” Ginger laughed. “I’m so happy for you two.”

      Ginger went to the kitchen to fetch the wine, and as Darrel put the ring on Miranda’s finger, the girls came running in. As soon as they saw the scene in front of them, they both celebrated, cheering and laughing.

      “Are you guys getting married?” Cammie asked.

      “Mommy and Darrel, sitting in a tree—”

      “I think we’re a little too old to be sitting in a tree, but yes, your mother and I are going to get married. Though, I think I have some unfinished business to attend to.” Darrel laughed.

      Miranda was confused at first. She had been caught up in the beauty of the ring which was now on her finger. She looked back at Darrel, just in time to see him grab his nerf gun and take off chasing the girls once again. She instantly knew her troubles were behind her, and there was nothing but happiness left in front of her. She had everything she had ever dreamed of as a little girl all in one place. She’d never imagined being this happy.

      

      Thank you so much for taking the time to read my story!

      Writing has always been a passion of mine and it’s incredibly gratifying and rewarding whenever you give me an opportunity to let you escape from your everyday surroundings and entertain the world that is your imagination.

      As an indie author, Amazon reviews can have a huge impact on my livelihood. So if you enjoyed the story please leave a review letting me and the rest of the digital world know. And if there was anything you found troubling, please email me. Your feedback helps improve my work, and allows me to continue writing stories that will promise to thrill and excite in the future. But be sure to exclude any spoilers.

      I would love if you could take a second to leave a review: Click here to leave a review on Amazon!

      Again, thank you so much for letting me into your world. I hope you enjoyed reading this story as much as I did writing it!
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