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PROLOGUE
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Dustin was lying in bed, trying to get some rest. He hadn’t felt good since waking up from a deep sleep, but he didn’t want to wake anyone else. It didn’t matter what he tried to do, though. He couldn’t get back to sleep and still felt sick to his stomach. Finally, he gave up on the idea of not going to his mother’s room. After all, she had told him he could climb into bed with them whenever he needed.

Throwing his sheets and blankets to the side, Dustin slowly rolled out of bed and felt his feet touch the floor. A moment later, he was making his way across the room and opening the door. He had grown somewhat accustomed to the amount of security that was always nearby, so when he stepped out of his room and looked around, he was surprised to see that his security guard, Brent, wasn’t at his post. He shook it off and figured the man probably had to use the restroom and was taking a break.

Walking down the long corridor, he made his way to his parents’ room and opened the door. It wasn’t often he made the trip, no matter how bad he felt. When he realized they were both asleep and that neither of them was moving, he decided he didn’t want to wake them up. Quietly closing the door, Dustin turned to head down to the kitchen.

He was hoping a glass of milk or something would calm his stomach. Most of the time, when his stomach hurt the way it did, his mother would pour him a cold glass of milk. Then the pain would go away. As Dustin walked into the kitchen, he immediately noticed that the back door was open. One of the rules at night was to ensure none of the windows or doors were left open, and he wondered who had made the mistake. Just as he started to walk over to close it, he heard a noise behind him and spun around to see a woman standing behind him.

Instantly, Dustin was relieved to recognize her. He wasn’t sure what he expected to find when he turned around, but his mother always told him not to worry about all the security they had because he was supposed to stay a kid for as long as possible. Still clutching his stomach, the woman smiled at him. He forced a smile back, knowing the family friend would know what to do.

“What’s wrong, Dustin? Why aren’t you in bed?”

“I don’t feel very good. My stomach hurts, but Mom and Dad are sleeping. I didn’t want to wake them up.”

“I’m sorry, buddy. Would you like me to make you some tea for your tummy?”

“Yes, please. Mom usually gives me some milk when it hurts.”

“Well, I don’t know if that’s going to be any help right now. I think some warm tea would do the trick.”

The woman walked over to the cabinet and started to look through it. Dustin’s stomach felt like it was worsening, so he sat on the stool next to the counter and watched her. He was looking forward to drinking his warm tea and going back to bed. He wasn’t sure how long he had lain in bed, but he was tired. As the woman moved things around in the cupboard, she suddenly stopped and turned back to him.

She frowned. “Sorry, but it looks like we’re all out of tea.”

Dustin sighed. “That’s okay. Thanks for trying. I guess I’ll just go wake up my mom. She’ll know what to do.”

“There’s no need for that. I’m pretty sure I have some tea in my room. If you don’t mind sitting here and waiting for a few, I’ll go and grab it and be right back.”

Though he had already started to drop down from the stool, he nodded and took his seat again. He watched as she trotted out of the kitchen, heading upstairs. Dustin hoped she would be able to find some as his stomach continued to churn. It had been a long time since he had gotten sick, and he started to wonder if he was going to be able to do anything he was supposed to do the next day. Glancing around the room, he quickly noticed that the back door was still open.

Dustin hopped down off the stool and made his way across the kitchen to close it. Even if the rules weren’t to keep them closed at night, the chill blowing across the room was more than enough to make him want the door closed. As he reached the back door, he stopped. The chilly air sent a shiver down his spine, but he stood in the doorway for a moment, looking out at the property. He wasn’t sure why, but the hairs on the back of his neck stood on end.

The cool night breeze flowed through his thin pajamas. Though the weather was getting cold, the breeze instantly started to make him feel better. He smiled as he glanced up into the sky and saw the stars twinkling off in the distance. Everything was calm until he felt a shiver up his spine again.

This time, it wasn’t the cold air causing the shiver, and he knew something wasn’t right. By now, a guard should have been down to check on him, but there hadn’t been any motion aside from the friend everyone trusted. Where was all the security? He didn’t know, but something in the room caused him to spin around just in time to see a man rush up to him.

He tried to turn and run, but it was too late. The man was already on him with a speed he had never seen before. Dustin spun away before recognizing his attacker. Even though he knew the man, he still felt a sense of danger that wouldn’t go away. Before he knew what was happening, the man pulled something over his head. Instantly, he was struggling to breathe. The man was much stronger than he was, but he fought back, nonetheless.

Whatever he had over his head, the only thing Dustin knew was it smelled awful. He kicked his feet and flailed his arms, but it didn’t matter. He couldn’t get away, no matter how hard he tried. Suddenly, the smell was starting to get to him. He continued to fight back, but he slowly became more tired. For whatever reason, the world around him was growing slower. Even the small sounds around him were starting to fade. Screaming as hard as he could, he kicked harder.

A moment later, he felt the man’s hand covering his mouth, stifling any cry for help he tried to produce. The man was grown, and he was just a child. He was no match for him. Before he could do anything else to try to escape the guy’s grasp. Dustin passed out and the world around him grew quiet and dark.
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When Dustin woke up again, he could tell they were in a moving vehicle. His head hurt like nothing he had felt before, but he didn’t know what was happening or where he was being taken. He tried to call out for his mother, but it was no use. She wasn’t going to be anywhere close enough to hear his screams. He quickly started to panic.

“What’s going on? Where are you taking me?”

No one answered, even though he knew someone had to be in the car with him. Otherwise, how were they driving down the road? Nothing made any sense. Why had the man grabbed him in the first place? His heart started racing as he thought about never seeing his mother again. He tried to feel around him to get an idea of where he was, but he didn’t feel the soft cushions of the backseat of a car.

He quickly reached up to his shoulder, but he couldn’t feel a seatbelt, either. Something was severely wrong, but he couldn’t figure out where he was. Suddenly, he realized that wherever they were taking him, he was being taken there in the trunk of a car. Between the darkness around him and the continuous bouncing around, Dustin started to freak out.

“Where are you taking me?” he screamed. “I want my mommy.”

Dustin shouted several more times, but no one was going to answer him. When it occurred to him that he might never see his family again set in, full panic set in. Though he was bound in the trunk of a car, it wasn’t going to stop him from kicking anything he could feel for. He kicked all around, screaming in fear. What was happening to him, and where were they taking him?

“Mommy!” Dustin screamed in vain.
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Nancy did her best to pay attention to the woman sitting across from her. The desk was covered with papers and images. Dozens of options for floral arrangements, catering companies, and everything else that came with a life of excess. She’d have been contented with a few pizzas and a bottle of wine to celebrate ten years of marriage, but that wasn’t how it was done in the Keller family, especially not for the heir to the family dynasty. Granted, Nancy had known what she was getting herself into long before they had said their vows. The family, the wealth, not even the name could change how she’d felt about her betrothed at the time.

Now, over a decade after they’d met, young and wild at college, their love still grew deeper daily. Taking that knowledge, Nancy forced herself to pay attention to what the event planner said. It was important to keep up with appearances. She knew after the party, set to take place in two weeks at their family estate, she and Mike would celebrate until the early morning hours in their own way. She could suffer through a few more weeks of endlessly boring planning to make the rest of the Keller family members happy.

“So, do you agree with that?”

“I’m not sure if I know what I’m agreeing with,” Nancy said.

The woman smiled.

“I’m sorry. I was sidetracked, and I wasn’t really paying attention.”

“Believe it or not, it happens more often than you might think. There are times when I’ll be explaining something, and the person I’m talking to doesn’t hear a word I say. It’s all right. Besides, Patricia mentioned that parties weren’t necessarily your favorite thing.”

Nancy sighed under her breath. It was true as she thought about it. It wasn’t really the idea of parties she didn’t like. It was more the amount of people who would be around. Even if they were people she cared about and knew well, it never made her feel more comfortable. Still, there were things she had to do, whether she liked it or not.

“Like I said, I’m really sorry. I get sidetracked easily. If you’d like to go on, you have my full attention now.”

“It’s not a big deal. When I talked with your mother-in-law, she told me I’d have to make sure you heard what I said.” The woman smiled. “She really knew how I should approach you when it came to all of this, and I’ll make sure I explain myself better.”

She ground her teeth but didn’t let her frustration show. Of course, the planner would know Patricia. Her mother-in-law knew everyone in the small community. How she missed the warmth and anonymity of living on the Carolina coast. People there didn’t dive into your business all the time. Your every move wasn’t watched and reported back to as if they had a right to know what she did with her time. Reminding herself of the love she had for her husband and child, along with the promises he’d made to her on a near-daily basis, Nancy knew she could hold on.

It wouldn’t always be that way, so chaotic. After the party, Mike had booked a two-week vacation for the trio. No guards, no journalists, and best of all, no in-laws. All she had to do was make it that long without snapping and telling Patricia Keller where to shove her anniversary party. Her eyes darted to the clock hanging on the wall behind the woman. It was nearly four. Instantly, her heart raced when she heard the sound of tiny feet racing down the marbled hall. She stood in an instant as the event planner started to clean up the desk. Nancy spun around as the doors opened, the little boy racing to her arms.

“Hey, Dustin. How was your day?”

Dustin smiled. “It was actually pretty awesome. Craig took me to McDonald’s for lunch today. I had chicken nuggets, and the toy in the Happy Meal was the one I wanted, too.”

Nancy looked back at the towering man in the doorway. She gave Craig a knowing smile, and he cringed. If she hadn’t been in a serious conversation with her son, she might have scolded the man just to see what his reaction would be. Instead, she turned back to Dustin and smiled. Knowing how happy he was to have a treat like the fast food he had for lunch.

“You must be a special little man to have a treat like McDonald’s. It’s not every day you get to go out for lunch.”

“Well, I don’t know about being special, but I did get all good grades on my report card. I got all As, and not a single one was lower than that.”

Nancy grinned. “That’s amazing, kiddo. I’m so proud of you.”

“Thanks, Mom. I really worked hard to get those grades.”

“I bet you did. You keep up that hard work, and you’ll be getting those scholarships in the mail in no time.”

“I’m too little to go to college.”

“I thought you were becoming a big boy.”

Dustin smiled. “I am.”

“Are you too big of a boy to have a snack from Jeff? I think he’s in the kitchen right now, whipping up a special treat for you.”

“He is?”

Nancy chuckled. “He sure is. Why don’t you run and see what he has for you, and I’ll be right there.”

He ran past Craig, giving him a fist bump on the way. Craig, looking properly chagrined, gave Nancy a wink as he looked down the hall after Dustin. As soon as the boy was out of sight, they both chuckled. She’d known about McDonald’s and wholeheartedly had approved of the special treat after receiving Dustin’s report card emailed to her the day before. Dustin adored Craig. As his personal bodyguard, Craig had been with Dustin since the day he was born. His employment with the Keller family spanned back nearly fifteen years since his marine time with Mike.

There were only a handful of people Nancy trusted blindly with her son. Craig was on that short list along with Jeff, the estate’s in-house chef. Unlike Craig, Jeff was relatively new to the staff, having made the move from the Carolinas four years prior at Nancy’s pleading. The man was a master chef, with an innovative imagination he brought to every dish. He was given complete freedom in his employment there, taking a few afternoons each week to guest cater events that shelled out six figures for the amazing man.

Nancy knew it wasn’t her alone who kept him there. Dustin had shown an appreciation and delicate pallet when it came to food, something Jeff and his parents supported. It was wonderful to watch him blossom and grow into his own person. Only his last name held him back.

“How was your day, Craig?”

“To be honest, it was a long day. Someone called in a fake threat to the school, and we spent most of the day handling that. My whole team and I figured out his name and address quickly. It didn’t take us long to have the man in cuffs before the locals even had time to scratch their asses.”

Nancy giggled. “Well, I, for one, am very happy you’re watching over Dustin. I’m sure he doesn’t mind the special lunch, either.”

“I figured he could use a little happiness in his day. So, tell me, how is the party planning going? I assume you’re having a blast with the details.”

She rolled her eyes. “I’ll be a lot happier when it’s all over. I hate the whole planning process, and then the fact we have to actually have a party is stressing me out.”

Craig smiled. “It’s all going to be over before you know it. It could always be worse.”

“Don’t say that. Every time someone says that, it actually does get worse. I’d rather not have to worry about you jinxing the whole thing.”

“You just hang in there. I promise it will all be over soon enough. Here in a few weeks, it’s all going to be over with. I promise.”

Nancy smiled. “I suppose you’re right, but those few weeks can’t go by fast enough. I know it’s important, but it’s so draining.”

“I can only imagine. Just take a deep breath and relax.”

As he headed down the hall to find Dustin again, she turned her attention back to the party planner. Nancy could tell the woman was flustered and knew she hadn’t done much to aid in the plans. She quickly assured the woman that any decisions she made would be just fine before showing her to the front door. All Nancy wanted was to enjoy the afternoon with her little boy. Everything else could wait.
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Later that night, after they had enjoyed an afternoon of culinary delights and homework, Nancy tucked Dustin into bed after bath time. She adored every moment they got to spend together. It was always challenging during the school year. While Nancy had a bachelor’s degree in childhood education, she hadn’t put it to use beyond parenting Dustin. Mike had never once asked her to be a stay-at-home mother, but he had been delighted when she’d made the decision. It was challenging enough running the Keller family estate. She couldn’t imagine trying to juggle a career and parenthood on top of it.

It always amazed her how others managed to do everything on their own. The older Dustin got, though, the more she found herself wondering if her time and family resources would be better spent trying to help others. Dustin was already such a well-rounded individual, and he didn’t need her like he had when he was a little boy. Nancy had every intention of bringing up her desire to open a new foundation for struggling parents to Mike when they went on vacation. Dustin smiled at her as she scurried beneath the covers. He smiled up at her in a way that melted her heart each and every time.

“Mom, is Dad going to be home in time to tell me goodnight?”

Nancy sighed. “You know your dad has been working late. He’s stuck in the city, and he’s not going to be home until late.”

Dustin frowned. “I know, but I don’t like it when Dad works late. I like it better when he’s home to do fun things. Why does he always have to work late?”

“Well, his job makes him have to stay out later than he would like. You know he would want nothing more than to be here to tuck you in and tell you goodnight, but there will be times when we just don’t get what we want. I don’t like him working late, either, but he has to for his job. Now, the good news is that tomorrow is Saturday.”

“Am I still going with Jeff to the farmer’s market?”

“Yes, you will, and by the time you get back, Dad will be home. So, why don’t you go to sleep, and before you know it, Dad will be here.”

Dustin smiled. “I forgot that I should probably get some sleep so that I’m not late waking up in the morning. I don’t want to make Jeff late. We have to get there early so we can get the first pick.”

She kissed him on the forehead one last time before going to the door. Turning off the lights, Nancy waited for the nightlight to flicker on before stepping out. She didn’t close the door all the way, leaving it cracked just enough so she could peek back in early in the morning before he woke. Craig sat outside her son’s room, flipping through that afternoon paper. He smiled at her when she passed by. She knew he would be off duty before long and retreat to his chambers. The man who sat outside Dustin’s door most evenings was Craig’s second in command. To her, it all seemed like overkill, but she wasn’t going to question Mike on the matter. He was adamant about keeping their son safe, and she could respect that.

Making her way into the bedroom, she quickly jumped into the shower and got into pajamas. A few minutes later, the bedroom door opened, and Mike appeared. He looked exhausted but still smiled when he saw her. Immediately, she went to him, wrapping her arms around him and feeling the weight of his day. He worked so hard for all of them, not just his family. His dreams for the future were beautiful, but people were resistant to change, especially when it entailed helping those less fortunate. Her husband was amazing, fighting to make the world a better place.

“How was your day, sweetheart?”

“It was another long, rough day. You wouldn’t believe the number of people showing up for these protests. They all think they’re right about those buildings, and no matter what I do, no one seems to be happy with the choices I make. I’ll tell you this: I’m tired of being the mayor. I feel…no, I know I’m just a placeholder for my dad’s business.”

“Even if it is really that way right now,” Nancy said. “It’s not always going to be like that. Eventually, your father is going to retire, and it’s going to make everything a lot easier on you.”

Mike smiled. “You know, I don’t know what I’d do without you and Dustin. Just knowing that I get to come home to the two of you after a long day makes everything worth it.”

“Well, you don’t ever have to worry about us not being here. You’re always going to come home to your beautiful wife and your amazing son. You know, he got straight As on his report card.”

“Did he? Wow. That kid really takes after you. I’m so proud of him.”

“Yep. He’s definitely doing a great job. I’m proud of him, too.”

“Do you even know how amazing you are?”

Nancy chuckled. “Oh, I know, but a girl never gets tired of hearing it, I assure you.”

The two came together in a passionate embrace. Nancy had always been Mike’s rock and vice versa. They had known from the moment they had met they were soul mates. It was truly a beautiful love story but not one they shared with many people. Both enjoyed keeping their private lives private. They fiercely protected it, along with their son’s anonymity as well. It was a challenge given the small community, but knowing they still had something personal and private was worth it. She slowly started to unbutton his shirt, ready to help him forget all about the trials of the day.

Before she made it to the third button, there was a knock from the hall. She groaned and stepped away from him. He gave her a playful smile and crossed the room to the door, jerking it open with slight irritation. Nancy knew he wanted to be alone just as much as she did. When Craig stepped into the room and apologized, Nancy was instantly on edge. He didn’t interrupt them unless it was absolutely necessary. She appreciated his discretion. It wasn’t his fault he was tasked with delivering bad news. It had to be difficult always being in that position.

Craig cleared his throat. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but I did try to call first.”

“It’s all right. We shut off our phones so we could have some time alone. What’s going on?”

“Again, I’m really sorry. There’s a man by the name of Conner Deaver waiting in the parlor. I tried to tell him you were in for the night, but he said it was urgent.”

Mike cursed under his breath. “Tell him I’ll be right in.”

Craig nodded and headed back to the parlor. Nancy watched the joy in her husband drain as he shook his head in disappointment. She knew he didn’t want to be bothered after the long day he had, but being in the position of the mayor, he was always on call. Just as he headed back in, Craig walked back out. The two passed with a nod, and he continued walking up to her.

“What’s that all about?” Nancy asked.

“I have no idea.”

“I thought it was your job to know who comes and goes and what they’re doing here.”

“Well, I do that to the best of my ability, but there are just some things I’m not qualified to know.”

Nancy grinned. “What is that supposed to mean? It sounds like you’re feeling a certain way about that.”

“Nope, not at all. There are things I’d rather just keep my head down and ignore. There are other things I will go full throttle with. Last but not least, there are other things I’m just privy to. Basically, it’s just way above my pay grade.”

Nancy chuckled and rolled her eyes as the man left and closed the door behind him. She didn’t believe for one second he didn’t know what was going on. He was more than Dustin’s bodyguard and her friend; he was Mike’s closest and dearest friend and knew everything the man struggled with on a daily basis. Still, Nancy wasn’t going to push the issue. She knew Mike would tell her if there was anything she needed to worry about. While late-night meetings weren’t the norm at the estate, they did happen on occasion. Turning back to their bed, she climbed beneath the blankets and waited for her husband’s return.
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Nancy had made some progress in responding to emails from the party planner by the time Mike made it back to the bedroom. He looked even more worried than he had before. She wasn’t going to push him for details. If he wanted to tell her what was going on or if he was legally allowed to, she knew he would share. Instead, she watched him as he slowly stripped before climbing beneath the covers with her. They enjoyed a tender moment together, holding each other for some time before falling apart. He was truly the love of her life.

Everything he was, everything they meant to each other, was something she’d never expected to find in life. Her childhood had been pleasant enough, but nothing like the excess Mike was raised with. His great-grandfather had built the town of Black Gorge, Washington, from nothing. Between logging and mining gold, he had created an empire that thrived through his sons and grandsons. Now, Dustin was the heir to the estate, second only to Mike, who was set to take over when his father, Collin, retried in a few years. She held her husband close.

“So, did everything go all right with that visitor?” Nancy asked.

“It sure did. We’ve been having some issues with a local gang causing a bunch of problems on the west side of town. It’s nothing to worry about, but one of their members was just picked up by the police for a double murder.”

“Oh, my God.”

“Yeah, it’s been a mess overall, really. The people are upset about the judge setting such a low amount on bail, but the worst part is that the public is accusing the judge of taking bribes.”

“What are you going to do about it?”

“Well, if he’s taking bribes, it’s going to be a huge disaster. I don’t know what we’re going to do if it comes back he is, but I already have everything under control.”

“I take it that you’re looking into everything.”

Mike nodded. “Is there a doubt? I have my people checking everything out and looking into the situation. Plus, I already put Craig on looking into it all.”

“It’s never a doubt when it comes to your handling of things. Believe it or not, I have the utmost respect for you and how well you do your job. I know if the information comes back that there has been any wrongdoing, you’ll do the right thing.”

“Here lately, you might be the only one with faith in me. Thank you for that, but I don’t want you to worry about a thing. It’s being taken care of.”

She had no problem letting it go. If Mike wasn’t worried, then she wasn’t going to, either. After all, she had a vacation to plan and didn’t need any other distractions. She was looking forward to the weekend despite the cold front moving in. Nancy would never be accustomed to the constant chill in the Washington air. Reminding herself they would be on the sunny beaches in just a few short weeks, she closed her eyes and nestled into her husband’s arms. Before long, he was softly snoozing next to her. Seconds later, though, he startled himself awake. She held on to him as he worked through the breathless memory of war.

The panic attacks—remnants of his PTSD—weren’t nearly as bad as they’d been eight years before. With counseling and a lot of hard work, he’d fought through the roughest days until they’d emerged again on the other side, together and stronger than ever. She was always going to be his rock, and he would always be her heart. He sighed, and she knew he’d been startled awake enough that dozing back off would be a struggle. Nancy held him close, waiting to see if he wanted to talk or simply lay in silence. She was happy with either, as long as she was with him.

“I know it’s not your favorite thing to do, but how is the party planning going?” Mike asked.

“I don’t have a clue. I’m not good at this sort of thing. Besides, I’m pretty sure your mother and the planner are doing everything behind my back. I don’t feel like I have any input in anything that’s going on.”

“Is that a problem? I know how much you hate doing any of that to begin with. Do you really want to be the one making all the decisions?”

Nancy smiled. “I don’t really like to do it, and I don’t want to make the decisions, but I’d like to be heard. I mean, it just feels weird.”

Mike laughed. “Just let them have their fun. I know my mother can be a bit overbearing, but it’s not going to go on forever. A few more weeks and it will all be over.”

“I guess you’re right, but it still doesn’t make me feel any better about it. It’s like I’m not even there, just nodding my head.”

“I understand, but it gives you more time to focus on planning the vacation we’re going to take.”

Nancy grinned. “I really can’t wait to have two weeks of just the two of us. It’s been too long since the last time.”

“Well, there you go. I’m glad you’re so excited about it.”

After lying in silence for a while longer, she heard the deep snore that only came when he was in REM sleep. It was a good sign. Not often did he wake from it before his alarm went off in the morning. Nancy, on the other hand, had always struggled with insomnia. Every once in a while, she would take something for it, but it left her groggy the next day, and she hated that. One of her favorite things to do was take her coffee on the back porch, looking out over the land before the rest of the house woke. She’d watch the sunrise before waking Mike, then Dustin not long after that.

They had a staff of people who worked for them, everything from a nanny to housekeepers, but she enjoyed doing the daily tasks for her family. Not wanting to wake Mike, she quietly slipped out of bed and wrapped a robe around herself before tugging on her slippers and moving into the hall. She was nearly silent as she made her way to the kitchen. A hot cup of tea normally worked to soothe her mind enough to sleep. As she put on the kettle, something rustled behind her, and she jumped, spinning around.

“I’m sorry, Nancy,” Craig said. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

“It’s all right. Sometimes I just forget that I’m never really alone here. I don’t think it’s something I’m ever going to get used to.”

“I understand. I’ll never get used to it, either, but I don’t want you ever to think I’m just sneaking around here.”

“Oh, I would never think that about you, Craig. You’re just doing your job.”

Craig smiled. “Are you excited about your upcoming vacation?”

“Yes,” Nancy said with a smile.

“Well, I know Mike has been hinting about asking me to come along for security while the two of you are gone. How do you feel about that?”

“I never even gave it a second thought. I already figured you’d be joining us. You’re good at your job, and even if we didn’t want you to come along, you’d find a way to tag along anyway.”

Craig chuckled. “I mean, if you’d rather I didn’t come, I’m sure I can—”

“No, that’s not what I meant. Of course, we want you there for protection. You’re good at what you do, and I don’t think we’d ever feel safe without you around.”

“I’m teasing. I would gladly come to make sure everything goes smoothly. Besides, I don’t have much else to do.”

Nancy smiled. “I suppose it would be better if you weren’t walking around dressed as personal security, since we’re going to be on vacation.”

“I guess I’m going to have to buy some casual clothes.”

When her tea was finished, she took the mug and carefully made her way back upstairs, the cup in her hands as she climbed into bed. Slowly sipping at the lavender and chamomile drink, Nancy gazed out the windows at the estate sprawled below them. It was truly something to behold, but part of her had never felt like she was home there, and she worried she never would. The first flakes of the season started to fall outside, and a chill ran down her spine. The beach was starting to sound better and better with each passing day. Before long, Nancy knew the cold outside would drop to an unbearable temperature, and winter would be settling in.
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The next morning, after Mike had already left to get some work done at the office and Dustin was enjoying his time with Jeff and Craig, Nancy sat in her office, looking over party details. She still thought the whole thing was ostentatious but wasn’t going to voice that opinion. After talking with Mike, Nancy remembered how much the events meant to his family and to his mother. It was the least she could do for two weeks of uninterrupted time with her husband and son after the anniversary party. As she tried to decipher the difference between two identical-looking centerpieces laid out in images before her, Nancy felt the inklings of a headache starting to creep in.

She had no idea how she was going to make it through everything and still have her sanity intact. The only silver lining was knowing it was the weekend and Mike would be home shortly. She was certain she wouldn’t see Dustin for most of the morning. Eventually, when she heard Jeff and Dustin return, she would make her way to the kitchen and poke her head in but not disrupt them. They both took their Saturday morning ritual of the farmers’ market and making breakfast for the staff very seriously. She loved how much her son cared about others. He truly had a heart of gold.

Suddenly, the door swung open, and Patricia Keller walked in. Nancy could tell there was something on her mother-in-law’s mind. It was never a good thing when the woman glared at someone the way she was glaring at her at that moment.

“What’s going on, Patricia?”

“Why have you been ignoring my calls?” she demanded.

“Mike and I turned our phones off last night so we could have a few hours uninterrupted. I just got up.”

“I’m not surprised you’re just getting out of bed. I’d like to take Dustin for a few hours today. There are a few things I would like to do with him.”

“I’m sorry, but that’s not going to be possible today. He’s got a bunch to do, and he’s had these plans for days now.”

“Are you making that up?”

Nancy scoffed. “Seriously? You think I would lie about my son having plans? He’s looking forward to going to the farmers’ market with Jeff. If you don’t believe me, then you can ask him.”

Patricia glared at her. “Every time I try to see my grandson, you come up with some kind of excuse as to why I can’t. Are you ever going to let me spend time with Dustin? He’s my grandson, and all I want to do is spend quality time with him.”

It was no secret how the women felt about each other. They had butted heads from the first moment Nancy had stepped into Mike’s life. He had been away at college, happy and living his own dream when they had met each other. It wasn’t until months later that Nancy knew about his money or the complications that came with his parents’ family business. When the call had come for him to move back and start taking over, it had nearly broken them apart. At the end of the day, though, their love was stronger than anything, including Patricia Keller.

They had completely different views on life and what they wanted to accomplish. It killed Nancy that she had to let her little boy spend time with the woman, but she refused to sever relationships in his life. She knew Patricia loved her grandson, and Dustin adored his grandmother. Just because Nancy didn’t like her didn’t mean she would force the woman out of her son’s life. It was aggravating but a nuisance Nancy had grown accustomed to. They would never be close, nor would they ever be friends, but they could be civil with each other for the sake of their family.

“I’m sorry if it feels that way, but it’s not my intention to make you think you can’t see your grandson,” Nancy said. “If you really want to spend time with Dustin, you can pick him up tomorrow, but I’m not going to change his schedule at the last minute just because you think you’re right.”

“I am right, Nancy. I’ve asked to have him several times, and each time, you’ve made up some story about his being busy. He’s just a little boy. He can’t be that busy.”

Her mother-in-law could be a little dramatic, but this was the first time she tried to make it seem as though she was in the wrong. She wasn’t about to give in just because she thought she was the most important woman in the city. Nancy wanted nothing more than to lay into the woman, but she couldn’t do that. Patricia was her son’s grandmother, and a broken relationship in front of Dustin was the last thing she wanted.

“It’s not that he’s that busy. It’s just that you come in at the last minute and expect us to drop everything for you. He has other things he wants to do.”

Patricia rolled her eyes. “Fine. If that’s the way you want it, then that’s the way it will be.”

“I’m his mother. If I want him to go somewhere or do something, then I’ll be the one who makes that decision.”

“If picking him up tomorrow is the best being his grandmother warrants, then I will take him in the morning.”

When the woman had left again, Nancy let out the breath she had been holding in. Still, when her phone vibrated, she jumped. It was a text message from her closest friend, Maggie. The woman always seemed to know when Nancy needed a distraction. The message was short, a single word, but immediately Nancy was elated. Shopping? She quickly typed out a reply, promising to call her friend as soon as she was dressed and ready to go. Knowing her son was safe and that Mike wouldn’t be home yet for hours, Nancy wanted nothing more than to cut loose and vent about the growing list of complaints in her mind.

Maggie was one of the few people she could do that without worrying about retributions. She knew her problems were first-world, but that didn’t invalidate how she felt about the situation. Maggie was a wonderful friend and a great person to turn to for insight and a different outlook. It was the hardest part about living in Washington. Nancy had no family around them. Her parents, both retired, still lived in the Carolinas. Making her way upstairs, she quickly got ready and made it out the front doors just as Maggie pulled up in a private car. She climbed into the back seat next to her friend.

“Uh, oh. Looks like you just got into a dogfight,” Maggie said. “What’s going on?”

“I just got into it with Patricia. She thinks I’m purposely not letting her see Dustin, and I’m furious about it. She just thinks she can walk in whenever she wants and take him, but he has plans already.”

“Well, if you ask me, I wouldn’t let her around Dustin at all. That would really piss off the old coot.”

Nancy laughed. “I thought about it for a split second, but I’m not about to start stirring the pot more than it already has been.”

Maggie chuckled. “I don’t see why not. She seems to have no problem doing it herself. Hell, she does it almost all the time.”

“First of all, I’m not going to stoop to that level. I can’t imagine hating my life so much that I have to make anyone around me miserable. Secondly, she’s still Dustin’s grandmother, even if we don’t always see eye to eye. I’m not that petty.”

“All I have to say is that you’re a much better person than Patricia deserves. If I were you, I’d make her suffer more than she could ever imagine.”

“I want to, I promise you that,” Nancy said. “I’d like nothing more than to make her as miserable as she makes me feel, but that’s just not me. I can’t be that kind of person.”

“I understand, but all I’m saying is that if you change your mind, I will support anything you choose to do.”

As they drove down the private lane, Nancy thought about her in-laws. While she couldn’t stand Patricia, the woman’s husband was another matter altogether. He was kind and loving, doting on both his grandson and Nancy. How two people who were completely different had managed to end up together, Nancy would never understand. Still, she made a mental note to call her father-in-law at some point and check in on him. It couldn’t be easy living with Patricia. She was surprised he was able to stay sober at all.
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Despite how much she was enjoying herself with her friend, Nancy couldn’t help but feel like they were being followed throughout their morning shopping excursion. She knew it was highly likely that one of the security guards was lingering behind them, ever watchful over their charge. It was infuriating to know they never had a moment’s privacy. Oftentimes, Nancy wondered how many of the guards were secretly in her mother-in-law’s pocket. It was something she would never dream of voicing out loud, but the lingering thought was there, nonetheless. Still, Nancy didn’t let it deter her from having a good time.

It was hard not to be in a good mood whenever she spent time with Maggie. The woman had a way of making light of any situation. Even when Nancy voiced how unhappy she was with the party planning and what the massive event it had become, Maggie managed to put a positive spin on the situation. There would be a ton of influencers there, people who could help bring her dream of a new charity to fruition. As always, Nancy had been so stressed over the project at hand that she had overlooked what a good thing it could be for the future. She just had to broach the topic with the right people, a task all its own.

“So, who all is coming to this party?” Maggie asked. “I’m all about having a good time.”

Nancy chuckled. “I know you are, but this is going to be a lot of senators and other members of the government. Although, there will be quite a few celebrities there. Local and national.”

“Really? I can’t believe you have that kind of guest list. Is there going to be anyone I might know?”

“Well, there’s that guy who played in that secret agent movie. He does a lot of charity work, too.”

“Are you talking about John Malcolm?”

“Yeah, that’s the one. He’s one of the celebrities who’s going to be in attendance. Though I have no idea what kind of partying he’s going to be doing.”

“Hell, just meeting him will take something off my bucket list. It’s so fascinating to me. I can’t wait for this party,” Maggie said.

“Well, I’m not too excited, though I wish I could be. It’s just making me so anxious. It’s going to be a big night for us all, and it’s really important.”

“I think you’ll do just fine. I know you don’t like it, but it’s still going to be a good time.”

“Maybe for everyone else. I just don’t see how I’m going to enjoy myself when I’m literally worried about everything. I don’t like big social gatherings, and I never do all well under pressure.”

Maggie grinned. “If it makes you feel any better, I’m going to be right there with you the entire time. I promise.”

No matter how positive a spin her friend was able to put on the party, Nancy still had trepidations. While people like Mike and Maggie had grown up with a silver spoon in their mouths, learning the ins and outs of social protocol, Nancy still felt like she was fumbling through things as a newcomer. It didn’t help her mother-in-law had the ear of every woman in the county. She was as established as the Keller name itself in the community. Everything she said was golden, as far as the locals were concerned.

Patricia had done a decent job of painting Nancy as a commoner, a gold digger who was only after Mike’s wealth. It didn’t matter how far from the truth the woman was. All that mattered was she whispered the lie and the right people’s ears. Nancy did her best not to let the small-town gossip get under her skin, but sometimes it still managed to slip through. All she wanted was a peaceful life, to raise her son and possibly other children, without wondering what people were telling each other behind closed doors.

The entire time they were shopping seemed to slip right by her, and before she knew it, they had finished their trip. As much as she hated to be around a bunch of people, Nancy always fared well when they shopped and only had to deal with strangers. It was something she had never understood. Anxiety would grab ahold of her anytime there was a stressful situation or a bunch of people, but dealing with strangers and talking to people she didn’t know came naturally to her.

As the pair finished up in the last store, Nancy thought about a special treat for Mike and Dustin. If for no other reason than her son had gotten amazing grades, and she wanted to surprise him with something sweet. There was a candy store he loved on the way back home, and she told Maggie to drop her off there. She was excited to surprise both the loves of her life with their treats.

“You know, I can wait for you,” Maggie said.

“It’s okay. I’ll just have a car pick me up when I’m done.”

Her friend nodded and did as she was asked. About twenty minutes later, with a bag full of candy and sweets, Nancy’s car arrived, and she headed back to the estate. While the day had started off on the wrong foot, she was still happy with the results of hanging out with her friend. No one could calm her nerves the way Maggie could. It wasn’t long before she was getting out of the car in her own driveway.

She was delighted to find Dustin and Jeff in the kitchen, working to clean up the mess after breakfast. It was no small feat to make the meal for the staff of twenty, but more so than that, Nancy adored that Jeff and Dustin cleaned up the kitchen afterward. She knew the housekeeper would have to come back in and do the final touches, but even the small act instilled a sense of responsibility in Dustin. She didn’t get to visit with him for very long. He was racing off after Craig as soon as he heard that his father had returned home. Moments later, Dustin and Craig returned with Mike. Nancy smiled at her husband, kissing his cheek as Dustin made commentary about how gross it was.

It was her favorite part of the week when they were all together and could truly enjoy what it meant to be a family. Nothing else mattered as long as they had each other. It was something Nancy knew would always hold true. She could see from the look in her husband’s eyes, he’d had another long day, despite it still being early in the afternoon. He was worried about things. That much was obvious. It wasn’t something they would talk about as long as Dustin was in the room with them. They had agreed long before their son was born that children should stay children as long as possible.

Still, even with everything on her husband’s mind, she could see he had nothing but pure joy for the time he was getting with their son. As the two excitedly poked fun at each other and spent a few minutes doing so, Nancy felt the joy radiating from them. She couldn’t imagine a more perfect scene.

“Hey, champ, how would you like to go bowling in the basement? I think I can take you this time,” Mike said.

Dustin giggled. “You said that last time too, Dad.”

“Yeah, but I wasn’t ready for how good you were last time. This time, I’m prepared.”

“All right, but I don’t think you stand a chance.”

Mike laughed. “Challenge accepted, buddy. I’ll meet you down there.”

“Last one there’s a rotten egg.”

Nancy chuckled at the two as she watched her son take off running for the private bowling alley in the basement. She knew Mike would let Dustin beat him, but the amount of satisfaction they both got was more important than whoever won. She smiled at her husband, happy to know the two would get some quality time together.

“How was your day, sweetheart?” Mike asked.

“It started off rough, but it’s gotten better.”

The pair walked and talked about her morning. She told him everything about her morning, including the situation with his mother and how Maggie had helped her relax. As they watched their son run down the marble hall in the direction of the staircase leading to the lower level, Nancy slipped her hand into her husband’s. Mike smiled down at her, his eyes sparkling with a passion that still ignited a heat deep in her core. As her cheeks flushed and she brushed against him, Nancy thanked God for the truly blessed life they had. Hopefully, someday soon, she would be able to share that wealth with the rest of the world and people who honestly needed it. Others deserved to know her joy.
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Later that night, as she lay in bed next to her husband, thinking about the wonderful day they’d had, Nancy stared out the window at the glowing moonlight. She had dozed off without any problem but was startled awake after a nightmare took hold of her. They didn’t happen often, but when they did, it always felt like she had been hit by a ton of bricks. Carefully climbing out of bed so as not to disturb Mike, she slipped on her robe once again and moved out into the hallway. Almost immediately, she noticed the station outside her son’s room was empty. Instantly, her heart started to race. Their son’s room was supposed to be guarded every single night without fail.

While she didn’t always understand the danger presented to the family, she knew there were good reasons for the security details put in place. Nancy did her best to stay out of her husband’s work, not wanting to force him to bring the office into their private space. Every once in a while, though, she worried about her family, her husband, and her son and their safety. Jogging to Dustin’s door, she pushed it open and glanced inside. Immediately, her nerves were on edge when she saw his bed was empty. Forcing herself not to panic, she moved down the hall at a sprint, nearly plowing into Craig as she did.

“Someone’s in a hurry,” Craig said. “Is everything all right?”

“I don’t know. I thought there was always supposed to be a guard stationed at Dustin’s door, and there’s not anyone there.”

He cursed under his breath. “That’s my fault. I’m really sorry. I should have let you know, but you were asleep, and I made a judgment call.”

“What do you mean?”

“Dustin got up and was thirsty, so the nanny took him to the kitchen to get him something to drink. I really should have told you.”

Nancy sighed. “Well, it’s not like you need to wake me up for everything, and it’s not your fault. I just panicked when I didn’t see a guard at his door.”

“That’s understandable. Still, I should have made you aware of what was happening. There’s never a need for you to worry when there’s no reason for it.”

“I’m just glad I’m only being an overprotective mother and there’s not something else going on.”

Craig chuckled. “There’s nothing wrong with wanting the best for your son. I’m not going to judge you for it, and I don’t think anyone else is going to, either. Now, I will gladly escort you to the kitchen if you don’t mind the company.”

“That would be great,” Nancy said. “Besides, after I nearly ran you over, I think I’m the one who owes you an apology.”

“Not necessary at all, Nancy. That’s your son. I understand the concern.”

As they made their way downstairs, she heard Dustin’s cheerful laugh coming from the kitchen, and her heart finally started to return to normal. The blood that had been coursing through her slowed. She placed a hand over her heart and smiled at Craig as she slowly pushed open the door and peeked inside. Candace, her son’s nanny, leaned against the counter while she poured him a cup of hot cocoa. Dustin was busy chatting about the bad dream he’d had that had woken him. Nancy hated that Dustin hadn’t come to her, but she knew there were a dozen people he would have to pass through first, and any one of them would be a happy to comfort him.

Still, she couldn’t help but feel a little ruffled, a little like her role as a mother was being displaced. The more she thought about it, the more she liked the idea of running away as a family and living on a secluded, remote island somewhere the family wealth and work couldn’t reach them. She had signed up for this life, though, a life entangled now with the Keller family. Nancy was confident that Mike would always keep them safe, but she didn’t know if he always saw the danger around them. How could he when he was constantly working?

“Well, look at the two of you,” Nancy said with a smile. “What are you getting into here?”

“I had a bad dream, and Candace was already awake. She said she would make me some hot cocoa.”

“That’s really nice of her. Is it any good?”

Dustin smiled. “Best hot cocoa ever.”

“Honestly, I think it’s just the weather. Every time it starts to get cold, I have problems getting to sleep myself. Once I saw he was awake, I just figured a nice cup of something hot would be good for him,” Candace said.

“I’m sure that’s all it is, but I’m glad you were here for him,” Nancy said. “My little man is getting big, but I’m sure this won’t be the last sleepless night. Thank you.”

“Not a problem. I’m just glad I could be here to give him a hand. I know how hard it is to sleep sometimes, and I just hope the hot cocoa helps.”

“If anything, the sugar will give him a nice buzz.”

Candace laughed. “I bet it will. Well, I’ll give you some privacy now that you’re here. If you need anything, just let me know. Otherwise, I’ll see you guys in the morning.”

“Have a good night, Candace. Again, thank you so much for taking care of Dustin.”

“It’s not a problem. He’s always wonderful.”

As she watched the woman go, she moved around to the other side of the island and lifted Dustin up to sit on her lap. She held him close, not wanting him to grow anymore. He was already becoming such an independent little person; it broke her heart to know someday, he would no longer need her. It tugged at her soul, making her wonder if it was time for them to start thinking about a second child. While Nancy had always you want to have a half dozen babies running the halls, Mike had always talked about having one child, and that was it. Not that Dustin wasn’t enough, he was perfect in her mind.

She knew, though, with all the love they had to give, that having another child would truly be a blessing. It would be good for Dustin as well to have a sibling. Perhaps then his grandmother wouldn’t constantly be sticking her nose where it didn’t belong. If there were two of them, they could divide and conquer when it came to spending time with the woman. As Dustin slipped off her lap and she took his hand to start walking back to their bedrooms, Nancy smiled down at her little boy.

“Dustin, you know if you ever have a bad dream or just can’t sleep, you can come and climb into bed with me.”

“Really? I like the sound of that.”

Nancy chuckled. “Of course, dear. If you ever need me, I’m always here. It doesn’t matter what happens. You can come to bed with your mom.”

“I will next time,” Dustin said. “I didn’t mean to scare you this time. I wasn’t trying to go missing, but when Candace said something about cocoa, I just couldn’t tell her no.”

Nancy smiled. “I was just worried because I’m your mother. It’s kind of what we do as parents, and it comes with the job of having a kid. Don’t worry about it, okay?”

Dustin paused for a moment before glancing back up at her. “Mom, are we really safe?”

“We couldn’t be more safe if we were in a bunker.”

“If we’re safe, then why do we have so many guards watching over us everywhere we go?”

Nancy sighed. “They’re only here to ensure nothing happens. It’s not that there is a threat or anyone trying to get to us. It just comes with your father’s job. It’s nothing you need to be thinking about.”

“I was just wondering. There’s always someone around us.”

“I know, but it’s just an added bonus. Think of them as your friends or guests in the house. I promise that the only thing you need to think about is enjoying your life as a little boy. It’s not going to last forever, and before you know it, you’re going to be an adult with responsibilities of your own. For now, be a kid, honey.”

Nancy talked him back into bed, kissing his forehead before slipping out of the room. By the time she made it back to her own door, the night guard had returned to his post outside Dustin’s door. She felt ten times better knowing her son was protected. As she slipped into her room, Nancy finally felt ready to sleep again. Though she knew the unease inside of her was cause for alarm, it wasn’t anything she could tackle in the dead of night.
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When she woke the next morning, she was groggy and disconcerted. It wasn’t like her to fall back asleep and continue to have bad dreams, but the nightmares had persisted despite her best attempts to let them go. She didn’t understand why she was suddenly being plagued with them but wasn’t going to worry her husband with the small details of her sleep schedule. It came as no surprise that he wasn’t there when she woke up, especially considering how much she had overslept.

The day was set to be a cold one, though gorgeous in its own right. She stretched out and quickly called down to the kitchen for a cup of coffee to be brought up. It wasn’t something she liked to do on a regular basis, believing it to be lazy for her not to get up and get her own morning brew, but Nancy felt like a truck had run her over in the night. There was an ease in the air that always came when Mike didn’t have to go to the office.

She knew her husband and son would already be in the kitchen, whipping up breakfast and planning out their day. It was only when she remembered that Patricia would be coming for her son that she groaned with frustration. Already, the morning had a sour tint to it. There was no way for her to get around Patricia’s taking Dustin for a few hours.

As she thought more about the conversation she’d had with the woman the day before, she realized there was always going to be a disconnect between them. Nancy never wanted to be served hand over foot for anything, while her mother-in-law would always expect something for nothing. Just the fact that Patricia had acted as though she was wrong for letting her son do something else told her that much. Finally, there was a tap on the door, and it opened. Candace walked into the room with a fresh cup of coffee on a serving tray. Though it wasn’t unusual for the nanny to be the one bringing it in, Nancy was expecting their normal housekeeper, Hilda, to be the one serving her coffee.

“I didn’t expect you to be the one to bring my coffee,” Nancy said. “Where’s Hilda?”

“I don’t know any of the details, but she called in to say she had a family emergency back in Ohio. She had to fly back last night.”

“Oh, well, I hope everything is okay. She is so good at her job.”

Candace smiled. “Well, you’ll be stuck with me for a few days until she comes back. I hope that’s all right.”

“Of course it is. I was just wondering what happened to her. Did she mention exactly how long she’d be out for?”

“Just for a few days as of right now. I’ll be filling in for the days she’s gone. Or at least I’ll be helping out until then.”

Nancy frowned but did her best to hide her disappointment. She didn’t like it when things changed and she wasn’t made aware of the situation. While she was truly grateful to Candace for stepping in, it wasn’t her job to do so. Patricia had been the one to hire all the staff. It was her responsibility to make sure there was a replacement as well. Over the years, Nancy had offered to take over the dealings of the Keller family estate, but Patricia had held on to the organization’s reins with a death grip. Now, Nancy had to wonder if the lack of sharing was deliberate on Patricia’s part.

It wouldn’t have been the first time the spiteful woman had done something just to ruffle Nancy’s feathers. They were constantly going at each other, though she tried to keep that information to herself. She didn’t want Mike to feel burdened by his wife and mother constantly bickering. It was bad enough that Patricia seemed determined to insert herself into their marriage whenever the opportunity arose. Nancy wasn’t about to add more stress to her husband by doing the same things as his mother. Instead, she thanked Candace for stepping in and watched the woman go.

She nodded and started to head back out the door. About the time she opened the bedroom door and stepped out, Mika and Dustin came running through it. Nancy could tell her son was overly excited about something, and he couldn’t wait to tell her whatever it was he was happy about.

“You look pretty excited.”

Dustin grinned. “Dad said he’s going to take me fishing at the private pond this morning.”

“Did he? That sure sounds like you’re going to have fun.”

“Are you coming with us?”

Nancy smiled. “I would love to join the two of you. You’re going to have to give me about ten minutes to get ready. I’ll just get dressed, and we can go. How’s that sound?”

“Yes!” he shouted with joy. “I’m going to pack a lunchbox so you can have breakfast on the boat. I don’t want to waste a minute.”

She burst into laughter. “Well, how can I say no to that?”

“You can’t.”

“I guess you’re right. Well, thank you for being such a nice little boy. I don’t know where you get it from, but I’m glad you’re such a good little helper.”

Dustin smiled. “I just want to go fishing. You get ready, and I’ll pack your breakfast.”

She watched him scurry back out of the room. She couldn’t help but smile at the joy on her son’s face. Left alone with her husband, Nancy rose as Mike came to the edge of the bed. He wrapped his arms around her, tenderly stroking her cheek as he looked down at her. Instantly, her heart started to race again at the sight of the love in her husband’s eyes. She knew no matter what they went up against, they would prevail because they had each other. Not even Patricia could take that away from them. At the thought of her mother-in-law, Nancy groaned and pressed her head against Mike’s chest. He chuckled softly, already knowing what she was struggling with.

They rarely fought in their marriage. Even bickering was something they didn’t do. There was simply no reason. Yet every time the subject of Patricia was broached, it more often than not resulted in a small spat. She hated how much control Patricia had over their lives. It wasn’t right. They were constantly left scrambling to appease her when she did nothing to try to mend the relationship between her daughter-in-law and herself.

“Do you think it’s too late to cancel on your mother?”

Mike laughed. “You know it is. Besides, she’s only trying to be the best grandmother she can be to our son. We can’t fault her for that.”

“I understand, but she can do that right here at home. There’s absolutely no reason to take him out and parade him around for everyone to see. It makes me feel like she’s just trying to show him off like he’s some kind of prize or something.”

“I know it’s not going to change your feelings on the matter, but Dustin is her only grandchild. To her, he is something to show off and brag about. She’s getting older and wants to make an impact on his life. It’s nothing more than that.”

“Maybe not, but she sure has a funny way of showing it.”

“I guess to you, that would make sense, but for her, she’s just trying to make his life memorable so he never forgets her. Like a teacher passing down their wisdom. With his being her only grandchild, she’s going to want to pass on all she can.”

“You know, he doesn’t have to be,” Nancy said.

“He doesn’t have to be what?”

“You said he’s the only grandchild she has, but he doesn’t have to be. It wouldn’t take a lot to change that fact, but it’s up to us to make that happen. I’m just saying there’s plenty of love to share around here, and I know Dustin would enjoy a sibling running around.”

Her husband smiled at her again, giving her a playful look, but she knew it would have to wait until later, though she hated turning him down. It wouldn’t be long before Dustin came bounding back into the room, demanding to know what was taking so long. Yet the door had been opened for discussion, and Nancy was certain it was a subject they would approach again later that evening when they were alone. As he pulled her onto her feet and wrapped his arms around her, Nancy burst into laughter. She was so incredibly in love with her husband and adored their son. No terrible mother-in-law was ever going to take that sunshine away from her.
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The one nice thing about going out on the large pond was the complete lack of cell phone service. They could have stayed out there the entire day, and Nancy wouldn’t have cared one bit. She adored getting to spend time with both her husband and her son. It was rare they got to spend an uninterrupted morning with each other. As she watched the two men she loved more than anything else in the world catching and releasing an assortment of fish stocked in the pond, Nancy lounged leisurely in the small boat. They had planned accordingly for the weather, and everyone bundled up against the cold with hot chocolate and coffee in thermoses ready to go.

Across her legs, she had draped a blanket, though neither her husband nor her son seemed to notice the chilly winds. They were engrossed in the task at hand, loving every minute they got together, knowing that tomorrow would bring the start of the work week and the chaos would begin again. It wasn’t until they saw a figure approaching from the house that Nancy realized just how much time had passed. She wasn’t so much walking as stomping in their direction, waving her arms around as if they couldn’t already see her. Patricia Keller stood out in any crowd; there was no way they could miss her.

“Why does Grandma look so angry?” Dustin asked.

“Oh, that’s nothing you need to worry yourself with. We’re running a little behind, and it’s not your fault. She’s definitely not mad at you.”

“Is she mad at you?”

“Maybe, but that’s not important. We’re just late, that’s all.”

Mike looked over at her. “Do you realize how late we really are?”

Nancy shrugged. “I don’t really care that much, to be honest with you. Getting time as a family is just as important as your mother getting to spend time with her grandson. It’s not very often we get an opportunity like this, and I think it was good for Dustin to have that extra time with both of us together.”

He chuckled. “I couldn’t agree more with you. I wish there was more time we could have together.”

“I know, but you have responsibilities in your position that can’t be ignored. We’ll just have to continue to enjoy the time we do get.”

“Well, either way, I think we should probably get going. Mom looks pretty flustered, even from this far out.”

Nancy groaned. “I know you’re right, but I want to just enjoy this time right now.”

“I agree, but if we make her wait much longer, we’ll never hear the end of it. I’m sure you’d rather not hear what’s going to be on her mind by the time we do get back there.”

“You’re right, but I still don’t have to like it, do I?

Mike laughed. “Not at all.”

Nancy wasn’t thrilled about having to head back but knew delaying the inevitable would only make the situation worse. Even Dustin seemed disappointed that their fishing excursion had come to an end. He always had a good time with his grandmother, but given the option, the boy would always prefer to spend time with his father. She had no problem coming second to her husband when it came to Dustin’s favorites. It was easy for her to understand why the boy adored Mike so much.

He was a wonderful role model, a doting and loving father. As they inched closer to the grass and the woman standing with her arms crossed in disgust, Nancy ground her teeth. She thought of Maggie’s words, about how she needed to fight fire with fire, but that wasn’t who Nancy was. Instead, she was going to take the same approach she always attempted with the abrasive woman, attack her with kindness. While it didn’t always work, it was worth it to see Patricia irked. Plastering a smile on her face, Nancy waved to the woman as the boat docked.

Patricia rolled her eyes, giving Nancy a halfhearted wave back. It was only when Dustin was bounding in the woman’s direction that a true look of joy came over Patricia’s face.

“That’s what always gets me,” she grumbled to Mike.

“What does?”

“I’m perfectly all right, not liking your mother and her not liking me in the slightest. Hell, it’s not like she’s given me a reason to like her. It just drives me crazy that all of that goes away when I see how happy she makes Dustin. I mean, look at that smile on his face.”

“If you ask me, I think that’s a good thing,” Mike said. “You can’t change who my mom is as a person, but even though I know you don’t get along with her, I know deep down inside there’s love for her in your heart. You’re a good person.”

“You’re an amazing man, you know? I often wonder how you became the man you are with a woman like that raising you.”

“Well, that goes to show you just what kind of woman she really is. One day, I hope you get to see that, but even if you don’t, it’s never going to change how I feel about you.”

Nancy smiled. “That right there tells me all I need to know.”

“You know, since Dustin and my mother are leaving, it could be the perfect chance for us to get a hot shower together to warm back up. I hear body heat is the best way to increase the core temperature.”

She giggled. “You, sir, have yourself a date.”

As they approached Patricia, who now had her hand laced through Dustin’s, Nancy felt her anger and resentment for the woman starting to pass once again. After all, anyone who made her son smile so much was worth giving another chance. Who was she kidding? It would be the hundredth chance for the woman, but it didn’t matter. Only Dustin did. She listened as her husband and his mother made small talk, with Patricia going over the plans she and Dustin had that afternoon. Nancy did her best to listen and to keep the smile plastered on her face, but the wind had picked up, and she was downright chilled.

Patricia, though, didn’t notice or didn’t seem to care about the cold. She was dripping in expensive furs, likely keeping her nice and toasty. Early in their courtship, Patricia had purchased a fur coat for Nancy. She had thanked her soon-to-be mother-in-law for the gift and quickly tucked it away, never to be worn. The fur trade was outdated and killing the environment. It was something Nancy wanted no part of. On several occasions, Patricia had used that gift and story as a weapon against Nancy in the inner circles of the community. She painted Nancy as an ungrateful liberal, though she was nothing of the sort.

“I’ll make sure to have Dustin back by five,” Patricia said.

Nancy sighed. “We agreed that you’d have him back home by four. We have dinner plans at five.”

“Well, that was when you said I could pick him up at noon. Now it’s half-past twelve. I think I deserve to have that extra time back since you didn’t hold up to the agreement to begin with.”

“I know we’re a little late, and I’m sorry about that, but spending time with his father is just as important as spending time with his grandmother. You can have him back at four like we agreed, or you can just not take him at all.”

Patricia’s face grew red, and she looked directly at Mike. Nancy knew she was putting her son in the middle of it, and she hated it. There was a moment she and Mike shared that was nothing but pure confusion. He didn’t know what his mother’s next sentence was going to be, but there was no sense in arguing in front of Dustin. After all, they had their rules for keeping him a child for as long as possible.

“Are you really going to let this woman talk to your mother like that?”

Mike groaned. “This woman is my wife and the mother of my child. Look, I’m the reason we were late. I wanted to take Dustin fishing, and Nancy made it clear we needed to be back by noon. Since we’re the ones who were late, you can bring him back at four-thirty.”

Nancy ground her jaw, the flicker of victory she saw in Patricia’s eyes was almost enough to make her snatch up Dustin and tell Patricia she wasn’t getting any time with him at all, but she knew she would never do that. The only thing it would create was more drama and a deep, emotionally scarring memory for her son. She wouldn’t be villainized by the woman, not when it came to her child.
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As soon as Dustin had left with his grandmother, the couple headed back into the house. She was looking forward to being warm again. Nancy was reminded of how much she hated the cold each and every time she was forced to go out into it. The suffering was well worth it, though, for the morning spent fishing with her boys. Now they were back in the warmth. She was ready to make good on the offer for a leisurely shower with Mike. Yet the conversation with Patricia continued to prickle at her mind. All she had wanted her husband to do was back her up in the situation. Yet, once again, his only concern was keeping the peace.

By the time they made it to the privacy of their bedroom, there were a dozen things running through her mind. She wasn’t upset but knew a conversation needed to be had so they could clear the air. It had been a silent walk, one wrought with tension and unspoken words. On the rare occasion that the couple did bicker or fight, it was never done so in front of the staff or Dustin. They tried to keep their problems, though few and far between, between themselves. It was amazing how fast gossip could spread in a small community. Neither of them wanted to give the locals fuel to add to the fire.

“Why did you do that, Mike?”

“What are you talking about? What did I do?”

Nancy sighed. “You should have had my back on that. Instead of just dropping everything and agreeing with her when I already made clear a time that Dustin needed to be back.”

“Honey, it was only thirty minutes. I just figured if I made the time in between what you were both saying, it would just make things easier and fair for everyone.”

“That’s not the point. Your mother always brings him back loaded up with sugar. Not only that, but he comes back home and treats all the staff like they are suddenly beneath him in some way. Plus, you know we’re having dinner with Maggie and her husband at five tonight.”

“Look, I don’t know what you want me to do,” Mike snapped. “All I’m trying to do is keep the peace between you two. I don’t know why you can’t just do the same thing.”

“I…I didn’t mean anything by it. I just wanted you to understand how I felt about your not having my back.”

“Well, I can’t make everyone happy, can I? You need to keep the peace with her as much as I do. I can’t always be the one who plays the advocate for both of you. My mother is under a lot of pressure right now. The big party coming up is really stressing her out. So, if she wants an extra thirty minutes with Dustin, she can have it.”

Her mouth snapped shut. She couldn’t believe Mike had spoken to her so curtly. While it was true Patricia had been doing most of the work with the party, she didn’t do much else. She kept an entire staff just to run her charities and other events she hosted. Even the party planner was doing the majority of the work for the anniversary gathering in a few weeks. Whatever was going on with Mike, there seemed to be more to it. She drew a ragged breath and turned away from him, sitting on the edge of the bed as she looked out over the property. All she had wanted was an open discord, a conversation to clear the air. Where had it gone so wrong?

She heard Mike moving on the other side of the room but didn’t turn. When he sat on the bed next to her, wrapping his arm around her shoulders, Nancy leaned her head against him. It broke her heart when they didn’t see eye to eye on things. That rarely happened and only when it came to Patricia and the control she still had over their lives. It had been nearly a decade of marriage and even longer in their relationship. At what point was she going to cross a line that Mike would not defend? Knowing they only had the rest of the day together before the weekly chaos started again, Nancy didn’t want to spend that precious time arguing with Mike. They had to make things right.

“Look, I’m really sorry, sweetheart,” Mike said. “I don’t want to fight with you. I’ll give my mother a call and have her bring him back at four, okay?”

Nancy sighed. “I’m sorry, too. I guess I’m just being too sensitive about everything. Four-thirty is fine. I don’t know why I was acting the way I was about it. You were right. It’s only thirty minutes.”

“I know things have been crazy these last few months. I promise that once this party is out of the way and we get to go on vacation, things will be different. It’s only hectic because of the celebration. Once we get some time away from all of this, we’ll start to put some distance between my mother and us, okay?”

“I know you love your mom, but I love you, too. I love you with all my heart. I would be grateful to have just that little extra space between us, and maybe then I wouldn’t feel so suffocated by the woman.”

Mike sighed. “I know it would, and that’s why things are going to change after our vacation. We can’t keep doing this to ourselves. Now, I know I was looking forward to that shower, if you’re still interested.”

“You know what? That sounds like heaven. I just want all the time I can get with you. I love you so much.”

“I love you, too.”

An hour later, as her husband lay napping in their bedroom, Nancy was dressed and headed down to the kitchen for some lunch. The weekends were always strange. The part-time staff who worked there had gone through the same rigorous background checks and security clearances as the full-time ones, but Nancy didn’t know them nearly as well. She was thankful when she walked into the kitchen and saw only one person there. Candace smiled at her when she heard Nancy walk in.

The woman, roughly the same age as Nancy, lived at the property full-time. She had her own apartment above the twelve-bay garage. While there was plenty of room in the house for her, she had requested her own space when they’d hired her five years prior, and the couple had been happy to oblige. The other apartment above the garage was also occupied by Craig’s second in command, Brent. Nancy was happy Candace lived there full time. The two had become close. She regarded the woman as a friend and a trusted employee.

“How’s the week been going for you, Candace?”

“It’s been good, but I did have a date last night that didn’t go very well. It started off nice enough, but once we got to the restaurant, I quickly figured out the guy was a complete jerk. He treated the staff like garbage, and I just couldn’t handle it.”

Nancy chuckled. “Most men are jerks in one way or another. Though, I have to say that treating staff at a restaurant poorly is a sure sign they aren’t very good people.”

Candace smiled. “That’s exactly what I thought. I quickly asked for the check and got my ass out of there. I wasn’t going to do that. Besides, I think it might be time to give up on the dating scene. I don’t seem to have very much luck with men.”

“You know Craig and Brent are both single, right?”

She cringed. “I don’t think I could date either of them. I pretty much view both of them like they are my brothers.”

“Man, I don’t miss being on the dating scene one bit.” Nancy laughed. “I remember a few rough dates of my own.”

“Well, you got pretty lucky with Mike. I wish there were more men like him in the world. It seems like most of the men I run into are just looking for one thing.”

“We’re all looking for something, but men have a habit of being pigs about it. If there were more men like Mike in the world, it would definitely be a better place. Anyway, I’ll let you get going so you can enjoy your day off.”

“See you later, Nancy.”

After grabbing an apple from the fridge along with a tray of meats and cheeses that had been prepared, Nancy made her way out of the kitchen and back up to the bedroom. Mike had just woken up, famished and ready to help her devour the afternoon snack. As they lay in bed together, talking and eating, Nancy truly felt as if she were the most blessed woman in the world.
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By the time Patricia returned later that afternoon with Dustin, Nancy had completely forgiven the ordeal earlier. She knew it was better to let things go and pick her battles than it would be for her to cause a scene. After all, everything was going to change in a few weeks for the better. If she could make Patricia happy until that time, she knew it would be a huge relief for Mike. Just as she had expected, Dustin’s attitude upon return was nothing short of arrogant. She quickly sent him off with Candace to reacquaint him with the rules of the house.

He had no right to treat anyone like they were beneath him. It was a rule she had instilled long ago. It ate her up inside that Patricia continued to treat people in such a manner, but Nancy knew she would never get the old woman to change her ways. Instead, she was determined to continue to show Dustin it wasn’t the right path. They needed to learn to change together for the next generations. There was nothing to be done about Patricia. Still, it grated on her nerves whenever she caught the woman talking to her staff in a demeaning manner, and Nancy didn’t hesitate to speak up and defend the people they employed.

They were like family. After watching Dustin take off to the apartment with Candace, Nancy turned to Patricia just in time to catch the look of horror on her face over seeing her grandson running off to slum it in the “help’s” apartment. Nancy bit her tongue to keep from starting anything. She didn’t need or want the drama. Patricia could have her opinions and views. That didn’t mean Nancy had to listen to them or agree, either, especially not in her own house.

“I planned a little surprise for Dustin tomorrow,” Patricia said. “I booked a private jet to take us to Florida. I’m taking him to Disney World.”

Nancy laughed, thinking the woman had to be joking. After all, the following day was a Monday, and Dustin would have school. She was still chuckling a little when she looked back up at Patricia’s face and suddenly knew the woman was, in fact, not joking. She quickly stopped laughing and became upset.

“I thought you were kidding, but I can see you’re serious. You know Dustin has a school in the morning. He can’t miss class just to go on a last-minute trip to Disney World. It’s just not going to happen.”

“Missing one day of school isn’t going to hurt anyone. He’ll have a good time, and having those kinds of memories is important for a kid his age.”

“It’s the principle behind it, Patricia. I don’t want him to start thinking he can miss school and bail on his commitments.”

Patricia sighed. “I just thought it would be something he and I could do together. A little more bonding time, so to speak.”

“No. He can’t miss any more days than he is already going to miss. We have our vacation coming up, and he’ll be missing two weeks for that.”

The woman scoffed. “Yeah, I know, but we haven’t even talked about that trip yet.”

Nancy was completely blown away by the woman’s audacity. “Excuse me? There is nothing to talk about. We are taking two weeks and going on vacation. I’m sorry if you thought there was room for a conversation, but there isn’t,” Nancy snapped.

Patricia glared at her. “You don’t honestly think that Mike can just leave the community for two weeks because you want him to, do you? Oh no, I was willing to consider a week, but after this little outburst—”

“Consider? Patricia, you don’t have a say in what we do. There is nothing to consider. I suggest you leave before you say something else ridiculous and embarrassing,” Nancy growled.

“I don’t know who in the hell you think you are, but you better watch your step right now. After all, I’m still the head of this family.”

“What in the hell does that mean?”

“It means that I’m still in charge, and Mike isn’t going to do a damn thing without getting my approval first.”

Nancy scoffed. “Get the hell out of my house. You have no right to talk to me like that in my own home. Get out.”

Patricia chuckled. “Well, I think you’re forgetting whose house this is. It’s in Mike’s name, not yours. He’s a Keller, and you are not. Don’t forget your place here.”

Anger started to boil inside of her. She remembered the conversation she’d had with her husband, and Nancy was trying to stay patient with the woman, but Patricia wasn’t making things easy. The more she thought about the woman’s last statement, though, the angrier she got. More than anything, at that moment, she wanted the woman out of her face and home. The legalities didn’t matter to her, and the longer she stood there, the more her patience disappeared.

“Get out of this house. I hope you had fun with Dustin today because it’s the last time you’re taking him anywhere. You’re not picking him up tomorrow, or any other day, for that matter. You might think you’re in charge, but if you don’t watch your step, you won’t have any part of his life.”

Before the woman could spit back a retort, the main doors to the house opened, and Maggie came sauntering in. It was still early, but it came as no surprise to Nancy. Maggie’s husband would join them in a little while, but it gave the girls time to talk before dinner. Plus, Nancy needed to send someone to wake up Mike. Maggie’s sudden appearance gave her the out she was looking for in the conversation.

“Maggie! How good to see you. Would you mind terribly showing Patricia to the door? I need to go wake up Mike,” Nancy said.

She spun around before either woman could question her and jogged up the steps, taking them two at a time. Nancy nearly plowed into one of the housekeepers as she darted for the bedroom. Once inside, behind the safety and privacy of their bedroom door, she let out the breath she’d been holding in and went to her husband. Taking her time to rouse him, she smiled when his eyes opened. He grinned at her, pulling her into the bed with him as she disintegrated into laughter.

“Maggie is here, and Bud won’t be far behind. He’s always a tad late when we have dinner.”

He smiled. “I’m sure he will be here. Did Dustin make it back from his time with my mom yet?”

“He just got back a short time ago. Patricia was just leaving when I came up to wake you up.”

“Well, I guess I better ask if there were any problems. Did everything go smoothly?”

Nancy nodded. “There’s nothing you need to worry about. I just want to enjoy the evening with my family and friends. Let’s just forget everything else for now.”

“You said Bud was running late as usual, but do we have an idea of when he’s going to show up?” Mike asked.

“Maggie said he’d be here in about forty-five minutes or so. It won’t be long.”

“In that case, I’ll be down to join you shortly. Unless, of course, you’d like to just hang out with me in bed for a bit. I’m sure Maggie won’t mind hanging out with Dustin for a little while.”

Nancy laughed. “I would love to, but I can’t do that to Maggie.”

“Oh, come on. It’s not like the two of them don’t get along.”

“That’s not the issue. Dustin loves Maggie, and she loves him.”

Mike laughed. “Then I don’t see what the problem is.”

“I said your mother was leaving, not gone. If she didn’t take off by now, I don’t think it’s a good idea to leave Maggie alone with her for very long.”

Mike groaned and slowly let her go, though she could tell he didn’t want to. As she rose and kissed him on the lips gently, Nancy smiled at her husband again. There was no need to ruin his evening with details about the conversation with Patricia. She knew his mother would tell him all about it soon enough. The least she could do for him was give him one last night of peace before a new battle between his mother and wife took root.

Making her way back out of the room and down the hall, Nancy did her best to collect herself. It was a point of pride. She wasn’t going to let Patricia get under her skin, no matter how hard the woman tried. When she reached the landing and saw her friend waiting alone, her nerves started to calm. At least the witch was gone for a little while.
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After learning Patricia had left in a huff, the two women made their way into the parlor, where Nancy had a bottle of wine already opened and waiting for them. It was wonderful having someone there she could vent to, someone who understood what she was dealing with. Patricia had something of a reputation, both with the older women and the younger ones in the community. Those who had been raised in her same mindset always agreed with her. Those who had hearts were often pushed out of the inner circles Patricia headed up.

Nancy didn’t want to think about how many relationships the woman had ruined simply with her gossip and venomous tongue. Nancy wasn’t going to let her family become another statistic, another failed relationship Patricia had a hand in bringing down. As they settled on the couch, Nancy told her friend all about the conversation with her mother-in-law. She felt some vindication when she saw Maggie’s expression. It was unbelievable to think that one woman was able to get under her skin so easily. Yet Nancy knew what a danger Patricia could be. Taking the first sip of wine, she sighed and shook her head. It was outright infuriating.

“You know, in my opinion, you have every right to be upset with the woman. I mean, what right does she have to tell you what she’s going to do with your son?” Maggie asked. “What are you going to do now?”

Nancy sighed. “Well, I don’t plan on doing anything right now. I’m going to enjoy the evening and then talk to Mike after dinner. I’m not about to have the rest of the night ruined because of that woman. After all, it’s just not something else I’m going to let her take from me.”

“Do you really think Patricia was telling the truth?”

“I absolutely believe she thinks the house belongs to Mike and not me. Why else would she say it the way she did?”

“I meant about your vacation. Do you really think Mike won’t take two weeks of vacation without talking it over with her first?”

“If you had asked me that a year ago, I would have said no. Now, though, I’m just not sure. I never thought he’d take her side over mine.”

Maggie nodded. “I never would have seen that coming, either, but he did.”

“I know, and I didn’t like it at all. I can’t believe he took her side over mine. I don’t know anymore. Maybe I’m just overreacting to it all.”

“No, don’t go doing that to yourself. The woman is trying to put herself in the middle of your marriage, and it’s not any of her business.”

She hated that they were talking about her relationship. It was something she had never enjoyed unless it was the positive shares. Nancy firmly believed that any arguments or problems should be kept between couples. Yet she was not at a loss for what her next move should be and desperately wanted her friend’s insight. It wasn’t every day they got into it, not even every week or month. Yet, Patricia seemed determined to cause a ruckus in their lives at that moment. She looked out over the extravagant room, shaking her head and thinking about the audacity of it all.

It had hit her right in the gut to hear Patricia remind her that the house did not belong to her. It was in her husband’s name, and it would stay there until, eventually, it passed to their son. She had agreed to that, along with a dozen other stipulations in an ironclad prenuptial agreement. Nancy had never wanted the money and wealth, though, only her husband. Now they had Dustin. He was the only thing she cared about. If it came down to it, Nancy would do whatever it took to keep him safe, even if that meant from his own family.

“I know you hate the idea of it, but maybe it would be for the best if you just divorced Mike,” Maggie offered. “At the very least, you’d save Dustin from being screwed up by his grandmother, and God knows what else she would put him through.”

Nancy laughed. “I could never do that, though the thought of getting away from Patricia is appealing. No, I love my husband. I could never leave the man, even if his mother is completely deranged. You know what makes it worse, though?”

“What’s that?”

“The fact that if I ever did anything like that, it would do more damage to Dustin than anyone else. That kid loves his grandmother, for whatever reason.”

“I know, but how are you going to feel when your two-week vacation turns into three days at a Best Western hotel down the road from here?”

“I doubt Mike would do something like that.”

Maggie grinned. “Let’s just say hypothetically, Patricia talks him into taking less than a week. What happens when the man you love takes your vacation away because his mommy told him to?”

Nancy chuckled. “It’s never going to happen, but if it did, I would reconsider my position on divorcing the man. He better not even think about doing that to us.”

It was obvious she was joking. It would take a lot more than a missed vacation for her to consider divorcing Mike. They had a love that transcended time and money. She had to believe her husband wouldn’t cut their vacation short. Mike had always put their family first, and Nancy saw no reason that would change now. Outside the parlor doors, she heard the main doors open and close. The pair waited to see who was coming into the house, but when no one came, they both simply assumed it had been one of the staff members leaving for the afternoon.

They were never alone in the house, a detail that often bothered her. While she trusted the staff completely, it was still strange to always have people moving in and out of your home. The onslaught of cameras throughout the estate got to her as well. They were there to keep the family safe, a strange custom that had been with the Keller family since its founding and initial burst of wealth. The Kellers were always watched, always guarded without fail. She didn’t want to think about the money spent each year on the security detail.

A moment later, Maggie’s phone chimed, and her friend glanced down at her phone before typing a message back to the sender. After she replied and set down her phone, she looked at Nancy and smiled.

“Bud is almost here,” Maggie said. “He’s always running behind these days.”

“Was that him messaging you?”

“Nope. I have us on a family app that tells me where he is. I was just messaging him to tell him to hurry his ass up.”

Nancy laughed. “I can’t believe you talked that man into getting a tracking app on his phone.”

Maggie shrugged. “I don’t trust that man as far as I can throw him. Besides that, I don’t trust him the way you trust Mike. The kind of love the two of you share is rare. Not all of us can find that.”

“That’s not true. That kind of love is all around us.”

“Maybe it is, and maybe it’s not. All I know is that I like to know where my husband is, even if he doesn’t have the time to tell me.”

“That’s just not how the wealthy people do things. That’s all I was trying to say. Besides, Bud would never cheat on you.”

“Of course he wouldn’t. He knows I would bury him in the backyard and then pretend to be sad he was missing. I’m not playing around with this man.” Maggie laughed.

Nancy smiled. “Well, to each their own, I guess. I don’t think Mike would ever go for something like that, but it’s not like I’d ask him to, either.”

“That’s where we differ. That’s okay. You and Mike have that once-in-a-lifetime kind of love.”

The parlor doors opened, and Mike appeared. He still looked groggy but appeared just as cheerful as he had been earlier. Her husband already had a drink in his hand, and Dustin bound into the room seconds later. Nancy burst into laughter when he jumped on her lap and wrapped his arms around her neck to give her a giant hug. She would never grow tired of her little boy wanting affection. It was one thing she cherished above all else.

As Bud’s arrival was announced by the sound of squealing tires in the driveway, the group rose and headed to the main foyer to greet him before making their way to the dining hall. Nancy walked with one hand laced through Dustin’s. He was her everything and would be for the rest of her life.
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By the time the couple had left, Dustin had been in bed for over an hour. They had taken a break from their evening of enjoying company long enough to tuck him in. It didn’t matter what they had going on in their lives, Nancy had tucked her son into bed every single night of his life, and she wasn’t going to stop anytime soon. He deserved to know he was a beloved and adored member of their family, even when they had company over. They waved goodbye to their friends and made their way upstairs. She was still a little tipsy but knew it would be gone by morning. Climbing into bed next to her husband, she reflected on the day and everything that had happened.

Holding Mike close, she listened as he slipped off to sleep. Thankfully, after battling her insomnia for the last few nights, she was able to doze off. Still, by the next morning, when she woke, she felt no more rested than she had the day before. Her slumber had been wrought with terrible dreams, ones she’d never had before. It was both baffling and concerning to her, considering how quickly they had settled in. When she made her way down to the kitchen, smelling the delicious coffee already brewing, Nancy was determined to make the best of the day. Glenda, the house manager, was already at the island making her morning lists. She poured Nancy a cup and smiled at her.

“How’d you sleep?” Glenda asked.

“I feel like I slept all right, but I don’t feel any more rested than I did when I went to bed last night,” Nancy said. “I don’t know why, but I have been having these really bad dreams lately. I had another one last night, and I think it just made me toss and turn.”

“That’s not any good. Dreams can sometimes be a window into the future. You really should pay attention to what they are telling you. Tell me what they usually revolve around. Maybe I can help you figure them out.”

“I just know they’re horrible. I don’t really remember any of them, but I know I wake up feeling exhausted every time I have one.”

“If you’d like, it might help to have a cup of tea before bed. I can always add melatonin to the list and make sure we have it on hand. Between that and the tea, it should help you get some rest.”

“You know what? That sounds like a really great idea. I’d appreciate that,” Nancy said.

“I’m always happy to help. I know as much as you do about how important it is to get a good night’s rest. I think you need it more than most.”

Nancy smiled. “I suppose you’re right. Either way, I’m glad you brought it up. It really might help me sleep through the night.”

“It’s no problem,” Glenda said. “Would you like me to have someone wake up Dustin this morning?”

“No, thank you. I’ll go get him up.”

Making her way slowly back up the steps, she smiled at Brent as he headed down the steps past her. She knew he was waiting for her to come before leaving. Craig would be on shift by the time Dustin left for school. As she gently roused Dustin and got his clothes out for the day, she sang to herself and planned out what she needed to get done. Despite the plethora of things that needed her attention, Nancy was going to pay a surprise visit to his office. It was something she did sporadically, but he always enjoyed it. She was certain that was mostly because of the homemade lunches he got when she visited.

Either way, she was looking forward to spending a few extra minutes with her husband. They had to have a conversation about their vacation time and his mother. She had procrastinated on both topics long enough. Once Dustin was ready for school and situated in the dining room eating waffles, Nancy started the lunch menu with Jeff. Everything would need to be done early so she could take it into town with her. After Dustin finished his breakfast, she walked him to the front door, where a car was waiting to take him to his private school on the other side of town.

“Mom, is Grandma still going to take me to Disney World? She said she was going to take me today.”

Nancy sighed. “Your grandmother should have talked to me first. I don’t think she realized how important it was for you to go to school, but she can always take you another time. Maybe during your summer vacation, she can take you out there, but you’re not going to miss school for it.”

“She told me I wouldn’t even have to go to school. I guess they have teachers that could come with us. That way, I wouldn’t get behind on my schoolwork.”

“Unfortunately, that’s not how the real world works. School isn’t just important for learning books. It’s also something that teaches you other things about life, too.”

“I don’t think so,” Dustin grumbled. “I think it’s boring, and sometimes the teachers are mean.”

Nancy laughed. “I know you feel that way now, but when you’re older, you’ll understand. For now, though, I love you very much, and I hope you have a great day. Even if you don’t want to go to school.”

“I’ll try, but I think Disney would have been more fun.”

Despite the cheerful persona she had given for Dustin’s sake, Nancy was livid in reality. The fact that Patricia had told Dustin about her plans for Disney World and had simply assumed he would be allowed to go was infuriating to Nancy. The woman had no right to dictate what they did with their son or how he spent his time. The very notion they should pull him out of school and hire private instructors was ridiculous. The audacity of Patricia continued to amaze Nancy, despite her knowing all along that Patricia was devious.

She wasn’t going to let it ruin her day or her mood. If things were going to go well with Mike, she knew she had to approach the situation delicately. She didn’t want him to think she had gone behind his back and talked to Patricia. They were a team. Everything they did together, including the decisions they made regarding the family, was joint. It was one thing she’d made him promise her on their wedding day.

As Nancy made her way back to the kitchen where Jeff would be waiting for her, she couldn’t imagine things being any different. Aside from Patricia having less to do with her personal life, she was happy with her husband and son. Things would be perfect if it wasn’t for her stepmother sticking her nose where it didn’t belong. When she entered the kitchen, their chef gave her a big smile.

“Good morning, Nancy. You mentioned taking a meal to Mike’s office for lunch today, and I suppose we should try to figure out what you’d like me to prepare today,” Jeff said.

Nancy chuckled. “Well, I was thinking about it earlier, and the best thing I think we could do for him is to bring him one of his favorite meals. I’m going with a shrimp pad Thai.”

“Sounds perfect. I overheard Dustin mention something about a trip with his grandmother yesterday. Is there anything I need to do about that?”

“There’s no need for that. The trip is not happening, and for the sake of everything holy, let’s keep whatever gossip about Patricia outside of the house, please. I don’t want any negativity within these walls.”

Jeff smiled. “Understood. I think that’s for the best, anyway. There’s no need for it to ruin anything here.”

“Good, thank you. Can you give me an idea of when Mike’s lunch will be ready?”

“Of course. I should have the meal prepped and ready to go no later than eleven.”

After thanking Jeff for all of his hard work one last time, Nancy slowly made her way back up to the bedroom to get dressed and ready for the day. She needed to reply to a dozen emails from the party planner, along with going over the household budget. There were hundreds of small, mundane tasks that required her attention in the running of the estate. Twenty minutes after getting Dustin off to school, she was emerging again and ready to take on the day.

As she settled behind her desk in the office and opened her laptop, Nancy drew a ragged breath. Hopefully, the conversation with Mike over lunch would go smoothly. She didn’t know if she could handle another day of them bickering about things. It wasn’t natural for their relationship, and it wreaked of Patricia.
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She had just finished reviewing the payroll when her alarm went off to let her know it was time to head out. When she reached the door, it came as no surprise that Jeff had already loaded the meal into the waiting and warmed car parked out front. Nancy had given up on trying to drive herself long ago. On the rare occasion she did take the car out on a solo trip, she’d always have a tail not far behind her. It was only because she knew of the family’s dark past that she allowed them to monitor her movements so closely. Plus, it helped to know it wasn’t only her who had to combat the security detail.

Every member of the family had them surrounding them from afar at all times. It was only behind the closed bedroom door that they didn’t need to battle with security cameras and guards. She’d insisted that not only was their bedroom free from monitoring but that their son’s were as well. He deserved some privacy as he grew into a young man. As the car headed down the drive and she watched the land unfold outside, her heart started to race with anticipation. Almost always, when she surprised Mike with lunch, it ended with a deliciously adult dessert afterward. Nancy was still amazed at how lucky she was to have such an amazing partner.

“Good morning, Nancy,” Frank said. “How is your morning going so far?”

“It’s been good. I’ve been able to get some work done, but I’m looking forward to having lunch with my husband.”

“I can only imagine. Well, I hope it continues to go on the right path for you. Aside from the cold weather, it’s a beautiful day for a drive.”

“I agree. So, tell me, how are the wife and kids?” Nancy asked.

“Oh, they’re doing great. My youngest is actually back from college for a few weeks. You know, we raise them up and can’t wait for them to get out on their own, and then all of a sudden, you find yourself missing them. I never imagined I’d be happy to have a full house again, but it’s been wonderful.”

“Well, I don’t think Dustin is at the age where I’m ready for him to leave just yet.”

Frank grinned. “I know you’re right, but give it a few years, and you’re going to be singing a different tune. Those teenage years can be fun, but they are really stressful, too.”

Nancy chuckled. “I’m looking forward to them, but I’ll let you know in a few years if I change my mind.”

“We’ll bring it back up then. Now that Dustin is getting a little older, are the two of you thinking about having any more kids?”

“Honestly, I have no idea what we’re going to do, but we have been talking about it. I don’t think I’d mind having another one, at least.”

“Only time will tell, but I think having another one would be great. You truly are a great mother.”

To some people, it might have been strange to have a conversation about such intimacy with a driver. For Nancy, though, their employees were their friends and family as well. Just like so many others, she had known Frank for years. His life was intertwined with theirs on a daily basis. Before long, they had crossed into the small city and were making their way through stops and traffic to her husband’s office. She was excited to see him and spend some extra time together. After the petty arguments they’d had over the weekend, Nancy felt like there was a space between Mike and herself she didn’t like.

They had always talked through things in the past, and she knew it would be the same this time. All they needed was a little time alone to work through it. The more she thought about it, the more resigned she was in her decision to stand her ground with regard to the vacation. They deserved a break from the chaos, and she wasn’t going to let anyone take that away from them. It didn’t matter to her that Patricia was going to be upset. She wasn’t a part of their marriage, no matter how hard she tried to convince them and the world she was. On the seat next to her, Nancy’s phone started to vibrate, and she quickly answered the call from Candace.

“Is everything all right?” Nancy asked.

“Yes, ma’am. I’m just calling to let you know the school called. There have been some cases of the flu going around, and they wanted to warn all the parents in case there were more cases and to let you know they’d be switching to online learning for a week to help combat the virus.”

“I’m so glad they’re letting us know. I don’t think our schools ever did that for us when we were growing up.”

“Well, they have been good about keeping families in the loop anytime there is something new happening,” Candace said. “Especially after the last bout of viruses that affected us all.”

“I suppose they have no choice after that. I guess we’ll have to prepare for Dustin to be home all week.”

“Would you like me to go with Craig to pick up Dustin from school? I don’t mind.”

“I appreciate that, but I’ll pick him up after I see Mike. I’m already out, so it just makes more sense.”

“All right, I’ll make sure Craig knows the situation so you don’t have to worry about it.”

“Thank you, Candace,” Nancy said, ending the call.

They were only a few blocks away from the office now. Had it been warmer outside, Nancy might have asked Frank to stop so she could walk the rest of the distance. As it was, she would stay in the warmth of the car as long as possible. Just as Mike’s office building came into view, Nancy noticed something else on the street across from it. Instantly, her heart started to race, a flush of rage jumping to her cheeks as she ground her jaw. The private car was hard to miss, a classic in its own right but a rarity to see in northern Washington.

There was only one like it that Nancy had seen before, and it belonged to her mother-in-law. There was no chance it was a coincidence. Patricia was obviously at her son’s offices visiting him. Nancy knew Patricia had friends at the estate, employees she bought off for tidbits of information. It wouldn’t shock Nancy if Patricia had deliberately shown up there just to ruin her surprise lunch. Nancy wasn’t going to let her win.

“Frank, could you do me a favor, please?”

“Anything, just name it.”

“Could you please circle the block again before you drop me off?”

Frank gave her a confused look but nodded. “Sure. I can do that. Would you mind telling me why? Is there anything I need to be concerned with?”

“Well, it’s nothing to be worried about, but I saw a car that looked familiar, and I’d just like to get another look to make sure I was right.”

He chuckled. “You know, you weren’t the only one who spotted Patricia’s car. I saw it from a mile away myself. Will we be changing course since she’s here?”

“That won’t be necessary. There’s no way I’m going to miss lunch with Mike just because of her.”

“Good. I don’t think you should let that woman make you do anything different than you already do.”

“I agree with you there. Unfortunately, there are times when she doesn’t really give me much of a choice.”

Frank smiled. “I understand, but people like her are used to getting their way. I think it’s great that you’re standing up for yourself.”

Nancy laughed. “I don’t know if it’s standing up for myself, but I’m not about to let her walk all over me just because she thinks that’s how life works. I’m not giving her what she wants.”

“Just as you shouldn’t. She’s used to getting what she wants, but I don’t think she understands that people are the way they are for a million different reasons. Now, I think she’s just a bully who always gets her way.”

“You can say that again,” she muttered.

It was infuriating to know the woman was there. The relaxing afternoon she wanted to share with her husband was now shattered. Patricia had a way of always showing up at the worst possible times. She wasn’t about to let Patricia get away with whatever she was doing. Just as Frank had pointed out, Patricia was a bully who thought her money and position in the town granted her special privilege. It was a new world, though, and Nancy wasn’t going to let the woman into their marriage.
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After they circled the block another time, Nancy had finally built up the nerve to go into the building. She thanked Frank for his patience and for his words of wisdom before climbing out of the car. Several spots away from her, Nancy noticed the tail car turning into a spot as well. She gave them a wave and turned to face the building. Drawing a breath to give herself courage, Nancy took the first few steps in the direction of the building. It looked like so many others in the downtown area, though the Keller name was prominently displayed across the top of it. Mike’s office was not the only one there. They rented several out to other businessmen in the area.

Before she could reach for the door, it burst open, and a man in a doorman’s uniform greeted her. She knew his role there seemed small, but there were other skills the man had that had resulted in his employment. Everyone who worked for the Keller family understood their job was to protect the family and its legacy. They only hired individuals who were adept at self-defense and, more often than not, had a military background. As long as they were kind to her son, Nancy didn’t care about the Keller family’s stringent hiring policies. The more protection they had, the better in her mind.

“How are we doing today, Nancy?”

“Oh, another day in paradise, Matt. How are you?” Nancy asked, knowing the man from her previous visits.

“Living the dream. You know, I’m starting to feel like I’m missing out on something big up there.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, it’s been a busy day for people going to Mike’s office. You’re the third visitor he’s had already this morning.”

Nancy frowned. “I know it’s against the rules, but could you tell me who has been here to see my husband today?”

“You knew better than that, Nancy. I can’t give you any information or even the names of the people who come to go. We all sign non-disclosure agreements when we start working here. Though, you know I would give you all their names if I could.”

“I know. I was just hoping you’d give me a hint, but I’d hate to get you into any trouble over it. It’s not a big deal. I supposed I’m just a little over-curious today.”

Matt smiled. “It’s fine. Honestly, I thought you were just trying to test me.”

“Well, if I was, you passed with flying colors. I’ll make sure everyone knows you were tight-lipped.”

“I appreciate that. Well, you’re welcome to head on in. I hope you have a wonderful day.”

Nancy chuckled. “I’m sure going to try. Thank you for all your hard work. You have a great day, too.”

It was impossible for her not to speculate who the other individual in Mike’s office was. If he was preoccupied with work, the last thing she wanted to do was interrupt him. He often worked long hours, keeping the family business running and helping the community around him. While he held the role of mayor, his duties to his community and heritage didn’t stop there. When he wasn’t booked completely full of business, Mike would work pro bono for anyone who needed him if he thought their case was worth taking. She adored helping others. It was one of the very first things that Nancy fell in love with him over.

Climbing into the elevator, she pressed the button for the penthouse office and quickly scanned her key card. She only had it so she could gain access to the penthouse without needing Mike or his receptionist to meet her downstairs. Nancy never abused the privilege, having no reason to be there unless it was for her husband. When the elevator arrived at its destination, she stepped out into the lavish waiting room, and an elderly woman sitting behind a desk looked up. As soon as Shelly saw Nancy, she smiled and waved to her.

“Hey, Shelly.”

“Good morning, Nancy. I wasn’t expecting to see you today. Mike didn’t say anything about it.”

“Well, I wanted to surprise him. Before I do, you’re going to have to tell me how your grandkids are doing. I bet they’re doing wonderfully.”

Shelly laughed. “They are. The young ones are getting so big, but the older ones are getting older and starting to live their own lives. I don’t see them nearly as often as I would like.”

“That’s what happens when they get older.”

“It definitely does. I think they’re almost all bigger than me, too.”

“I suppose that’s a good thing. Even if we want them to stay small forever, it’s just not how it works.”

Shelly chuckled. “Nope, you’re right about that.”

“I suppose I should get Mike his lunch. Is he in the office?”

“He is. Right now, he’s in there with Douglas and that witch.”

Nancy smiled, but she tensed up at the same time. She knew the witch she was referring to was Patricia. She wasn’t well-liked by anyone who really knew her. Her attitude of being above anyone around her had given her the title no one called her to her face. Suddenly, she found herself curious about what was going on behind the closed door.

“Do you know what’s happening in there?”

“No idea, but I know the hag and the suit showed up about forty minutes ago and just walked right in. They didn’t say a word to me,” Shelly said.

Nancy hesitated, her eyes darting to the door behind Shelly. It was one thing for him to be meeting with his mother but another altogether for Mike to be meeting with both Patricia and Douglas. The man’s only client, his sole purpose in life, was to serve the Keller family in a legal capacity. She had only met him a handful of times. One of those instances had been in the days and weeks leading up to their wedding. He’d been the one to draw up their prenuptial agreement, with Patricia whispering in his ear.

She didn’t like the implication of his being there with Patricia, especially after the argument the two women had gotten into the day before. Nancy didn’t want to think about what kind of legal shenanigans Patricia was trying to pull to keep them in Washington and to keep her from getting the vacation she so desperately wanted. The only way she was going to get answers, though, was if she went inside the office. Even the thought of it made her slightly nauseous. Nancy wasn’t the type to seek out confrontation. Still, she couldn’t let herself be bullied by Patricia, either.

“If I were you, I would head right now in. I’m not going to stop you.”

Nancy smiled. “Normally, I would, but I don’t want to interrupt them if it’s business related.”

“Well, if it changes your mind at all, that bitch walked in there with an extra smug look on her face this morning. Don’t get me wrong, I know that’s almost her normal face at this point, but she looked extremely happy with herself today. I honestly didn’t like the way she was smiling when she got here.”

Nancy sighed. “I don’t know.”

“The woman had the look of a cat that just ate the canary. You know the one. Like, you know the cat ate the bird based on the look on his face. Well, that’s the way she looked. She’s up to something, and I don’t like it one bit.”

“So, you think it has something to do with the family?”

“I don’t know anything, but it sure looked like it wasn’t normal business. I think if it’s something family related, you should go on in and find out what’s going on. You are family, too,” Shelly said.

“You know what? You’re right. If it’s got something to do with family business, I have every right to know what they’re talking about.”

“Damn right, you do. You’re as much a part of the family as that hag is.”

“Thank you, Shelly. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

Shelly smiled. “I guess you’d stand right there while that woman steamrolled you. You don’t have to put up with that.”

Her mind darted back to the day before and the argument with Patricia. If the woman really was trying to do something, trying to stop them from living their lives, she had no choice but to face it head-on. Drawing a ragged breath, she straightened her shoulders and gave Shelly a confident nod. It was time to settle things with Patricia. Yet Nancy hoped she was completely off base and that whatever had brought the attorney and her mother-in-law, there was something else. Even as she tried to ignite that flicker of hope inside her, though, Nancy knew she was wrong. Patricia was always out for blood.
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It took every ounce of courage she had to open the door with a smile on her face. She kept it plastered there, despite the glare she got from Patricia as she entered the room. Instantly, she could tell something was wrong. The air was thick with tension. Her eyes moved to her husband, but he quickly looked away. Behind the rage, she could see a look of pain, a wounded man. It didn’t make any sense. They’d had a wonderful weekend together, despite the small arguments that had come with it. Seeing Patricia‘s expression, though, Nancy couldn’t help but wonder if she had underestimated her adversary.

The woman seemed rather pleased with herself. Instantly, Nancy was on edge. She hated her life had to be spent in a state of guarded trepidation each time the woman was around. They were supposed to be a family. They were supposed to work together to overcome their differences. Instead, Nancy constantly felt like an outsider looking in. Before she could speak and ask her husband what was going on, Patricia stepped in front of her, blocking her view from Mike. Nancy had to resist the urge to shove the woman out of the way again.

“I’m sorry, Nancy, but we’re having a private family meeting. Now, you’re more than welcome to wait outside until we’ve finished, but you’re not welcome in here,” Patricia said.

“First of all, I don’t take orders from you,” Nancy seethed. “Secondly, you need to step away from me, and I’d suggest doing that now.”

Patricia took a small step back, but not enough to make a difference in how Nancy felt at that moment. As she glanced back at her husband, the man still wasn’t making direct eye contact with her. The whole situation was making her blood boil in a way she had never felt before.

“Mike, I need you to tell me what in the hell is going on.”

“You can stay, honey. We’re just about finished, anyway,” Mike said. “Now, Mom and Douglas, we can speak on the matter later.”

“This is not—”

“This is not what, Mom? I said we could talk about this later. I’d like to have a minute with my wife.”

Patricia scoffed. “Fine, but this isn’t how things should work. If I were you, I’d change all the locks on the doors and kick her to the curb now instead of dragging it out any longer. She’s not worth your time.”

She was completely blown away by what she was hearing. Her entire body was trembling with rage as she listened to Patricia spewing her hate. The only thing Nancy had ever done to her was try to be kind. After a decade of tolerating the woman, though, her resolve that everyone was good in their heart was starting to falter. Again, she had proven to her time and time again that as long as Nancy didn’t fit in with what she wanted, she would make their life hell and pose a threat. Still, Nancy was struggling to accept that Mike had agreed to the meeting without talking to her. It was obvious Patricia was after something, and it was starting to look like that was a divorce.

She wasn’t going to roll over and take it lying down. They had come too far, and their love was too strong for Patricia to rip apart at the seams. Nancy was confident if she could talk to her husband privately, they could sort out whatever was going on as a team. That was when they did their best work, when they put their minds together and came up with a solution. Straightening her shoulders, Nancy leveled her gaze at Patricia and made it clear she wasn’t going anywhere.

“You know, you think you hold all this power, and maybe you do somewhere else, but I’m not going any damn where. Someone needs to tell me what in the hell is going on right now.”

Patricia sighed. “While I’m enjoying the show you’re putting on, you can drop the innocent act. I heard you and your little friend talking yesterday.”

“What in the hell are you talking about?”

“You don’t think I know you two talked about divorce. If you think for one second that you’re going to file for divorce and get anything, you’ve got another think coming. You’re not getting a dime of this family’s money.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Nancy reeled. “I never said anything about getting a divorce. Your mother is making this up.”

“Is that right? I heard everything the two of you were saying.”

“Obviously, you didn’t hear anything we were saying. I never once said anything about divorcing Mike. I love him, and we have a family.”

Patricia chuckled. “Oh, you’re so naïve that you don’t even realize how stupid you sound right now.”

“If you know so much about the conversations I have with my friends, why don’t you tell us what I said, then?”

“Well, if I’m so wrong and you didn’t say anything about divorcing my son, what were the two of you talking about then?”

For several seconds, Nancy was unable to speak. She stood in silence, her mouth hanging open at the pure audacity of what Patricia was saying. A conversation had in private and in a moment of weakness was being used against her. Now the door opening and closing the day before made sense. It had been Patricia leaving, though neither of them could have known that before. She had obviously snuck back around the house to eavesdrop on the conversation. In a moment of unbridled rage and believing they were alone, Nancy had let her emotions get the better of her during the conversation with Maggie.

She had expected something underhanded and devious from Patricia, but even Nancy couldn’t believe the low she was stooping to. How could Mike believe anything his mother was saying? For over a decade, they had loved and trusted each other, their foundation strong. She had crossed Patricia, though, and now she was going to have to fight for her marriage against a woman who had been controlling everything in their lives for years. Nancy fought to keep her anger under wraps. It wouldn’t do her any good, only solidify what Patricia had said.

“You’re so evil,” Nancy said. “I don’t know what you have against me, but you’ve never wanted Mike and me to be together. You’ve got a rotten soul, and someday, it’s going to come back to haunt you.”

“Maybe so, but I’m not the one who was saying such awful things to Maggie. You did that part on your own.”

“Is it true?” Mike asked.

“It’s not true, sweetheart. Maggie and I were both just venting. That’s all. It was a private conversation.”

Mike looked hurt. “That’s not what I’m asking. I want to know if it’s true that you two were talking about divorce. So, tell me you weren’t discussing that.”

Nancy sighed. “It was nothing. I would never want to hurt you. I love you with all my heart. I don’t want a divorce, and it was a joke that should never have been said. I would never do that to you.”

Patricia scoffed. “I told you, Mike. Look at her. She’s just trying to cover her own ass now. I know what I heard.”

“You turned that whole conversation against me,” Nancy said. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“I think she’s just trying to get in your head. The woman obviously has plans to divorce you and try to take you to the cleaners. I heard it all.”

“Why are you lying? Mike, don’t believe a word she says. She’s just trying to split us apart. I love you.”

Patricia smiled. “Oh, dear. It’s written all over her face. Can’t you see that? She’s going to take you for everything you have, including custody of Dustin.”

Nancy saw red, letting the bag in her palms fall to the ground as she balled her hands into fists. She took a step toward Patricia, ready to knock some sense into the woman.

“You stupid bi—”

Before she could get a swing off, Mike had bolted around his desk and had a hold of her arm. He gently tugged her out of the room, though Nancy didn’t make it easy. She called back a string of curse words and threats to Patricia. There was no way in hell she was going to let the witch get away with what she was trying to do. Never in a million years would she allow her son to be raised by Patricia, or any of the Kellers, without her input. No amount of money could protect Patricia from Nancy’s wrath if it came down to the safety of her son.
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She was still struggling to wrap her mind around everything that had just transpired when they crossed into the elevator and she jerked her arm away from him. Stepping into the far corner, Nancy tried to figure out what her next move should be. All she knew was she needed some space from all of them. The lies, deceptions, and backstabbing were starting to get to her. She didn’t know if she wanted her child to be brought up as a Keller anymore if she were being honest with herself. The amount of venom she saw spewing from Patricia had been an eye-opener. No longer did she believe there was good in the world, at least not where the Keller family was concerned. She was still numb with rage and fear.

They were an incredibly powerful family, and not just locally. Their money and political resources reached the federal government. Nancy knew if she went for full custody of her son, or if they did divorce and his mother got her way, it would be an incredible battle. In fact, she wasn’t entirely sure they would do anything legal whatsoever. One day, she might simply not wake up. Given what she had just witnessed, Nancy wouldn’t put anything past Patricia, even murder, if it came down to it.

“I can’t believe you’re listening to that woman’s lies,” Nancy said. “Do you really think I would ever do something like that to you?”

“I don’t know what to believe, but I know my mother didn’t lie to me. She told me my wife was talking about divorce, and when I asked you if it was true, you admitted it to me.”

“I was venting to my friend, and it was taken completely out of context. Honestly, we were joking about something else, and it shouldn’t have been a conversation that was listened to outside of Maggie and me. Why did you even talk to them to begin with?”

Mike shrugged. “It’s complicated. With everything that’s happened in the past and my position in the city, I can’t just brush off their concerns when they bring them to me. Given everything going on, it’s just not possible not to hear my mother and Douglas out.”

“What are you talking about? What’s going on?”

“My mother said you two had a conversation yesterday.”

“Of course, we had a conversation. She took Dustin out and then had to drop him back off. I don’t understand what you’re talking about here, Mike. What concerns could that woman possibly have?”

Mike sighed. “She told me she had made plans to take Dustin to Disney World. I think it would be good for him to spend more time with her, but she told me that you said it wasn’t something you were going to allow. Is that true?”

A tear moved down her cheek as she hung her head. What was the point in explaining to him the truth of the matter? Why did anything she said never change the outcome? Instead, she wrapped her arms around herself and tried to keep from breaking down. If Mike wanted to believe what his mother had spewed, the twisted truth of the matter, she wasn’t going to stop him. Nancy had already given so much of her life to the man and the marriage. What more did she have? There was no point in fighting with him. It seemed his mind was made up with regard to his mother. He was obviously going to take her side, not caring that his wife was completely broken.

Nancy was going to let him think whatever he wanted. As the elevator came to a halt, though, he slammed the emergency stop button to prevent the doors from opening. Her eyes darted in his direction, and she saw the truth in them. He could see she was broken, that everything his mother had painted in his mind had been a lie. Once again, though, she was left picking up the pieces. Nancy wasn’t sure she could keep it up any longer. It didn’t matter that Mike always came back around, that in the end, he apologized and knew Nancy was being vilified by Patricia.

“Honey, I’m truly sorry,” Mike said. “I know you would never do anything like that. I mean, I hope we’re more in love than a divorce behind my back. I don’t know what I was thinking by even talking to them. Initially, I think it just took me by surprise, and I wanted to hear what else she knew. They jumped me almost first thing, and it took me off guard. I’m really sorry. I know things between us are fine.”

Nancy scoffed. “No, I don’t think we are fine. Listening to what your mother has to say is one thing, but taking her side is another. You don’t trust me, and it shows, Mike.”

“I do trust you. I don’t know how I can prove that to you. I never should have let Douglas or my mother get to me like that.”

“You definitely shouldn’t have, but you did. You listened to what she had to say and just automatically assumed I could do something like that. If You don’t trust me enough to have my back, then I don’t know how much more of it I can take. The woman has had it out for me since you proposed to me.”

“Sweetheart, from the bottom of my heart, I am truly sorry. I messed up bad,” Mike said. “Please, just forgive me so we can move forward together.”

She wanted to forgive him immediately, but she was completely numb. Nancy couldn’t think straight, wondering what to do. How could she make him understand there was nothing wedged between them except for his mother and her deceptions? As her husband reached for her, she pulled away from him. It broke her heart to see the pain in his eyes, but she couldn’t forgive him this time. Maybe, after she had time to heal and get her emotions back in order, she would reach the point of forgiveness, but that was still far off.

How could he believe their marriage would work if he continued to allow Patricia to plant poison in the roots of their relationship? Her eyes moved to the emergency stop button, and she considered hitting it to start the elevator again. There was nothing more to say, after all. She knew the longer she spent trapped in the small space with her husband, the more her resolve would flounder, and she would forgive him once again. She had to be strong, no matter how much it broke her inside.

“If I could take it all back, I would in a heartbeat. I never meant to hurt you like this, and I know I was wrong,” Mike said. “If you want to leave for vacation right now, we will. My mother’s opinions don’t matter to me. I don’t know why I even listened to her.”

“No, Mike. I’m going to need some time to think about things. Right now, I just want to be alone.”

“Please don’t leave me, Nancy. I don’t know what I’d do without you. I adore you, and love you more than I can ever show you properly. I’m nothing without you. Don’t do this.”

“I’m not going to leave you.”

“That’s all I ask. I’m not me without you. You’re my everything. You and Dustin are all that matter to me.”

“You’re going to have to make some changes to prove that, but right now, I just need some time to myself. I need to figure out what I want to do, but I promise I’m not going anywhere.”

Mike sighed. “Thank you. I’ll give you your space as long as I know you’re not going to leave. You truly are my world, and I really am sorry for everything. I wish I would have never let them in the door.”

Nancy sighed. “Me too, Mike, but you did. You listened and accused me of things I would never do. I’m going to take some time to think things over, but I do love you. I love you as much as you love me. I just need time because this whole thing has upset me.”

When she stepped out of the elevator onto the main floor, Mike didn’t follow her. She was grateful for that, knowing her resolve was barely standing. All she wanted was a little time alone and a chance to hold her son before being forced to confront the reality of their situation. Patricia was a problem that would need to be dealt with sooner rather than later if their marriage was going to stand a chance. She wasn’t even sure that they would make it to the ten-year anniversary in a few weeks. How had things taken such a dramatically bad turn for the worse?
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She was still reeling from the conversation and confrontation by the time she climbed back into the car. One look at Frank, and he knew she was in no mood to converse. After confirming they were headed to Dustin’s school to pick him up, the conversation quickly died down. Nancy had completely lost all faith in Mike and the Keller family. She no longer had trust in them or in her husband. It was a heartbreaking realization for her. All she knew was she needed some space, some time to think without interruption. That was nearly impossible at the estate. Patricia obviously had no problem making the place her own and taking free rein over it.

As long as she was in the picture, Nancy would never have a moment to herself to truly think about the future. Pressing the button to her right to raise the divider between herself and Frank, Nancy kept her eyes on the floor. She hated that she had reached a point of not being able to trust anyone at the estate. As it had been pointed out, though, Patricia had eyes and ears everywhere. Nancy wasn’t going to give her any more to use against her with Mike. She was almost certain she hadn’t heard the last of things from Patricia. As soon as Mike stood up to his mother, Patricia would see it as Nancy acting against her.

Knowing she was going to need backup and someone to talk to, her mind went right to her friend, Maggie. She quickly pulled out her phone and dialed the woman’s number. If there were anyone she could trust, it would be her. The phone rang twice before her friend’s chipper voice came.

“Hey, Nancy.”

“Maggie, I need your help.”

“All right, what’s going on?”

“I just went to Mike’s office for lunch and ran into his mother and Douglas. Needless to say, we had a big fight. She overheard you and me talking yesterday and went directly to my husband to tell him that I was planning on divorcing him.”

“That fucking bitch. What in the hell is she trying to do this time?”

“The same thing she always tries to do, and that’s to get me out of his life. I just need to get away for a bit and think things over. How do you feel about going on a girl’s trip for a few days so I can get out of the house?”

“Hell yeah, girl. Whatever you need, you know I have your back. Besides, I could use a girl’s trip, too. If you give me about an hour, I can be ready to go.”

Nancy laughed. “No need to rush like that. We’ll leave in the morning.”

“Well, if you change your mind, I’ll be ready to go wherever.”

“In the morning will be just fine. I’ll book the flight and take care of everything else.”

Nancy was absolutely thrilled she had something to look forward to. They would go to the Carolinas and spend a couple of days with her parents. Mike wouldn’t need to worry about Nancy. With Maggie there, he knew everything would be fine. Still, she needed a little space and a chance to clear her head. The best place for that was back in her home state with her parents. Her mother and father had always been supportive of her relationship with Mike, but they weren’t oblivious to problems the Keller family had. They would be able to offer her advice and insight into the situation she might not see otherwise. Nancy knew she could be stubborn to a fault. It was something she was constantly working on within herself.

As they pulled up to the front of the school and she climbed out of the car, Nancy did her best to shake off the rage and heartbreak from earlier. The last thing she wanted was for Dustin to pick up on the problems she and Mike were having. She wasn’t about to let him be affected by the drama of the adults. Minutes after signing him out, Dustin came racing out of the school building in her direction. She scooped him into her arms, swinging him around once before setting him back down as they jogged for the car. Even though they had only been outside a few minutes, the cold had already shaken her to the core.

“Are you ready to be home all week?”

Dustin laughed. “I get a break from school. I’m looking forward to not having to come here every day.”

Nancy chuckled. “Well, you get a break from having to be here, but you’re still going to have work to do. We can’t have you falling behind in class. Everything will be online, so you’re still going to have to do schoolwork with Candace.”

He groaned. “That’s not fair. If I don’t have to go to school, then I shouldn’t have to do work.”

“You’ll be fine, honey. Candace will go over everything with you, and you’ll be done with the school day before you know it.”

“No, I won’t. Candace is tougher than my teacher. She doesn’t let me goof off, either.”

Nancy laughed. “I think that’s the whole idea. If you’re goofing off in class, you’re not learning anything. Besides, at least you’ll still be at home and not in class.”

“I guess. I just think she doesn’t like me to have fun when I have homework.”

“I don’t think that’s the point at all. I just think she knows the faster you get your work done, the faster you get to have more fun.”

“Wait, since I don’t have to go to school all week, does that mean I get to go to Disney World with Grandma now?”

Nancy didn’t know what to say to her little boy. She hadn’t given Disney much thought after the initial conversation with Patricia. The woman had already shown she would lie, manipulate, and do anything in her power to drive a wedge between Mike and Nancy. Nancy wasn’t about to let her little boy be exposed to even more of the venomous witch’s poison. Granted, they had the time and the ability to go to Disney on their own. As Dustin looked out the window and watched the snow as it started to fall, Nancy was already making plans in her head.

When they went on their two-week vacation, there was no reason they couldn’t take a couple days and go to the theme park. It would bring Dustin an immense amount of joy and eliminate the need for Patricia to take him. While it felt a bit like putting a Band-Aid over a fatal wound, it was a start, at least. She wasn’t going to let Patricia sink her fangs any deeper into her son. Still, if Mike wanted to let Dustin go with Patricia after seeing his mother’s true colors, she wasn’t going to stop him. For a few days, Nancy needed a break from making all the decisions and constantly being the bad guy.

“You know what, kiddo? I think that’s a perfect question for your dad when he gets home,” Nancy said. “He’s going to be in charge for a few days.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, Mommy is going to go on a trip with your Aunt Maggie for a couple of days, but that’s a secret, okay?”

“Why’s it a secret?” Dustin asked.

“It’s only a secret until your dad gets home, so don’t tell anyone. I’ll talk to him when he gets off work, and then it won’t be a secret anymore.”

“Okay, I won’t say anything. I think it’s a good thing.”

“What is a good thing?”

“That you’re going on a trip with Maggie. You deserve to have fun and go on vacation. You work super hard.”

“Thank you, sweetheart. I think you’re right. That’s why Maggie and I are going to go out for a couple of days. It’s like a small vacation.”

“Are you going to Disney World?”

Nancy laughed. “I don’t think your Aunt Maggie wants to go there.”

“Why not? If you’re not going to Disney World, where would you go? I can’t think of anywhere more fun than that.”

“Well, that’s more for kids and family vacations. I think we’ll end up going somewhere completely boring.”

Dustin frowned. “That doesn’t sound like a lot of fun.”

“Maybe not to you, but for me and your aunt, the more boring it is, the better. I guess it’s just an adult thing.”

“I don’t want to be an adult if I can’t go to Disney.”

Nancy smiled. “I don’t think we have a choice, or else I would have stayed a kid forever.”

The more Nancy thought about it, the more she liked the idea of Mike being forced to make all the parental decisions for a few days. She knew his initial reaction to her leaving would be distressing, but on occasion, she had to put her mental health first.
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It was nearly midnight when Mike sent her a message letting her know he would be home in a little while. By that time, she was utterly furious with him. They had gone the entire day without speaking, only the occasional text for him to check in on her and Dustin as well. It was infuriating he couldn’t manage to make it home before their son was asleep. After the incident that morning, she knew she was picking out every single thing that upset her about the man she loved. He had tried to apologize already, but she hadn’t been ready to accept it yet.

Now, knowing she was escaping to her mother’s house the next day, Nancy had wanted to clear the air between her and her husband. She wasn’t going to put her plans on hold because of his tardiness. It broke her heart, proving in her mind that their marriage and his role as a father weren’t his priority. No matter what he had going on, she needed him at home every once in a while. What should have been a casual conversation about her pending plans would result in another fight if she didn’t handle it carefully.

After giving herself a few minutes to think everything through, Nancy decided it wouldn’t do either of them any good to force her husband home. He would just be upset and worried she was leaving him again, and she didn’t want to do that to the man. Mike obviously had enough on his plate to think about. Instead, she decided to write him a note. Granted, it wasn’t as personal as talking out everything, but it was better than making him come home just to argue some more.

She pulled out a piece of paper and a pen. Sitting at the desk in their bedroom, she started jotting down her plans with Maggie. As she wrote, her heart ached for the situation they had found themselves in. She had never wanted to have a fight with the man she loved when she had brought him lunch earlier in the day, but the woman he called his mother made it impossible not to.

Nancy continued to write, telling him they were headed to the Carolinas for a few days. He was, by all means, invited to join them. In the back of her mind, she knew he wouldn’t come, but she had hope that he would. After she finished, she placed the letter on the nightstand on his side of the bed. At the very least, he would know where they were going, and he was welcome, too. She climbed into bed and covered herself with the blanket. With everything on her mind, Nancy found it impossible to go to rest. She tossed and turned and was unable to fall asleep.

As she lay there, trying to clear her mind enough to go to sleep, she heard a commotion outside the room. For a few minutes, she contemplated taking the note she had set on his nightstand and tucking it under her pillow. It was always better to talk about things in person, but she wasn’t sure she was ready. Their fight, along with his apology, was still fresh in her mind from earlier. Closing her eyes as the bedroom door opened, she heard her husband come in and move to her side of the bed. He hadn’t seen the note waiting for him. As he kneeled next to her, Nancy did her best to lie still.

It was a challenge, going against her instinct to talk and work things out. How could she approach things reasonably, though, when she was still so upset? She had been honest with him earlier when she had told him she adored him and she never wanted a divorce to begin with, but that didn’t mean she didn’t need some time to process. Believing that his mother was trying to break them up and witnessing it first-hand were two entirely different things. Nancy didn’t know if she could handle that for the rest of their lives. Then again, she knew she didn’t want to live without Mike.

“Sweetheart, are you still awake?” Mike asked.

Nancy sighed. “Yes, but I really don’t feel like talking right now. I’m still upset about everything, and I don’t want to fight anymore.”

“I just want you to know how much I know I screwed up. I really don’t know what I was thinking, but I never meant to hurt you. I just want us to be okay again.”

“We can talk about all of this later.”

Mike sighed. “I know, but you don’t have to talk. Just listen. I went back upstairs and told my mother off. I know she was just trying to do what she thought was best for me, but I told her to stay out of our relationship. Whatever happens between you and me is for us to figure out, and it’s none of her business.”

“That’s a start, Mike, but this isn’t the first time she’s tried to do something like this, and you’ve told her the same thing before. It didn’t change anything last time, and I don’t think it’s going to make a difference now, either. It never changes anything.”

“I think it’s going to be different this time. I really am doing my best here. I know I fucked things up, but I want to fix it for us.”

Nancy didn’t say anything, completely lost for words. She closed her eyes and tried to process what he was saying. Before she could come up with a reply, Nancy heard her husband stand and head off in the direction of the bathroom. Seconds later, the waterfall shower kicked on, and she could smell the lavender steam from beneath the door. Her mind was darting all over the place. It seemed like Mike was genuine in his desire to make things better, but after so many attempts in the past, she wasn’t sure she could believe him. Only time would tell if he’d truly severed the ties with his mother.

How could a man so wonderful, so independent, and passionate about taking care of his wife and son have such a blind spot when it came to the woman? Nancy adored her own mother, believing the woman to be a saint, but she knew Karen Saunders had her flaws. Nancy was exhausted both emotionally and physically after the events of the day and after a long weekend. Her mind was already in tatters. There was nothing else she could do until she got some sleep. At that point, it felt like she was beating a dead horse to try to work things out with Mike so late in the evening.

After lying in bed for a moment, she decided she would wake up in the morning and tell her husband what her and Maggie’s plans were. Rolling over in the bed, she grabbed the note she had planned on leaving him from off of the nightstand. If nothing else, she would stop by his office in the morning to talk to him in person. If he was willing to try to fix things so quickly, she figured she owed him that much.

Nancy knew she and her friend would only be gone for a few days, and it wasn’t like he never left for a couple of days on business. Even when he would leave on business, he only ever gave her a few hours’ notice. This would be no different. No matter how hard Mike was going to try to make things work this time around, she was resigned to the fact she needed a few days’ break.

As she rolled back over to her side of the bed, she was happy to think that over the next few days, she and Maggie were going to enjoy themselves. No matter what, she was going to forget about her worries and just relax. Nothing else was going to interfere with her having time to clear her mind. If nothing more, it would help her get a better perspective on what her next move should be.

It felt like forever as she was lying there, pondering her options. The only thing she knew was she needed her parents’ guidance and the support of her best friend, Maggie. Mike would be fine on his own with Dustin for a few days. She was certain Patricia would get as much time as she wanted with the little boy. While Nancy hated that fact, she knew it was crucial to get her own emotions in order before she could be the best parent possible to him. Finally, after some time, Nancy felt the weight of the day starting to take its toll, and she slipped away into a restless slumber.
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When Nancy woke the next morning, her hand was still wrapped around the note she had decided not to give Mike. Immediately, she rolled over and felt the empty space next to her, her heart dropping a little in the process as she opened her eyes. He was gone, already at the office for the day. It came as no surprise to her. Suddenly, the smell of fresh flowers filled the air, and she rolled back on her side.

Looking at the windowsill, Nancy saw a dozen floral arrangements sitting beneath the curtains. She smiled, her heart elated at the sight of Mike’s gesture. On the flowers was a white card. Slipping on her robe and slippers, Nancy went to the flowers and took a deep whiff of them. They smelled like heaven and spring combined. She desperately missed the warmer months already.

Plucking the card from its plastic holder, she opened it and smiled. It was a poem Mike had written for her, ending with another apology and promising things would improve. He’d always been such a kind soul. Making a mental note to wear something special for him when she stopped by his office to let him know about the trip, Nancy turned back when her phone started to ring from where it was plugged in next to the bed.

“Good morning, sunshine,” Maggie said. “So, I’m ready to go. When are you going to be here?”

Nancy laughed. “I’m going to wake Dustin up so that I can tell him goodbye. After that, I need to stop by the office to talk to Mike for a minute. It shouldn’t take long, but I have to let him know I’m taking off for a few days.”

“You’re telling me everything you’re going to do, but I still haven’t heard a time yet.”

“Okay, Miss Impatient, I’m getting to it.” Nancy chuckled. “Anyway, after I finish everything, we should get to the airport by ten. Our flight leaves at eleven.”

“Good, that’s what I wanted to hear. I can’t wait to leave with you. Do you know how long it has been since I have flown commercial?”

“I would venture to say it’s been a long time, but I couldn’t begin to tell you a timeframe.”

Maggie laughed. “It has been forever, but that’s okay. I don’t mind it one bit. I think it’s going to be a blast. I’m not sure that first class is all it’s cracked up to be anyway.”

“I think so, too. Besides, it’s not every day we get to take off together.”

“Girl, we’re going to have so much fun.”

Her mind drifted to the pending trip that afternoon. She was absolutely elated to see her parents again. While it had only been a few months since their last visit, Nancy desperately missed them. Maggie, having met them several times before, had quickly become one of the elderly couple’s favorite people. She was a delight to take on any trip, but Nancy was especially excited to have her going to the Carolinas. They always had a wonderful time together, and her parents would be tickled pink to see the woman they considered a second daughter.

She wasn’t like the other entitled individuals in the area. While her wealth had been inherited, Maggie had made it her sole purpose in life to donate and give away as much of her family’s money as possible while she was alive. According to her, no one person or family needed the amount she had. She was an inspiration to Nancy. Someday, she hoped to be as philanthropic as her friend. As long as Patricia was at the helm, though, Nancy knew that wouldn’t happen.

“I think so, too. Actually, we’re going to surprise my parents by showing up. I have it all planned out. It’s going to be great. I promise.”

Maggie chuckled. “I love your parents. I can’t wait to see them. It’s been too long since the last time I have.”

“They’re going to be excited to see you, too. I’m sure of it.”

“Well, now that I know we’re going to see your parents, I need to go grab a bottle of red to give to your dad. I’ll see you soon, right?”

“I’ll see you shortly, but I have to tell you that my dad is going to be ecstatic that you remember his favorite. He’ll be over the moon.”

“I couldn’t forget if I tried. I’ve always looked at your parents as the ones I always wanted. They are truly wonderful people. I don’t know that I’ve ever met anyone like them.”

“They love you, too. It’s going to be fun. I can’t wait to get out there and see them. They’re going to be shocked.”

Maggie laughed. “I’ve been packed since yesterday, about an hour after I got off the phone with you. I can’t wait. I’m going to grab this bottle, and then I’ll be waiting patiently for you to get here.”

Nancy chuckled. “All right. See you soon.”

Ending the call with her friend, Nancy once again reflected on how truly blessed she was to have Maggie in her life. When she had first moved to Washington, she had felt like an outcast and, in truth, was one. No one in the area knew her or anything about her beyond that she came from nothing. As far as the locals were concerned, that was all they needed to know. They had ostracized her from the very beginning, save for a handful of individuals. Mike’s close friends enjoyed her, but their wives barely tolerated her. Her ideas and beliefs that generational wealth could be used to help their fellow man were ludicrous in their minds.

Most of the women she had encountered were more like Patricia in mind. They wanted to spend their time shopping, redecorating, and gossiping about the world as opposed to actually making a difference. Nancy knew she was lucky to have Mike. He had a good heart and had already managed to talk Patricia into giving away nearly ten percent of his inheritance over the years. Still, it wasn’t enough for him. Her heart ached as she remembered the fight from the day before. He was her one true love, and that would never change. They had to work things out as soon as she came back, but she knew they both needed some time to think as well.

As Nancy made her way into the kitchen. She was happy to see that Glenda was already there, doing her morning routine. It was always nice for to have her there. The woman turned when she entered the room and smiled.

“Good morning, Glenda. How are you today?”

“I’m doing well, thank you. How about you?”

Nancy smiled. “I’m excited to get the day started.”

“That’s good. Any day you wake up with a smile on your face is a good day,” Glenda said. “I have to tell you that when I came in this morning, the door was wide open. I always get here at four, and that’s the first time I’ve ever seen in left open like that.”

“That really is strange. Security is always good about making sure everything is locked up. I wonder why they didn’t make sure it was closed. I’ll have to find out, but thank you for letting me know.”

“It’s no problem. Would you like me to wake Dustin?”

Nancy grinned. “Nope. I’m going to do that right now.”

“All right. I’m going to let Jeff know it’s time to start making breakfast. I don’t think I’ve ever met a man more excited to start the day than that one.”

“I think he is just one of the few people in the world who has found something he loves and does it well. I’ll have Dustin down in a jiffy for breakfast. I’m sure he’s going to be excited since he won’t have to head out the door and off to school.”

“I’m sure he will be.”

With a cup of coffee in her hands, she slowly made her way up the steps. It was peculiar that the back door had been left open, but it was nothing she was too concerned about. Oversights happened, even in the most well-oiled of machines. As she reached the top of the steps and looked down the hall, Nancy noticed for the first time that neither Brent nor Craig was stationed outside Dustin’s door. Her heart started to race as her pace quickened. Setting her cup on one of the tables that ran the length of the hull, Nancy pushed open Dustin’s door and called out for him. She froze, her heart plunging to her stomach as her eyes darted around the room. He was nowhere to be seen.
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She felt like she was going to be sick as she stumbled through the room and called out for Dustin. No response came. Tossing his blankets to the floor, she confirmed he wasn’t buried beneath them before racing to his bathroom and jerking open the door. Still, her son was nowhere to be found. Outside the bathroom, Nancy pulled open his closet doors and searched every cubby for the little boy. When the sound of footsteps in the hall approached, she raced to the door and skidded to a stop seconds before plowing into Glenda.

The look of worry in the woman’s eyes only served to make the pit in Nancy’s stomach grow. Her body had started to tremble. Logic told her he could be anywhere on the estate. He had free run of the property with the exception of the garage, but there was a nagging in her mind, an unease that wouldn’t stop telling her there was more going on. She needed to find Brent and find out why he wasn’t at his post. Dustin might be with him. Nancy fought to regulate her breathing. Passing out in the middle of trying to find her son would only slow her down.

“Oh, my God, Nancy,” Glenda said. “Are you all right? What’s going on?”

“I went to wake up Dustin, but he’s not in his bed,” Nancy stammered. “I don’t know what’s going on, but Brent wasn’t at his post, either. Have you seen Dustin or him at all this morning?”

“I came in at my normal time, and I haven’t seen either one. I figured Dustin was still asleep like he usually is. Would you like me to sound the alarm? I can get everyone on alert.”

“Not yet. Let me see if I can figure out what is going on first.”

“What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to go down to the security room and see if I can find Brent or Craig. If I can talk to one of them and take a look at the cameras, maybe I’ll just see he’s out in the yard or something.”

“He knows he’s not supposed to go outside without one of us.”

Nancy sighed. “I know, but I don’t know what else to do yet.”

“Okay. Well, you go and talk to them and see if you can figure out where he went. I’ll round up the staff and have them start looking around. We’ll make sure he’s not just hiding somewhere. Let me know if there is anything else I can do to help.”

“I will, Glenda. Thank you. If anything comes up, let me know immediately.”

Taking the steps to the main level two at a time, she pivoted right and jogged past the kitchen, parlor, office, and basement steps before ducking through a door on the right. The instant she burst into the room, Nancy knew something was wrong. The three men tasked with keeping their family safe were all unconscious. Brent was lying on the floor, whereas Craig and Mitchell, their security technicians, were slumped in their chairs over the dashboard. The monitors, one for each of the twenty-four cameras on the property, all had the same red bar across the screens, indicating they had no signal.

She raced for Brent first, but as she did, her foot kicked something on the floor. Instantly, she recognized it as a gas canister of some sort. Dropping to her knees, Nancy started to shake Brent, her fingers searching out the artery in his neck. Relief surged through her went she felt his pulse was strong. He was just knocked out cold.

“Brent,” Nancy said. “Wake up.”

Knowing Dustin was missing and that every second counted, Nancy didn’t have time to be gentle about things. Instead, she raised her right hand and brought it down forcefully against the man’s cheek. It sent a shot of pain through her hand and up her arm, but the man jolted awake. He sat up, still looking pale.

“What…what happened? What’s going on?”

“Something is going on,” Nancy said. “You need to make sure everyone is up. Dustin’s missing. He wasn’t in his room, and I haven’t been able to find him. I already have the staff looking everywhere.”

“Shit,” Brent muttered as he tried to stand up but stumbled.

“On second thought, I think it would be for the best if you just stay here.”

“I’m fine. I’m just a little dizzy.”

Nancy sighed. “I’m pretty sure something was used to knock you out. Do you think someone came in and kidnapped Dustin?”

“I don’t know,” Brent replied. “I don’t think anyone would be crazy enough to do something like that. Not with the amount of security we have around here.”

“Maybe, but it seems to me like everyone was drugged fairly easily. If they came in here and took my—”

“Just take a breath, Nancy. We’re going to figure out what’s going on, and we’re going to find Dustin.”

“I hope so. I just want to know what in the hell is going on.”

“We’ll figure it out. Do you have any idea what in the hell they used to drug us?”

“I have no idea. You need to call the police and get them down here.”

She turned her attention away from the man and to the pair at the desk. She went to Craig first, shaking him hard to get him awake, but he seemed to be out harder than Brent was. After trying to rouse him for a few seconds, Nancy cursed and turned to Mitchell. He was easier to wake, making her wonder what had happened for Craig to be dosed considerably heavier. Instead of focusing on the questions in her mind, Nancy tried to keep her attention on Craig as she started to shake him again.

By that point, Mitchell was awake but barely so. He was hunched over his chair, his face buried in a small trash can as he heaved and lurched. Whatever the toxin that had been used, it was obviously one with some nasty side effects. The police would be able to identify it, of that she was sure. They needed to preserve the crime scene, though, until then. At that moment, Nancy realized she hadn’t yet heard Brent on the phone. She spun around and glared at him.

“Brent, what in the hell are you doing? Why haven’t you called the police like I told you to? We can’t be wasting time when we don’t even know what’s going on yet.”

He hesitated. “Look, I know you’re upset, but it’s not protocol. The first call we’re instructed to make is to call Mike first. In the event of an emergency, we call him, and then we contact Patricia if there is any kind of security breach.”

“I don’t give a damn what your fucking protocol says. My son is missing, and we have no idea what happened to you or the others. Now, call the police and let them know they need to get here as soon as possible.”

“I’m sorry, but that’s not what we’re trained to do. There’s protocol in place for a reason, Nancy. I can’t do that.”

“Brent, I’m going to tell you one more time to call the police and get them here. Dustin doesn’t have time for us to stand around with our thumbs in our ass.”

“I’m sure they’ve already been contacted.”

“What do you mean? I haven’t heard or seen you talk to anyone on that phone yet.”

“I would assume Patricia or Mike have already called the police and they’re on their way. There’s no need to beat a dying horse.”

Nancy scoffed. “How in the hell would they be on their way already? Hell, for that matter, how do Patricia and Mike know? I haven’t even called my husband yet.”

“I took the liberty of following the protocol we have in place. I sent a text message to them both to make them aware of the situation. I think it’s in the best interest for us all to follow the guidelines.”

Before she could jump down the man’s throat for ignoring a direct order, Craig started to moan as he sat up next to her. Immediately, she turned her attention back to her friend. Brent could be dealt with later. As Craig slowly sat up and opened his eyes, Nancy pulled her phone from her pocket and quickly dialed the number for emergency services. If Brent wasn’t going to help her find her son, she would do it herself.

When the operator answered and Nancy started to speak, explaining her son was missing, she saw the color drain from Craig’s already-pale face. A look of horror replaced the nauseated expression in his eyes, and she knew he understood. Dustin was missing. They had to find him before it was too late.
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Just as it had with Brent, the toxin used to incapacitate Craig was slow to work its way through his system. He tried to stand a handful of times, stumbling and crashing each time, until Brent and Nancy managed to convince him to give it a little time. They could hear the other members of the house calling out for Dustin as they searched for him. With each moment that passed, the pit in her stomach grew. She needed to be out there with the others, looking for her little boy. Someone had obviously breached their security, but it was still possible he hadn’t been the target.

They had to work to get a timeline established. Someone had to have seen him throughout the night. Suddenly, her mind flittered to the kitchen door left open. Was it part of the mystery? It would need to be dusted for prints. When Glenda appeared in the doorway of the security room, Nancy jumped to her feet, her heart hopeful as she stepped into the hall to speak with the woman. As soon as she saw her friend’s expression, though, Nancy knew Glenda didn’t bring any good news.

“I have the staff still out looking for Dustin, but there hasn’t been any sign of him. They’ve searched the house and grounds but found nothing. I don’t know what’s going on, but I’m starting to get worried.”

“Look, I don’t care if we don’t find anything, but I want to make damn sure we’ve searched every inch of this place. Now, what about the boathouse? Or the basement? What about the cupboards? He could just be hiding as a prank or something. We can’t miss anything.”

Glenda sighed. “Take a deep breath and pull yourself together. We’re going to find him. We’ve searched just about everywhere. If we think he can fit into a cubby, they’ve been instructed to look. The police have started to show up. There are a few officers starting to ask for you at the front.”

Nancy took a breath. “Okay, would you mind letting them know I’ll be right there?”

“I will, but I want you to know we’re doing everything we can to find Dustin. We’re going to find him, and if we don’t, the police will. It’s going to be all right.”

“Maybe, but it doesn’t make me feel any better until we do. Let the officers know I will be right there. I just need a minute.”

“I’ll talk to the police. It’s going to be okay, Nancy. Just have a little faith.”

Knowing that Brent had already alerted her husband to what was happening, Nancy tried to calm herself down before going to speak with the police. They were going to ask her questions she already knew she wouldn’t have the answers to. It would be better for them to come to speak with Craig, but she could tell he was in no position to be interrogated. The man could barely stand without toppling back over almost immediately. Perhaps she needed to bring the police into the security room.

With a plan in place in her mind, she started to head back down the hall but was quickly called back by Craig. She wanted to keep walking but knew he would just try to follow her if she ignored him. The last thing she wanted was him stumbling through the halls and possibly getting hurt. Instead, she ground her jaw and spun back around to stand in the doorway of the room. She could hear the others still searching for Dustin and sirens approaching in the distance. The house was chilly, all the doors opening and closing as people hunted for her little boy. Nancy felt like she was going to be sick all over again. He had to be there.

“What are you doing?” Craig asked.

“I’m going to talk to the police. Glenda said they are asking for me at the front.”

“You can’t do that. I mean, you can talk to them, but not by yourself.”

“Well, if you want to come down with me, then you’re welcome to join me. Otherwise, I’m going to do whatever I have to do to find my son.”

“Look, all I’m saying is it’s a security issue. We have several cameras and technology that don’t need to be public knowledge. If people knew what we had in here, it could be a security problem from here on out.”

Nancy scoffed. “I don’t give a damn about any of that. Dustin is missing, and I’m going to do whatever I have to do to find him. If that means I have to bring the police to the security room, then so be it.”

“Nancy, it doesn’t have to be like this. I didn’t mean anything by it, but there’s a reason we do what we do. Including the way we do things if there is a security breach. Now, I’m not saying you can’t talk to them or at least let them know we have footage; I’m just saying it’s against—”

“Protocol? Yeah, I don’t give a shit about your rules. When it comes to my son, I’m going to do anything I can. I’m bringing the police to the security room, so if there’s something you don’t want them to see, you better do something about it before I get back here.”

She jogged down the hall, ignoring the sound of her son’s name ringing through the halls as the others continued their search for Dustin. When she reached the front doors, there were two patrol officers standing on the flanks of a man in a suit. She caught a glimpse of the gun and badge hooked to his belt beneath the custom-tailored jacket. It wasn’t surprising to her that the detective was paid enough working in the small town to afford the designer duds. She was certain he was getting a lucrative bonus from the Keller family, as most of the politicians and police force did.

While the two uniformed officers looked around the lavish house, the man in the suit kept his eyes trained on Nancy in a disarming manner as she approached. When she stopped just short of him, he stuck out his hand, and she quickly took it to shake. It was strange, the formality of the act as her world crumbled around her. They had to find Dustin, or she was going to lose her mind. Why would anyone want to take her little boy? Yet she knew he wouldn’t run away, nor would he wander off on his own.

“Hello, I’m Detective Arthur Hardin. I’ll be the one in charge of investigating what happened here.”

“My name is Nancy.”

“I know, but it’s nice to meet you. I wish it were under different circumstances. I need to gather everyone on the property. Staff, security, and anyone else who is here. If you could pull them all together in the parlor so we can start with the questions, it will help us get a timeline of when things happened.”

Nancy nodded. “I can do that. I’ll have my security team round everyone up.”

“Good, thank you. I’ll need to start off with you first. If you could get your security team to gather the others, we can have a little conversation so I can get a perspective on what you know.”

“I guess that would be all right. I just want to find my son.”

“Trust me, Nancy, I want nothing more than to find your son safe and sound. We’ll do everything in our power to make that happen.”

“I hope so.”

“Trust me, we will. Now, is there somewhere private we can talk? I don’t want to have any interruptions, and I’m sure you don’t, either.”

Nancy sighed. “Yes, I have my own office here. We can talk in there without any distractions.”

“That sounds perfect,” Arthur said. “You lead the way, and I’ll follow.”

As they walked, Nancy pulled Glenda aside when she crossed the hall. After giving the woman directions to have the staff gather in the parlor, per police request, she continued down the hall with the detective. Nancy wasn’t sure what he was going to think of things when they passed by the security room and saw the three men struggling to stay conscious, but she wasn’t going to hide anything from him.

When they reached the door and she pushed it open, all three looked up at her and the newcomer. Instantly, Nancy felt the tension in the air between the government employee and the private guards. She didn’t care. They had to put their differences aside and work as a team. Her son’s life might well depend on it. A chill ran down her spine at the thought. They had to find him.
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“Smith,” Detective Hardin growled, “what the hell is going on here?”

Craig glared at the man. There was obvious history between the two of them, and judging by the tension in the air, she didn’t think it was anything good. Nancy instantly regretted her decision. She needed everyone focused on finding Dustin, not on whatever squabbles they had in the past. It was a struggle for her to keep her temper under control. At that moment, she wanted to scream at them both, shrieking at the top of her lungs to make them understand just how dire the situation was. Instead, Nancy cleared her throat and focused her gaze on Craig. His cheeks flushed in embarrassment.

He understood it was time to put their petty differences aside for the sake of Dustin. Craig took a deep breath and slowly worked his way to his feet. She was impressed when he managed to stand on his own, swaying slightly as Brent followed suit. It was obvious that neither Brent nor Mitchell was familiar with the detective like Craig was. Nancy definitely wanted to hear what Craig had to say in regard to the obvious feud, but it could wait until Dustin was found.

“Just tell me what I can do to help find Nancy’s son,” Craig said.

“Tell me what you know up to this point. We can start there.”

“Honestly, it’s all a bit foggy. I really don’t remember much after sitting down at the dashboard to go over the footage for the day. I was going to review it with Mitchell, and the next thing I know, I’m waking up to Nancy.”

Brent cleared his throat. “Sorry to interrupt. I came in a few minutes after Craig. I was just going to put in my request for some PTO.”

“All right,” Hardin said. “Do you still keep a guard posted at Dustin’s door like when Mike was a kid? If I remember correctly, it’s protocol around here.”

“It was Brent’s duty to be guarding the door. It’s his normal post.”

Brent’s face went white. “I…I swear I was only gone for a minute. Whatever happened must have happened in that short time I was gone.”

“Nobody is accusing you of anything. I’m just trying to put together a timeline of events so we can figure out what in the hell happened.”

Craig sighed. “Listen, it’s not unusual for any of my guys to take a restroom break during their shift. If anything happened to Dustin, we’re going to figure it out.”

“Trust me, we’re going to get to the bottom of it all,” Hardin said. “That’s why I’m here.”

Nancy didn’t know where to start in unraveling the conversation. How had the detective known about the guard they kept stationed outside Dustin’s door? He seemed surprisingly familiar with the staff and the estate. She didn’t have time to dwell on it. Instead, she tucked it away with the other questions she had for Craig when they had a few minutes alone. Rage was already starting to course through her over the line of questioning from Hardin. Brent never should have left his post. That much was true, but the man was obviously shaken over what had happened. He had to be blaming himself. She’d harbored some resentment, but it had quickly passed.

They were a family, and mistakes were made. The attack had obviously been well-planned and carefully calculated. As she listened to the men speak, Nancy could feel herself going numb. None of them remembered anything leading up to the canister finding its way into the room. The moments before and after they’d regained consciousness were a complete haze for the trio. As she watched the detective pull out his phone and call for the forensic team to come to the property, another noise reached her ears. Instantly, she felt like she was going to be sick. Patricia had reached the property.

“Hardin, if you’d like to have any kind of private conversation with me at all, we should go before Patricia sees us. She won’t leave us alone for a minute if she does,” Nancy said.

“I’m not worried for one moment about Patricia Keller. If she wants to try to interfere with an ongoing investigation, she’ll start singing another tune when I put cuffs on her and take her down to the station.”

Nancy chuckled. “Well, from the sounds of it, we’re going to get along just fine. Though I have to say, I’d love to see her hauled off in the back of a cruiser.”

“Well, from what I know of that woman, I think a lot of people would love to see that. She hasn’t made a lot of friends.”

“I plead the fifth on that topic. I just would rather have whatever conversation we need to have before she tries to step in.”

“That’s probably the best way to handle this,” Hardin said, turning to the three guards standing in the room. “The three of you need to stay right here until I get back. Don’t talk to anyone else until you’ve been questioned properly.”

“I’ll make sure everyone stays put until we’ve been processed,” Craig said.

“Good, then I’ll be right back.”

She was once again surprised, though her suspicions were confirmed when Hardin took the lead and opened the office door for her. He closed it behind them both, taking a seat in the chair across from hers at the desk. There was a chill in the air she couldn’t shake. Her body trembled each time she thought about her little boy alone out there somewhere. Nothing in the world was right without Dustin’s being home. Nancy wasn’t sure how much more she could take. She needed Mike there. He was always her rock, leading their trio through the hard times without fail.

Hardin was watching her as he pulled out a small notepad and pen. It was such a trivial thing, the pad and pen. Yet knowing the detective preferred to keep things jotted down and fresh in his mind put her at ease. Too often, she’d seen the staff and other officers simply record a conversation or make notes on their phones. She felt like he genuinely cared and wasn’t intimidated by the Keller name. Instantly, she liked him.

“Okay, most of these questions are going to sound mundane, but it’s going to help me get a better idea of the timeline of events,” Hardin said. “So, when’s the last time you saw Dustin?”

“It was last night when I tucked him into bed.”

“Good. Now, tell me what you remember from this morning. What did you do and everything that happened once you were awake?”

Nancy sighed. “I went through my morning routine of waking up and then going to the kitchen to get my coffee. I spoke with Glenda for a few minutes before heading up to wake Dustin. That’s when I found him gone. Then I went to the security room and found the guards. You know the rest from there.”

“Sounds like a normal morning, aside from what you found. I should warn you that since the family name is so high-profile, we’re going to be calling in federal resources.”

“I don’t understand what you mean.”

“Well, the family name is a big name. I think we should have the feds step in and cover anything we can’t cover locally.”

“Still, it’s a local case, right? Why do we need the feds to come in?”

Hardin sighed. “I don’t know what all you really know about the family name. In a way, I hope it’s little to nothing for your own sake.”

“What does that mean?”

“Okay, listen. Any time that there is a family who has ties to the cartel, it’s standard to bring in the feds. Especially in a case like this involving a missing child. I told you before, we’re going to do everything in our power to make sure we find your son.”

Words failed her at that moment. She thought she’d know everything about her husband and his family, but the news that they were tied somehow to the cartel was shocking. Instantly, her mind filled with rage, knowing her son’s life had been in far more danger than she’d ever known. Hardin was still talking, going on about their plan for moving forward, but Nancy barely heard the words he spoke.

All she could do was think about the lies and deception in the Keller family, the threat Dustin and she had unknowingly been under. She jumped to her feet, and the detective fell silent. When she heard the telltale sound of expensive heels clipping down the hall in her direction, Nancy’s hands balled into fists. For too long, she’d played by Patricia’s rules and tried to keep the peace, but no more. There was going to be hell to pay, and Nancy was ready to collect.
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Nancy leaped for the door, darting around the desk with enough speed that Hardin didn’t have time to react before she jerked open the door. Patricia came skidding to a stop, a look of haughty rage and indignation on her face. Instantly, Nancy’s hands balled into fists. She couldn’t hold it back any longer. She lunged for her mother-in-law, wrapping her fingers around the woman’s throat as she slammed her back against the wall. Immediately, hands were on her, pulling her off Patricia, but the momentary look of pure fear she’d seen in the woman’s eyes was worth it.

Seconds after the incident had happened, Patricia’s personal guard and Hardin were letting go of Nancy but keeping a close watch on her as they stood between the two women. It was Patricia’s fault Dustin had been taken, of that Nancy was certain. While she didn’t think the woman had directly been involved, it was obviously related to the family’s dealings with the cartel. If Patricia thought she was going to get away with it and keep her secrets now, she was going to be in for a rude wake-up call. Nancy was done playing by her rules.

“What in the hell is your problem, Nancy?” Patricia said. “You can’t put your hands on me without there being any—”

“You need to tell me what kid ties you have to the cartel. If that has anything to do with why Dustin is missing, then so help me, God, I’m going to make you pay for it.”

Patricia’s mouth dropped, and she glared at Hardin. Nancy could only assume the man had said something he wasn’t supposed to. Her mother-in-law stood there, glaring at the detective before her face turned red, and she gritted her teeth.

“You have no right to be here, and you certainly have no right to run your mouth about family affairs. We don’t want your help. We can handle this internally, so you should just go back to your cubicle.”

Hardin frowned. “You know as well as I do that this is not your call to make. It’s Nancy’s son who’s missing, and it’s up to her who she wants to have working on the case.”

“He might be her son, but Dustin is still a Keller. It’s not up to Nancy. It’s up to Mike. It’s his decision.”

He laughed. “That’s too bad. It’s actually out of my hands now. So, you’re just going to have to take it up with the agent in charge. I believe that’s going to be Agent Grover. He’s going to be taking over.”

The color drained from Patricia’s face, making Nancy wonder who the man was that Hardin was referencing. It was obviously someone her mother-in-law didn’t want to deal with, but the brief opening in the conversation was enough for Nancy to collect her thoughts. Whoever Agent Grover was, she needed to meet with him right away. If her son had been taken by dangerous men, Nancy needed to get ahold of them and find out what it would take to get her son back. She didn’t care what the cost was or what bridges she was going to burn in the process.

Getting Dustin back was her only goal. After that, Nancy wasn’t sure she would feel comfortable in the state of Washington again. She was going to get him back and get as far away from the family as possible. The front door opened fifty yards from where they were standing, and instantly, her heart started to race. Mike appeared, looking pale as his eyes darted around the house until they found hers. Instantly, the rest of the world faded away as she broke away from the men and ran to her husband.

He dropped his briefcase on the floor, sprinting in her direction until, at last, they came together in a heartbreaking embrace. The tears started to fall at once. She was unable to fight it any longer. The sobs wracked her body as she leaned on her husband for support. He held her tight, snapping at anyone who approached them as he led her to the kitchen, holding Nancy the entire time. When they crossed into the space, he shouted for everyone to clear out before seating her at the counter.

“I know things are crazy right now, but whatever it takes to find Dustin, we’re going to do. We’re going to find him and make our family whole again.”

“Just tell me everything is a lie. Tell me that your family doesn’t have ties with the cartel. I couldn’t handle it if the truth of things.”

Mike sighed. “I promise you…no, I swear on everything that I have never worked with the cartel. I would never do that. I know how they operate. There’s no chance in hell I would ever put my family in any kind of danger that would come from working with them.”

“Maybe you haven’t, but that doesn’t mean that no one in your family has. What about Patricia? Has she worked with them?”

He went pale and looked away. Right then. Nancy knew there were ties that had never been spoken of.

“Are you really telling me that your family has worked with them before? Are you fucking kidding me?” Nancy snapped. “You know her ties to them are the reason our son is missing, right?”

“We don’t know anything yet.”

“I know they are bringing in the feds because of that very possibility, and that’s enough for me. Your mother is to blame for this.”

Mike sighed. “We need to let the security team do their job. They’re going to figure out what’s going on, and we’re going to get him back. I promise.”

“You mean the police and feds, right?” she growled.

His eyes shifted away from her as he took a step back. At that instant, Nancy understood her husband had no intention of letting the police work the case. Whatever he was hiding or covering for his mother obviously struck fear in the man. Nancy didn’t care. No mob boss or witch of a mother-in-law was going to stop her from finding Dustin, and she knew her best bet for his safe return was going to be with the government.

She jumped to her feet, glaring at the man she loved as she slowly moved closer to him. He looked like he was ready to break again, but she wasn’t going to back down. Dustin hadn’t been protected by the Keller family or their security. He’d been taken because of them. She was done trusting the family blindly. They were going to play by her rules now.

“I’m telling you this right now. I’m not backing down, and I want every weapon we can get to help find our son. I’m standing behind Hardin on this. The other agent will also have my full support. Whatever it takes, right?”

Mike sighed. “We can’t do that. We can’t trust Agent Grover, no matter what he tries to say. He’s been trying to pin charges on my mother for decades now. He shouldn’t be anywhere near the estate.”

“Well, I guess you should go ahead and call Douglas then,” Nancy said.

“Why would I need to call him?”

“You’re going to need his expertise during this. As Dustin’s mother, I’m going to do something that you and your mother are going to disagree with, but I’m at least willing to do whatever I have to do to make sure that Dustin comes back home safely.”

“I don’t understand, Nancy. We have the security team running surveillance and going over everything else. They’re going to find him. We just need to let them do their job.”

“Yeah, I’m not relying on them to find my son. I want the police in here handling things, along with the agents who are on their way. Our son deserves to have every possible person willing to look for him, looking for him. Call Douglas. I’m about to let the full force of the government into this home. Whatever they need, they’re going to get. Do you understand that?”

“Nancy, we’re going to get through this, but we need to let the security team—”

Before he could protest any longer, she turned and headed for the door. She wasn’t going to let him change her mind. For far too long, she had been complacent about not knowing the full extent of the Keller family’s dealings. It was a mistake she now regretted. There was nothing she could do about the past, but she could still help her son. Nancy didn’t care if the entire Keller empire burned to the ground, if it meant finding her son unharmed. Mike had a choice to make. It was time for him to choose sides once and for all.
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“Nancy, please. You don’t know the war you are starting with this. Please, just let us handle this with our own security,” Mike said.

He was jogging after her down the hall. Everyone had gathered in the parlor except for Patricia and her guard. They were standing near the front door. Patricia was obviously whispering with the woman at her side. Hilda looked like she’d seen a ghost as soon as she saw Nancy walking in their direction. Patricia’s head snapped up, her eyes narrowing at the sight of her daughter-in-law and Mike chasing after her. As much as she wanted to stop and slap the smug woman, Nancy wasn’t going to give herself the satisfaction.

Perhaps after they found Dustin, she would really go after Patricia, but for the moment, finding her son was her only focus. Turning to the left, she made her way into the parlor, where the staff was being questioned by a half dozen police officers. When Detective Hardin saw her, he quickly made his way through the crowd to where she was standing near the doors. Mike hadn’t followed her into the room. She could see him from the corner of her eye, standing twenty feet away in the hall, talking with his mother.

“I need you to explain to me what the next step is going to be. I want my son found and back home where he belongs.”

Hardin raised his eyebrow. “I’m actually quite surprised that you’re moving forward with the police and not the private security you have here.”

“I’m going to do what’s best for Dustin, and I don’t care what anyone else has to say about it.”

“Oh, I understand. I was complimenting you on the fact that you’re not like the Kellers at all.”

“He’s my son,” Nancy said. “I’m only thinking about him and not what everyone else says I should do.”

“That’s good to hear. It’s going to work out better if we can work together on this. There are so many times people don’t work with us, and it makes everything more difficult. The first thing we’re going to have to do is issue an AMBER Alert. The sooner we have his information out to the public, the better it’s going to be.”

“All right, what do you need from me?”

“Do you have any recent pictures of Dustin we can issue with the alert?”

“Uh, yeah. I have some I took the other day when Mike and Dustin went fishing. He was having so much fun,” Nancy said.

“That’s perfect. Send me what you have, and I’ll make sure his picture gets out for everyone to see.”

There was no chance she was going to be able to stay at the estate and do nothing while they were out looking for her son. Nancy had to stay close to the action to learn everything she could about the situation before they closed her out. It was her hope that by trusting the officer and the federal agent, both would be willing to keep her in the loop with everything that transpired. Plus, she was tired of being an outsider.

Whatever Agent Grover knew about the family she married into, she wanted to know. It was her right as a Keller and as a mother to know if she’d put her son in harm’s way. A quick glance around the room told her that everyone in the employment was accounted for. From the other end of the room, she saw Candace sitting on a chair with a cup of coffee in her hands. It was obvious the woman had been crying. She looked completely shattered. Nancy knew the feeling well. Her heart ached for her little boy and for his nanny.

“How long before Agent Grover gets here?” Nancy asked.

“It shouldn’t be long. I’d say he should make it here within the next hour,” Hardin said.

“Well, when the agent gets here, I’d like to meet with them. Do you think that will be possible?”

“Absolutely. If you’d like, you can ride with me back to the station. I doubt you want to stay around here the whole time.”

“That sounds perfect.”

“Then it’s settled. If you give me a little time to give everyone their orders, we can leave. I just want to make sure everyone is settled in and knows what to do. It won’t take long.”

“That will be just fine. I need to grab my coat and a few other things. I want to know my son is going to be back home.”

“I promise you we’re going to make sure that happens,” Hardin said. “We’re going to do everything within our power to get Dustin back home to you.”

“Good. That’s all I need to hear. I know as long as you’re willing to do anything to bring him back home, then I’m making the right decision here.”

“I promise you that between my office and the agents coming to work on your son’s case, we’re going to get him back. Now, let me give out some orders, and I’ll meet you out front.”

“All right.”

With a plan in place, Nancy drew a ragged breath and weaved her way through the throngs of employees crammed into the room. As soon as Candace saw her approaching, she was on her feet and wiping away the tears that stained her cheeks. Nancy pulled her into her arms immediately, the tears starting to fall once again. It was obvious to anyone looking in the room that Dustin was beloved by the staff at the estate. Every person there would give their life to protect him. Yet the kidnappers had slipped in somehow.

There was more to the kidnapping than first met the eye, and Nancy wouldn’t stop until she’d uncovered the truth. It was hard to prioritize everything they needed to do. Was everyone a suspect now? What would she learn about her husband’s family when the federal agent arrived? How was her marriage going to survive such a massive blow to its foundation? She felt like she was going to be sick. For a split second in time, though, it felt good simply to hold her friend and know her pain was shared by those around her. After a few more seconds, the women separated, and Candace gave her a halfhearted smile.

“How are you holding up, Nancy? I saw that Patricia was here.”

Nancy sighed. “I’m hanging in there. I’m going to keep the police and feds on the case, but I’m going with Hardin to meet the agent in charge down at the station.”

Candace looked shocked. “That’s surprising. I figured you’d just use the security guys to do all the legwork.”

“Why would I do that? They can only do so much, but the feds can move around within the law.”

“I didn’t mean anything like that. I’m just saying the Kellers have never handled any kidnappings like that before.”

“What do you mean? There have been other kidnappings?” Nancy asked.

Candace shrugged. “I’m sorry. I just assumed, as one of the Kellers, that you already knew about their past.”

“No, I haven’t heard anything about it. Why don’t you fill me in now?”

“Well, when Mike was a kid, along with his cousin, Liam, they were kidnapped. It was a huge thing back then. I really thought you knew about it.”

Nancy sighed. “I had no clue, but I don’t think I’ve ever heard the name Liam before. Who is he?”

“He was Mike’s cousin.”

“I understand that, but no one has ever mentioned him before. I thought as long as I’ve been in the family that I would have met Liam by now.”

“You’ve never met him before because he was never found. Everything was different for Mike, but poor Liam was never located. It’s not something any of the Kellers like to talk about. So, I suppose it makes sense that his name has never been brought up,” Candace said. “I would have told you sooner had I known you didn’t know.”

Nancy was too stunned to speak when she heard Detective Hardin calling her name from across the room. She moved in a daze, darting to the hall closet and grabbing her coat and purse before racing out the front doors after him. Mike, Patricia, and a handful of others were in the sitting room across the hall. When her husband saw her racing for the door, he was on his feet in an instant, calling after her, but she wasn’t going to stop for him or anyone else.

She needed to get away from there, to decipher the lies from the truth. Jumping into the passenger seat of the detective’s car, she buckled herself in as he sped down the driveway. There was no way he hadn’t seen the heir to the Keller fortune chasing after them and calling his wife’s name, yet he’d raced forward, much to her relief.
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Before they had reached the end of her driveway, Nancy’s phone started to ring in her purse. She pulled it out but didn’t answer when she saw her husband’s name appear on the screen. It was infuriating to know he had hidden so much from her. The secrets and lies were going to be the end of them. She didn’t have time to think about his betrayal or worry about what the future would bring. Only Dustin mattered, and she was more certain than ever about her decision to put her trust in the detective. How could she have faith in the Keller family to find her son when they’d already lost one child to a kidnapping?

Her own husband had been taken as a child, yet she’d been left oblivious to that knowledge, not knowing the danger her son was in on a daily basis. Granted, the security had always seemed like overkill to her, but how could she have been so blind to the lies that Mike had told her to cover up the past? The deception that had laced his every word when she’d questioned the abundance of cameras, contractors, and officers who constantly dotted the property. As they flew through the small city to the police headquarters, she tried not to let herself become overwhelmed again.

“I don’t mean to push, but are you okay? You look like something is on your mind.”

“Actually, I’m not okay at all. I don’t know what to think about any of this,” Nancy said. “I want you to be straight with me. Are we going to end up getting a call demanding a ransom or something?”

“It’s a possibility. We really don’t know much of anything right now. I would make sure you keep your phone fully charged. If there’s a call to be made, it will come on that line. Though, since Mike is the heir to the family fortune and everything else, the call could go to him.”

“None of that matters. Whether we get the call or pay the ransom, I want to meet the agent in charge. I need to know what they’re going to do and anything else I might need to know.”

“What do you mean?”

Nancy sighed. “I thought I knew what I was getting into when I married my husband, but as the years have gone by, I’ve learned I didn’t know anything.”

“I didn’t mean to bring up the cartel to scare you. I just thought you were a part of the family and knew the ins and outs of the family business.”

“I know, but I want to learn everything I can about the Kellers. It’s the family I married into. I should know what they know.”

He nodded, agreeing with her as they pulled to the front of the police station. Instantly, she noticed three cars that had federal plates on them and wondered how they had managed to get there so quickly. In any case, she was happy to see her son’s abduction was a priority to the agents. Climbing out of Hardin’s car, she jogged to the front doors and quickly stepped into the warmth again. There was an elderly woman behind the reception desk, along with a rookie officer. Behind them, in the bullpen, she could see six agents in slick black suits and knew they had to be the federal government.

Immediately, Hardin led her through the locked doors leading to the interrogation room. They were followed into the room by a man with silver hair and wrinkles he wore well. It was obvious he was in his late fifties, but that didn’t seem to slow him down any. When he introduced himself and shook her hand, he had a firm grip and piercing blue eyes. There was a determination in them, a sharpness and honesty Nancy instantly respected. She could appreciate his no-nonsense approach.

“Nancy, this is Agent Grover. He’s going to be leading the case on finding your son,” Hardin said.

“It’s nice to meet you, Nancy. I have to say that I was pleasantly surprised to hear that you agreed to work with us. I’ve dealt with the Kellers for years, and I’ve never actually had the pleasure of having a conversation with any of them.”

“Whatever misconceptions you have of me turning on my family are wrong. I’m not here to give you any information on the Kellers; I’m only here to help in any way I can to find my son. Now, as long as we have that out of the way, we can move forward with locating Dustin.”

Grover smiled. “I understand. I would never ask you to do anything like that. My only goal is to find Dustin and get him back to you safely. I want to make sure whoever kidnapped him pays for it to the full extent of the law.”

“Great, then we can get to work.”

“Sounds good. Do you feel comfortable talking to me alone? We can wait for Hardin to get back if it makes you feel better, but he needs to get the AMBER Alert out as soon as possible. As soon as the alert is sent, it will send a warning to the kidnappers that law enforcement is involved.”

She hesitated. For the first time, Nancy wondered if letting the kidnappers know the police were involved was a good idea. It hadn’t been something she’d thought about. The idea of an AMBER Alert sounded good at the time. The more people who were looking out for her son, the better it would be. At the same time, she couldn’t help but wonder if it would put Dustin’s life on the line. If the kidnappers thought they were closing in on them, they might do something drastic, something that couldn’t be taken back. Hardin, seeing the hesitation in her eyes, nodded in understanding.

While he slipped out of the room, she knew he wouldn’t be issuing the AMBER Alert until he had her approval. Before she made any decisions, Nancy needed to know about the past kidnappings. Had Liam’s parents called the police? Had they put his picture out on blast to local reporters and subsequently sent the child snatchers into hiding? She shuddered as the worst possible thoughts raced through her mind. Wrapping her arms around herself to keep out the chill, she snapped her attention back to Agent Grover when he cleared his throat.

“I know it’s a redundant question, but are you okay? If it makes you feel more comfortable, you can have a few minutes to take a breather before we get started,” Grover said.

“No, I need to understand what happened. I have to know what happened when the others were kidnapped before. I think it will help me process what is going on right now with Dustin.”

“Well, I suppose we can make that happen. Believe it or not, I was the agent put on Mike and Liam’s cases.”

“Okay, so I’m talking to the right man. Tell me about Mike’s case. How was it he was returned safely?”

“It was a case that didn’t take very long to be handled. After all, Mike was Patricia’s son. She didn’t hesitate to fork over the ransom, and a short time later, he was returned unharmed. Unfortunately, we were never able to find out the whole truth about what happened to him.”

Nancy nodded. “I understand they don’t want to work with you, but I figured they would want to know who took her child.”

“We thought they would, too, but that wasn’t the case. Still, Patricia was happy knowing her son was home again.”

“What about Liam? I heard they never found him, and no one knows what actually happened to him.”

“That’s about the extent of it. Liam’s parents paid the ransom as well. Unfortunately, the results were not the same. Liam was never recovered, and we weren’t able to find anything about what happened to him. I took the case personally, but I have never figured anything out.”

Her heart started to race again as she processed the new information. Both of the Kellers before her had complied with the kidnappers, yet the results had been completely different. She didn’t want to think about life without Dustin or what she would do if he wasn’t found. Her head was spinning as someone knocked on the interrogation room door before an officer she didn’t recognize poked their head in.

When he asked to speak with Grover, the man quickly excused himself and stepped out into the bullpen, leaving Nancy alone with her thoughts. Her phone started to ring again, but this time, it was Patricia’s name that appeared. Nancy couldn’t bring herself to answer the call. Nothing good would come from it. She was still fuming and ready to toss Patricia off a very tall bridge.
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She was happy when the federal agent finally returned to the room. Sitting in silence, alone with her thoughts, was slowly starting to eat away at her resolve to be there and learn the truth about her husband’s family. Nancy felt terrible for leaving him behind and ignoring his call. He hadn’t done anything to deserve her harsh treatment except for keeping life-altering secrets from her. She ground her teeth together, her jaw clenching with anger at the thought once more. It was infuriating he’d hid the truth of his family from her.

It wasn’t so much an outright lie. She hadn’t thought to ask her husband if his family had ties to a deadly cartel family who smuggled everything from people to drugs and guns. How many women thought to ask the man they loved those sorts of questions? At one point or another, she knew they’d joked about the thought of his mother having illegal ties to some mobsters, but it had always ended there. She hadn’t expected for there to be such a massive, dark secret now lingering over their marriage. If something happened to her son because of the Keller family, she would never forgive them, not even Mike.

“I want you to tell me everything you can tell me about the other kidnappings—Mike and Liam’s. I want to know all the details you can give me, along with whatever you know about the Kellers’ family ties to the cartel.”

Grover chuckled. “For the record, I’m not laughing about the situation, but it is a lot to cover. There is a lot to share, but I promise I’ll do my best to tell you everything. Where should I start?”

“Wherever you’d like to. I need to understand it all.”

“Okay, I get that. Well, one of the first cases I ever had after becoming an agent was Mike Keller’s kidnapping. The boy was barely a few months old when he was taken by the housekeeper.”

“I thought you said you never found out who took him,” Nancy said.

“There were a few details we figured out, but the only thing we actually knew was she took him, and she also worked for one of the cartel bosses. Now, she says she did it to get in good with the kingpin, but we don’t know anything more about it.”

“So, you’re not sure if Mike was just taken to fetch a high price for the cartel or if it was an order by the kingpin to get money?”

“Basically, that’s right. While we were able to figure out that she took Mike, we were never able to figure out the real reason behind the kidnapping. Once Patricia had her son back, we got closed off.”

A chill ran down her spine at the thought of one of her staff members taking her son. It wasn’t possible. They had screened everyone thoroughly before hiring them. Plus, she only hired people she could trust, save for a few holdovers from when Patricia had lived in the home. Those individuals, though, would never harm her son and risk Patricia’s wrath. Suddenly, the rigorous hiring process that each of their team had to go through made more sense, as did the extensive security measure that had been installed long before Nancy had joined the family. It made her question her resolve to block out Mike and talk with the police.

Despite not telling Nancy about the danger their child was in, the man had gone to great lengths to protect Dustin. She didn’t know how she felt about that knowledge. The sting of betrayal was still there, lingering all around, but Nancy loved Mike for trying to keep their little boy safe. She couldn’t imagine the threats Patricia had made for her son to keep his wife in the dark. The woman was pure evil, and with each new bit of information Nancy was given, that belief solidified more in her mind.

“Okay, so what about Liam? Was he just another cartel kidnapping?”

“That case was much later in my career. About fifteen years after Mike’s. I was called back here at the request of the local police. They wanted the feds to have some kind of presence in the case, so I came back after Liam was kidnapped. Again, the Keller family didn’t want me to be involved in any matter.”

“So, you don’t know much about his kidnapping, either?” Nancy asked.

“Not really. We followed their wishes and stayed out of it for the most part, but we still kept an eye on things.”

“What do you know about that one?”

“Well, we kept our ears open for anything we could. We did find out that Liam’s kidnapping was contracted out, but not much else. No matter how long it’s been, the cartel never took credit for his kidnapping.”

“You said his parents paid the ransom but it was never returned. What happened to him after that?”

Grover sighed. “The ransom was the same style as Mike’s, which made us believe the cartel really was involved somehow, but we could never prove anything. They did pay the ransom, however. Once the ransom was delivered to the drop-off point, they never showed up with Liam. We think they just took the money and ran.”

Once again, she was left torn between her decision to stick with the officers and the Keller family. It was apparent it made no difference one way or the other. She couldn’t stop the thought of never seeing her son again from seeping into her mind and crippling her with fear. The ache in her heart grew with each passing minute until she was certain it was being ripped into pieces inside her chest. Nancy had to fight to keep the tears at bay, wondering where her son was at that very moment. How could anyone snatch away a little boy in the dead of night and strike fear in his heart?

Her mind moved to the employees, the people she trusted and saw every day of her life. They were in her home; they lived at the estate, and they had access to everything Dustin did on a daily basis. She couldn’t help but wonder if it was possible for the cartel to plant someone in the house. If they had, it would have been one of Patricia’s former employees Nancy hadn’t been able to let go. The list was short, with only four names on it. Two were outside workers, a gardener, and a mechanic. Hilda was another and one of the night guards as well. She made a mental note to interrogate everyone on that list.

“What do you think I should do? I know you’re an officer of the law, but do you think I would be better off trusting the police or the Keller family?”

Grover shook his head. “Tell me, how much do you know about the Kellers’ dealings with the LeRoux family?”

“I don’t really stick my nose into the family business. I don’t know anything about those dealings or anything else. I don’t even know who that is.”

“Well, the LeRoux family is responsible for almost half of the illegal imports and exports in the state. They play the game well, and we’ve never been able to pin anything on them. Their roots stretch from Washington all the way down to Mexico.”

“I don’t understand what that has to do with anything.”

“The Kellers have brokered and funded more than just a few new endeavors for the LeRoux family until recently.”

Nancy scoffed. “So, the Kellers are part of an illegal export and import with another family that moves illegal goods.”

“Not that we can prove, but from what we know, yes. It’s business as usual around here.”

“So, what happened that made things change?”

“We don’t have all the answers just yet. We’ve been trying to piece together everything from what we know, but we aren’t sure. All I know is that the deal they had together was quite lucrative for both families. I can’t imagine it was easy to lose that kind of income for either of them. The LeRoux family had the entire coast to themselves,” Grover said.

The name had not once been mentioned to her in her time at the Keller estate. Moreover, she hadn’t heard it so much as whispered amongst the staff. The knowledge that everyone had to know about the Kellers’ dark past, with the exception of herself, was infuriating. Had they all been laughing at her? Believing her to be a stupid and naïve girl from the Carolinas? Her cheeks flushed with embarrassment. Of course, they had, and she’d given them just cause for believing it. After all, her own husband had been keeping the truth from her. She’d been too trusting before but not anymore.
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As she processed the information Agent Grover was giving her, a resignation moved through her core. For far too long, she’d been complacent about what was happening around her, and now her son had been taken. That was going to stop immediately. She was going to learn everything there was to know about the Keller family. It didn’t matter what it cost her, financially or personally. If they had something to do with Dustin’s abduction, then she needed to find out what that connection was.

Though in her mind, she was already certain Patricia was behind the events. Had she decided she wanted more time with the boy and hired her old friends in the mob to make it happen? The plan seemed incredibly dastardly, even for someone like Patricia. Unless there was another motive, one to drive Nancy away and, in turn, drive her insane. Then Patricia would have her son back in her clutches and her grandson as well. She felt like she was going to be sick, but her determination forced her to press on. Agent Grover had been investigating the family for years. If anyone could shed light on the group, it was the man sitting across from her.

“I have a question.”

“I’m sure you have a lot of questions, and I will try to answer anything you ask to the best of my ability,” Grover said.

“What exactly did you mean when you said until recently? You mentioned that the two families worked together until recently, and now I’m wondering what happened that they’re no longer operating together.”

“From what we can tell, along with the other agencies in the government, when Mike took over the family firm, he put a stop to it all. He stopped the deals and everything else with the LeRouxs.”

Nancy sighed. “Do you think that would have anything to do with Dustin’s kidnapping? I mean, is that a motive they could use to take him? Even if it was just to try to get Mike to comply and bring the business back together. You said it was lucrative for both of them. Maybe they weren’t happy about losing that money.”

“I think you’re trying to find the answers in all the wrong places right now. I understand how badly you want to find your son, but I don’t think the LeRouxs have anything to do with it.”

“What do you mean? How can you just dismiss them as suspects so easily?”

Grover chuckled. “I know it sounds like that’s what I’m doing, but that’s the furthest thing from the truth. Look, it’s possible they had a disagreement with the way things ended and they used that to kidnap your son, but I know it’s not the way that family does business. It doesn’t mean we’re not going to look in that direction.”

She had to know more about the mob family. If she could get Agent Grover to lower his guard and let her know more about the people behind the name, Nancy could take the information and go interrogate them herself. When it came to getting Dustin back safely, nothing seemed too dangerous. After all, she had no beef with the cartel group. Why would they want to harm her? Instantly, she knew her last name made them something of frenemies, but Nancy wasn’t going to let that hold her back. Patricia had obviously befriended someone within the organization, and Nancy had to find out who.

The decision about the AMBER Alert had to be made still, but she wasn’t there yet. Without knowing if it was an inside job, a kidnapping for ransom, or just some psycho looking for a thrill, she couldn’t be sure of the best approach. In her heart, she wanted to make the decision with Mike’s input, but she couldn’t help feeling like his only goal would be to protect the family name and do whatever his mother bid him to do. Outside, she could hear a commotion in the bullpen, but she kept her attention on the man sitting across from her.

“I really don’t know what I’m supposed to be doing here,” Nancy said. “Do you really think it’s a good idea to put out the AMBER Alert?”

“In my honest opinion, I think it’s the right thing to do. First of all, it’s going to get his name out there. People are going to be looking for him now. Secondly, once his picture reaches the public, they’ll know what they should be looking for. Now, if the cartel does have him, they might slip up and get spotted. It’s a win.”

“Okay, but what if it wasn’t the cartel? What do we do if the AMBER Alert doesn’t work?”

“It always works in one way or another.”

Nancy scoffed. “That’s reassuring.”

“Look, I know this must be driving you insane. There’s a reason I focus on kidnappings. I don’t think any child should be taken from their parents in that way.”

“I just want my son back, and I want to know why he was taken.”

“We’ll figure it out. The one thing you need to know is that the longer we go without hearing from the kidnappers for a ransom, the more likely it is he’s been abducted by someone you know. It could be a friend or even a relative. A high percentage of abductions end up being someone close to the family.”

“You mean like his grandmother?” Nancy asked.

He pursed his lips, said nothing, and nodded. It was a relief to know the thought was alive and well somewhere other than in her mind. She could tell from the way the man spoke he didn’t care for Patricia much. It was yet another thing they had in common. Yet Nancy was still on the fence about issuing the AMBER Alert. It was a courtesy at the very best. They didn’t need her permission to tell the public that a child had been abducted, at least not as far as she knew.

Still, Grover obviously had his share of reservations about letting Patricia and the Keller family head up the investigation. Nancy had to tread lightly and learn what she could from the man before leaving the station. In the time she’d been sitting there, it was quickly becoming clear that between the two feuding departments, the government and the Kellers, her best bet for finding Dustin was going to be on her own.

“I suppose we are just playing a waiting game at this point.”

Grover sighed. “In a way, but we’re going to have our feet on the ground doing whatever we can to track down your son.”

“I hope so. Is there anything else that you need from me?”

“That sounds dark. I need to know what you plan on doing.”

Nancy shrugged. “You can have your feet on the ground, but that doesn’t mean that I’m going to sit around, waiting for something to happen. I’m going to find my son, one way or another.”

“Knowing what I know about the Kellers, I think the safest place for you to be is right here at the station.”

“Look, am I being detained?”

Grover chuckled. “Of course not. I wouldn’t arrest a woman who only wants to find her son, but I am trying to look out for your safety. You don’t know these people the same way I do.”

“I think I can look out for myself. I want to find my son.”

“We all want the same thing here. I want your son back in your arms.”

“Well, you can keep doing what you do, but I’m going to look into things from my end of things. Dustin doesn’t deserve to go through any of this. If I figure anything out or run into any kind of danger, I have your number. Call me if there are any breakthroughs on your end.”

Before the conversation could carry on any further, there was a commotion again outside the door. This time, though, it didn’t die down quickly. Instead, seconds after it had started, one of the agents under Grover opened the door and apologized for the intrusion again. Grover glared at the man as he quickly went to his boss and whispered into the man’s ear. The agent’s cheeks flushed red as his eyes darted to the bullpen. Seconds later, Agent Grover’s man left, but the door remained ajar. Grover cleared his throat.

“It would seem that you have a visitor—your husband. Why don’t I show him into the room so the two of you can talk in private?” Grover asked.

Nancy’s heart started to race. She knew she couldn’t avoid Mike forever. Giving the man a curt nod, she braced herself as he rose and left her alone in the small room. Nancy didn’t know if she was ready or not, but the time had come.
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He was one of the last people she wanted to see. At first, it looked as though he was going to try to hug her. He took a step in her direction, but Nancy instantly recoiled. It was taking every last shred of self-control she had to not hit the man. As far as she was concerned, he was part of the reason her son had been taken. The lies and deception he’d harbored in their marriage had led to her complacency. She had no idea that the security measures were anything more than a precaution. A cautionary expense by an overprotective father.

Now she knew it was deliberate. Her son’s life had always been on the line. She could barely look at him without the rage peeking back through. After a few seconds, he sat down across from her, looking deflated. Nancy already had a list of people she was going to hunt down and interrogate on her own. The only thing the Kellers and the police were going to do was slow her down. Every second Dustin was gone counted. The timer had started the instant he’d gone missing.

“You need to come home, Nancy,” Mike said. “We need to show a united front with Dustin’s kidnapping, and if you really want to help look for him, I’ve taken the liberty of setting up a command center.”

“Have you gotten any calls for a ransom yet? You know, like the last two kidnappings that happened to the Kellers.”

He sighed. “Look, I should have told you about that a long time ago. I’m sorry I didn’t, but it was something I never wanted you to worry about. All you would have done is constantly thought about it, and it wasn’t going to do you any good.”

“Really, Mike?” Nancy seethed. “Why don’t you go screw yourself? Our marriage has been one lie after another. Your family has lied about what it really does, and then I find out that you’ve been keeping something like that a secret. I’m not coming home right now because I really just don’t want to see you.”

“That’s not true, Nancy. I’ve been upfront and as honest as possible. Since this whole thing started, I have answered everything you’ve asked. There’s no need to be like this when I’m doing the best I can to tell you everything.”

“I don’t see it that way, Mike. You’ve hidden things from me and lied to my face. Trying it now isn’t good enough. You should have been telling me the truth from the start. I’m not going to sit around and keep taking it just because you’re making an effort now.”

The very notion he thought it was enough, that half-truths and coming clean were going to repair years of deception, was infuriating. He was more like his mother than she’d ever realized before. Everything to him was a careful game, playing the people around him with little bits of information scattered around like breadcrumbs. She was done begging to be let into the Kellers’ inner circle. Nancy wasn’t going to be their doormat anymore. Despite how it made her heart ache each time she looked at her broken husband, she knew she had to be firm in her resolve.

There wasn’t time to think about what the future held or if they would survive what was happening. If she was going to find Dustin, she had to work with her husband and the police. No ransom had come. Whoever had her son wasn’t looking for money. Hours had passed, yet her phone had been silent. She didn’t know if Mike would tell her if the call came or if he’d simply pay the ransom in secret and hope for the best. The thought of returning to the house, where she knew Patricia was still lingering, made her sick to her stomach. As far as Nancy was concerned, she still wanted to beat the woman within an inch of her life.

“You don’t have to tell me how much of a screw-up I’ve been. I already know and feel like shit about it. I love you, Nancy. All I want to do now is find our son. This is breaking us apart, and I miss my child. If you’ll just come back home, I’ll answer everything you want to know.”

“I don’t know if I can trust you anymore. I do love you, Mike, but this is almost too much for me to handle right now. I need to focus on finding Dustin, not whatever lies you and your family are going to tell.”

“Please. Don’t do this to us. I’m doing everything in my power to keep this family whole. I want to find the son of a bitch who took our son and get him back home to us. There is an us still, right?”

“There is an us, but I need to have time to think about everything that’s happened. I can’t do that until our little boy is back.”

“That’s what we’re all trying to do,” Mike said. “I know I’ve been a fool. I’ve been stupid, and I should have never kept things from you, but you have to believe me. I really had no idea my mother was still involved so heavily with the family business.”

Gazing at her husband, seeing his distraught expression and the slump of his shoulders, Nancy knew he was telling her the truth. Patricia was just evil enough to work her way back into the business, making deals with the cartel family behind her son’s back. Why would she stop such a lucrative business simply because of the law? After learning just how terrible the cartel family was, Nancy knew she could never forgive Patricia. Mike, for his part, seemed an innocent victim to his mother’s ploys, just like the rest of him.

She couldn’t help but wonder if that was enough to make him see Patricia for who she truly was. Nancy couldn’t focus on finding her son if her mother-in-law was still lingering around the estate, intimidating her staff into not complying or answering Nancy’s questions. Rage surged through her again at the thought. Something was going to have to change, and it needed to be done immediately if she was going to work with Mike. It was time for him to make a decision once and for all, one that would change the outcome of their relationship forever.

“Let me tell you something, Mike,” Nancy said. “I’ll come back to the house, but there are two conditions to make that happen.”

“Anything, Nancy. I’ll do anything you want if it makes sure that you’re back home with me and we can find our son together.”

“You’re going to have to answer every single question I ask you. It doesn’t matter how you feel about it; I need to know.”

Mike shrugged. “Easy, I can do that. What else do I need to do?”

“I want you to tell me everything you know about anything dealing with our son being taken. The cartel, family dealings, and everything you know about the prior kidnappings.”

“That’s perfect, Nancy. I’ll never keep anything from you or lie to you about anything. No matter what it takes, I just want to keep us together. I promise that I’ll never screw up like that again.”

Nancy shook her head. “Those two items go together. I don’t want any more lies or secrets, Mike. You tell me everything from here on out.”

“I promise I will. I’ll do whatever it takes to keep our family whole. I just want us to be together. I want Dustin back home and in our arms again. What’s the second condition?”

“I want Patricia gone from the estate. She’s going to screw this up if she hasn’t already. I don’t want her or her other four employees who still work for us anywhere on the property. This is how I want things to be if you want me to come back home. After I finish questioning the employees, I want them gone.”

Mike looked shocked, hesitating for a split second before nodding. She knew he didn’t want to agree, but her terms were firm. The only way she could know he was on her side and trustworthy again was if Patricia’s hold over him was severed. Despite how hard she knew it was for him, things were going to be a lot worse if they didn’t find her son soon. She will drag every last Keller through the wringer if it meant finding her little boy. As her husband stood and held open the door for her, she once again caught herself questioning if she was making the right decision. Nancy wanted to trust Mike, to believe they’d made a breakthrough, but only time would tell.
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It quickly became clear that Agent Grover didn’t like the idea of her going back to the estate, but Nancy assured her new friend it would be fine. She gave him her cell number to stay in contact, promising to keep him in the loop if they found anything. Nancy could see it bothered Mike that she was working so closely with the feds. She had to wonder if he was being truthful with her about how much he knew, but it was something they could talk about later. Her sole focus was Dustin and following the trail to find him.

By the time they were situated in the back of the car, racing through the streets on the way to the estate, she was questioning her decision once again. A tense silence hung in the air. It stayed with them for the entirety of the drive. It was only when they were pulling up the quarter-mile-long driveway and she saw Patricia emerge on the front porch that Nancy spoke for the first time. It was less of a sentence and more of a string of curse words to convey how she felt about her mother-in-law. The car came to a stop.

“All right, I think it’s going to be for the best if you wait here and let me go inside to talk to my mother,” Mike said. “I’ll speak with her and let her know what the plan is, okay?”

Nancy scoffed. “I’m not going to wait anywhere. I live here, and she doesn’t. This is my house, not hers.”

“I didn’t say it wasn’t, but I think it’s going to be better if you’re not in there while I talk to her. If we can just make this easy for everyone, it’s going to go—”

“No, Mike. That’s not how this is going to work. It’s my home, and the estate is in your name. Wait, are you not the one with his name on the deed? Was that all just another lie?”

Mike cringed. “That wasn’t a lie. Look, I was just trying to save you from being in the middle of what is obviously going to be an argument. Not everything in our marriage has been a lie, Nancy. The estate is in my name, and you’re right; this is our home.”

“Good, then we can agree she doesn’t need to be there, but I want to be there when you tell her to get the hell out.”

“I understand. If that’s what you want, then I want you to be there as well. All I want is for us to be together on this and everything else from here on out.”

“Then what are we waiting for?”

She didn’t care whatsoever what her husband thought she should do at that moment. It was time for him to put his money where his mouth was and kick the woman off the land. Instantly, Nancy could tell from the woman’s expression she was livid. She had to know Nancy was talking with Agent Grover. With that knowledge in mind, a smile played on her lips as the door opened and Nancy climbed out. She kept the smirk plastered on her face as she circled around to where Mike was getting out.

Slipping her hand into her husband’s, she could feel the tension in his body at the looming confrontation. No matter what had happened in the past or what the future held, she was going to be at his side, a rock, as he stood up to Patricia and put her in her place. It was their home, and she’d infiltrated it and their marriage for long enough. The time had come to remove her venomous hatred from the property once and for all. The foundation of their marriage and the future of their love depended on it.

“Oh, there she is. I know Craig told you that you shouldn’t go with the police, but you just couldn’t follow directions, could you?” Patricia said. “Tell us what in the hell you told the federal government.”

“What in the hell gives you the right to talk to me that way? I’m doing what it takes to find my child. I don’t give two shits about what you want to hide from the government. Tell me something, Patricia. Are you worried about your deal with the LeRoux family? Is that what you really care about?”

Patricia went pale. “I…I have no idea what you’re talking about. There are just rules we have in place for a reason.”

“Oh, you have a rule book on kidnapping because of the other two, right? Go tell your lies to someone else. Now, get the hell of our property,” Nancy screamed.

“I’m not going to be going anywhere until we find my grandson.”

“Oh, don’t worry about that. I think you have plenty on your plate as it is. With or without you, we’re going to find Dustin. I’m only going to ask you once more, then I’ll have you escorted off the property. Get out.”

Patricia snorted. “You can’t do this to me. Do you think you have any kind of power here? You really don’t. You can’t make me do anything.”

Before it turned to violence again, Nancy drew a deep breath and turned to face her husband, looking at him for some sort of intervention. Patricia had done the same, a victorious smile already playing on her lips. It was a game they’d played so many times before, and in the end, Patricia always seemed to get her way in some regard or another. While Nancy wanted to see things as a compromise, the word was still foreign to Patricia. It had always been her way or the highway, but now, the tables had turned. She’d crossed a line when she’d made a deal with the cartel boss and put Dustin’s life on the line.

For a split second, it looked as if her husband was going to change his mind again. Already deflated, Nancy sighed and rolled her eyes, turning to walk back around and get in the car again. If he couldn’t stand up to his mother, there was no reason for her to be there. She wasn’t going to play by Patricia’s or anyone else’s rules when it came to her flesh and blood. All she had to do was place a call to the agent and her parents and she would have all the support in the world. Mike jumped, grabbing her hand and pulling her back as he drew a ragged breath.

“Nancy is right; you need to go,” Mike said. “Not only do we need some space from you, but we want to have that space. You’re making it impossible to be together with your presence here, and we both want you out.”

“You don’t really want this.”

“Yes, we do.”

“No, you don’t,” Patricia said, turning to look at Nancy. “It’s this gold-digging wife of yours who wants me out. She wants me out of the way so she can manipulate you into doing whatever she wants. She’s going to take everything, Mike. Everything the Kellers have built, she’s coming for it all.”

“You’re not going to be disrespectful to my wife anymore, Mother,” Mike snapped. “You need to go, and you need to go now before we do have you escorted off the property.”

Nancy couldn’t believe her husband had stood up for her to his mother. Patricia’s face said everything she needed to know. He had put her in a position she had never been in before, and she was reeling. For a moment, she was proud of her husband and felt a spark of everything she knew they had together. He had been long enough, and Nancy had dealt with more than enough of the woman’s disrespect. Still, she knew the woman wouldn’t leave quietly, and she knew it was coming when Patricia turned back to her, red-faced.

“You know, you think things have been hard up to this point?” Patricia seethed. “That’s nothing in comparison to what you’re going to face now. You’re going to regret making an enemy out of me. I promise you that.”

It took every ounce of self-control she had to keep from lunging at the woman again, but Nancy knew that was what Patricia wanted. This time around, she knew the woman would immediately press charges and have her tossed into a holding cell while she sank her claws back into Mike. Grinding her teeth, Nancy smiled at Patricia, watching the rage boil over in the woman’s eyes. As her mother-in-law spun around and stormed toward the house to fetch her things, Nancy let out a breath of relief, squeezing Mike’s hand as she turned and smiled at him.

For the first time since Dustin’s kidnapping, Nancy felt like there was a small glimmer of hope for her marriage.
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They didn’t see Patricia again as they made their way to the sitting room across from the parlor. Just as Mike had said, they had a base of operations already up and running. She was intrigued by all the electronics she saw but didn’t stop to ask questions. When her phone vibrated and Mike’s name appeared on the screen, Nancy cocked her head and gave her husband a confused look. He pointed to one of the monitors.

“Answer the call,” he said.

She did so and watched from where they were standing in the doorway as an audio feed started to record on the screen. A chill ran down her spine. It was tracing her phone, along with recording the call. On a monitor next to it, she saw a zoomed-out map quickly centering in on the estate’s location. As Mike led her into the sitting room and closed the doors behind them, she shook her head in amazement and ended the call on her phone.

“I wanted you to know right away. They just activated it a few minutes ago. They have mine as well. This way, if we get a call from the kidnappers, they’ll be able to start tracing it immediately,” Mike said.

As much as she wanted to dwell on the fact he’d said activated and not installed, Nancy forced herself to look past it. They could deal with that later. Obviously, he’d had the tracker and tracer on her device before the kidnapping. She ground her teeth together, sucking in a breath to keep her nerves from snapping.

“All right, now that my mother is not here, what’s the next step? What are we going to do to find Dustin?”

Nancy chuckled. “I want to get started on things right away. I’m going to start by talking to everyone employed by your mother. If they get their checks signed by Patricia, I want to speak with them.”

Mike looked shaken. “I don’t know what to say. I don’t want to think about it, but I know we have to. Do you really think my mother has something to do with Dustin’s abduction?”

“No, not directly, anyway. I don’t think she had anything to do with it, but I do think she might have played a hand in it without knowing.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, I don’t know all about the dealings with the LeRoux family, but I think that because of those dealings, it’s possible they had something to do with taking Dustin.”

“Okay.” Mike sighed. “I hate we have to go through this at all, but I feel like we’re going to be talking to everyone, and they’re going to think we believe they did something. It’s going to be a mess.”

“It’s the only thing we can do. Most cases like this involve people the victim knew. I want to know who it is,” Nancy said.

“You’re absolutely right. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean anything by it. We’ll talk to everyone. I’m pretty sure I saw Hilda in the hall. We can start with her.”

“Thank you, Mike.”

As soon as her husband returned with the housekeeper, her heart started to race again. Instantly, she could see the woman was going to be a problem. She was glaring at Nancy as she sat down on the sofa across from her. Mike took a seat next to Nancy and waited for her to start the conversation. Someone on the property had to have seen something to know what happened to her little boy. It was just a matter of asking the right questions and reading people. While Nancy had always had a sixth sense when it came to people’s intentions, it was still not an exact science.

People weren’t inherently good or evil. It was something that took years of shaping one’s mind. Over the course of that time, those with dark spirits worked to put up walls and appear as friendly as possible. She’d rarely gotten a bad vibe from Hilda but knew the woman was still in her mother-in-law’s clutches. How many others would she need to break Patricia’s holdover?

“It’s all right, Hilda. We’re just asking everyone questions to get an idea of what might have happened to Dustin. That’s all.”

“Okay,” Hilda said.

“Now, can you tell me what you know about the LeRoux family?”

She went pale. “I know of the name and the family in general, but I don’t know them personally. Do you…you don’t think they had something to do with this, do you?”

“We’re just following every possible lead we have. I’m only curious about what everyone knows about them, that’s all. Tell me, why are you so loyal to Patricia?”

Hilda moved around in her seat, and Nancy instantly picked up on how nervous the woman seemed to be acting. She couldn’t figure out why Hilda was acting so strangely, but she was going to push if she needed to.

“I’m not just loyal to Patricia. I’m loyal to the Keller family, nothing more.”

Nancy sighed. “Look, Patricia can’t protect you anymore. She’s not in charge here. We are. If you’re hiding anything for any reason, we’re going to find out about it. So, just tell us what your connection is to her.”

Hilda sighed and took a deep breath. “Fine. Patricia is the one who got me my citizenship. She pushed to get it through the system, and if she really wants to, she can have it revoked. I can’t go back to the Philippines. I like my life here, and I love working for your family.”

Nancy snapped her mouth closed, realizing it had been hanging open in shock for several seconds as she tried to process what Hilda was telling them. Suddenly, her loyalty to Patricia made sense. The woman had lied to her, convinced her she could be deported back to her home country even after she’d become an American citizen. It was infuriating to know the depth of Patricia’s cold deceptions. Nancy glanced at her husband; his cheeks flushed with anger at what the housekeeper was sharing.

The poor man genuinely had no idea that his mother was capable of so much darkness. Without thinking, Nancy reached out and took her husband’s hand, giving it a comforting squeeze to snap him back to the real world. He shook his head and glanced at her, giving her a soft smile, though she knew he was completely torn apart inside. The lies ran so deep; how would he ever heal?

“I hate to be the one to tell you this, but she’s been playing you. Patricia has no power here. She definitely can’t have anything revoked. If you want to keep your job, all you have to do is stop slipping that woman information. All of that stops here. You say that you like working here?”

“I do like working here. I love your family, and Dustin is so much fun to watch grow up. I’m sorry, I just want to stay.”

“Good, promise me you’re done slipping Patricia information.”

“I promise. Thank you for giving me another chance. I won’t let you down.”

Mike smiled. “We like having you here, Hilda. We want to keep you on, but if we find out you’re giving my mother any details about the ongoings of this householder, we will fire you.”

“I promise she won’t hear a thing from me,” Hilda said.

“Now, could you please go and find Jim right away? Have him come in here, but don’t tell him anything more than that.”

“I can do that. Thank you so much for giving me another chance. I never meant to do anything wrong.”

Nancy smiled. “It’s okay, Hilda. It’s all in the past now. Just have Jim come in like Mike asked.”

“I will. Thank you so much. You’ll never have to worry about me. I promise.”

Turning again to her husband, she could see his temper was barely contained. The truth about Patricia had shattered the man. They had to be strong and lean on each other, not let the chaos of what was happening tear them apart instead. When her phone rang, the shrill sound made them both jump. She fumbled for it, fishing it out of her purse as the screen flashed. Instantly, her eyes darted to Mike’s.

“You have to answer it,” he whispered.

“I…I don’t know if I can. What if it’s them? What if it’s not?” Nancy whispered.

“We won’t know until we do, sweetheart. Go ahead. I’m right here with you.”

The number was blocked. Drawing a ragged breath, her finger hovered over the green icon to answer the call. If it were the kidnappers, everything was about to change again. All she wanted was her son home safe. It didn’t matter what the cost was.
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“Hello,” she stammered.

Nancy had answered the call on speaker, her hands trembling as she set the device on the table in front of her and Mike. Her body felt numb as the line crackled, a poor connection making her heart race. If the call dropped, would they call again? She felt like she was going to be sick as they waited to hear whoever was on the other end of the line.

“Nancy Keller. We have your son.” The voice was disguised.

“Please, what do you want? We just want him home safe.”

“If you ever want to see your son again, you must follow my instructions. I will not wait around or give second chances. Do I make myself clear, Nancy Keller?”

“Yes, anything. Is he safe? Can I talk to him? If I could just—”

“We want ten million dollars in unmarked bills. You have six hours to collect it. In five hours, we will call back with a drop location. Do you understand?”

“Yes, anything. We need to know he’s okay, though, that he’s not harmed…”

There was a long pause as her heart pounded. After several seconds, Dustin’s terrified voice came over the line.

“Mommy?”

“Oh, my sweet boy. Everything is going to be okay; I promise—”

Before she could say anything more, the line went dead. The phone chimed that the call had been ended, and Nancy collapsed to her knees. The sobs moved through her chest, consuming her as Mike held her tight. Dustin was alive, but he sounded absolutely petrified. She hated to think of what they were doing to him or the conditions he was being held in. How on Earth were they going to come up with that amount of money in such a short period?

“Everything is going to be okay, Nancy,” Mike said.

“I just can’t believe this is happening. Part of me just hoped I was having a bad dream and I was going to wake up to Dustin jumping around on the bed. I just want our little boy back home.”

“I know, and so do I.”

“Mike, they gave us five hours to come up with the money.”

“Yes, and that’s plenty of time to get the funds. I can just pull the money from the family trust. It normally takes about five hours to get it together, but we can have them put a rush on it. It’s going to be all right.”

“I have faith in you, Mike, but I just keep thinking about Liam and how they paid the ransom only for him to not be returned. What if that happens with Dustin? What if we pay the ransom and they don’t give him back?” Nancy asked.

“We can’t think about that. Right now, we just need to get the funds together and wait for them to call back. Everything is going to work out. That’s what we need to focus on right now.”

“I know. I know you’re going to do whatever it takes. So, how do we go about getting in touch with the people in charge of the trust?”

Mike sighed. “We’re going to get all the money we need for the ransom, but I’m going to have to talk to my mother about it.”

Instantly, rage surged through her at what Mike was saying. It didn’t make any sense. Everything had been transferred to Mike the day he had taken over the family business. His father would have it no other way. Yet it seemed, once again, Patricia was the one holding all the cards while the rest of them were left floundering and begging for her good graces. She hated the woman, despised her with a passion that threatened to consume her.

How was it she always managed to weasel her way back into their lives? There was no way in hell she was going to go crawling back to her horrible mother-in-law. They could sell off everything they owned instead. Nancy knew it was a foolish idea. The timeline was already going to be tight without any hiccups.

“We just kicked the woman out of our house,” Nancy seethed. “We’ve put ourselves in a position to handle things together without her butting in about everything. Tell me why in the hell we need to talk to her, Mike?”

Mike sighed. “Anything that requires pulling more than five million dollars out of the trust requires us both to sign off on it. It’s the only reason I have to talk to her.”

“Come on, Mike. There has to be another way. I don’t want to give that woman any power over the choices we make.”

“There might be another way if we had time to litigate, but we don’t. We don’t have the time to fight this in some court. Now, whatever reservations you have about my mother, I know she’s going to do the right thing and let us have the funds for Dustin’s ransom.”

“Fine, but I don’t like it one bit.”

“I know, and neither do I, but we don’t have any choice. I can make the call right here, or I can go to the other room and call her. I know you’d rather not hear her voice.”

“You’re not going to do, either. We’re going to get in the car and drive over to Patricia’s mansion and ask her in person. No, we’re going to tell her what we need, and she’s going to comply.”

“You know your tagging along is going to be a bad idea.”

She glared at her husband. There was no chance in hell she was going to sit on the sidelines while her husband handled things and walked right into the belly of the beast. Patricia was evil. She’d have Mike begging her for forgiveness, though he’d done nothing wrong in a matter of minutes. Nancy knew her husband wasn’t weak. When it came to mothers, though, they had a special pull over their children, especially their sons. She had to make Mike see that Patricia was a good mother and grandmother but not to be trusted.

There had to be a fine line between what they could ask of her and what to demand. At that moment, Nancy wasn’t going to stake everything on Mike’s ability to reason with Patricia without giving in to her every whim. No, they were stronger together as a team. All she needed to do was remind him of that and not let him go alone be an option. He wanted things to be different, that much she knew. They had to be strong for the sake of their son.

“Well, you don’t really have a choice in the matter. I’ll either go over there by myself, or you can come along. I’m not getting left behind just because your mother has it out for me,” Nancy said.

“I never planned on leaving you out of it, but you know Mother isn’t going to be nice about anything. She’s going to say something just to get under your skin.”

“I don’t care what she has to say. This isn’t about me and her. This is about us getting Dustin back. She loves her grandson, no matter how she feels about me. This is the only way we get him back, and she’s going to listen to us just for that reason.”

“Well, I guess I will bring the car around. We’ll go together, sweetheart.”

Nancy sighed. “I love you so much, Mike. It’s going to be all right.”

“I know. I love you, too. I’m just not looking forward to the boxing match between you and my mother.”

Nancy chuckled. “I thought you always wanted to see two women wrestling in front of you.”

“I think that’s most men’s dream, but I don’t think it ever involves the other men’s mother.”

“That’s fair.”

“I love you with all my heart, Nancy. We’re going to talk to my mother, and we’re going to get Dustin back. It’s all going to be okay, but I have to tell you that I am so thankful for you giving me a chance to make things right.”

For the first time since their son had been taken, Mike went to his wife and wrapped his arms around her. Nancy let down her guard, holding him as she tried to keep the tears from falling once again. She wanted to believe they could heal and grow together as a family and that they’d made a great first step, but only time would tell if they were going to heal. For the moment, they just needed to be strong enough to take on Patricia and make her see that the money was the only way to save her grandson. Even someone as cold as Patricia Keller would be able to see what was right. At least, that was what Nancy was betting on.
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She was still consumed with rage and fear as they pulled out onto the road. Patricia’s estate wasn’t far from theirs. While the house was a mansion in its own right, it didn’t boast the same prestige as the Keller Hill Estate. At the ripe age of twenty-five, when Mike had taken over the family business, he’d inherited the estate as well. It was a tradition that had been passed down since the founding of the family. At the time, Patricia and her husband had been more than happy to relinquish the estate to the couple, but as the years wore on, it became clear to Nancy just how much Patricia missed telling people she lived at Keller Hill.

Her in-law’s estate sat twelve miles away from Keller Hill, situated on ten acres of land. They had their own stable and hunting grounds as well. While it wasn’t a sport Nancy wanted Dustin to get involved in, she still allowed him to go out duck hunting with his grandfather every year. She couldn’t help the tense silence in the car. Her every thought was consumed by the sound of Dustin’s terrified voice on the phone moments before. When Mike took her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze, she turned and smiled at him, forcing herself back to the real world.

Mike sighed. “I’d hate to think of the possibilities when it comes to who would have taken Dustin, but do you really think the cartel is behind it?”

“Honey, we don’t know anything right now. I do have to say that your mother has been dealing with them behind your back this whole time, according to the feds. Now, is it that hard to believe it could be them trying to use Dustin to squeeze the family business for more than what they’ve gotten?”

“I wouldn’t put it past them, but I can’t believe she’s somehow involved with any of this.”

“I didn’t say she was, but—”

“But, if her dealings had something to do with Dustin being taken, it means I’ve been blind to all her lies. I can’t believe I’ve been so stupid.”

“You’re not stupid,” Nancy said. “She’s your mother. It’s not your fault you believed her. If anything, it means you trusted her to always be truthful with you. There’s nothing wrong with that. She’s the one who made the poor choices, not you.”

“I know, but it still feels like I’ve been a fool this entire time,” Mike said.

“You haven’t been. All children have a little soft spot for the women who raise them. There’s no reason to think you failed in any aspect of this. Patricia is the one who chose to lie to you and hide things from you. It’s not your fault for believing the woman who raised you. Anyone would.”

As soon as their car pulled into the winding driveway, she could see Patricia emerge onto the front steps. Her arms were crossed, a scowl on her face as the car came to a halt at the front doors. Instantly, Patricia stormed down the steps in their direction, and Nancy braced herself for another confrontation. Each minute that passed by brought them closer to the deadline and caused her nerves to continue to fray. She wasn’t sure how many of Patricia’s shenanigans she could handle at that moment. All they needed was her help, a simple signature on a piece of paper to get their little boy back.

She refused to consider the alternative. Nancy didn’t want to think about what had had happened to Liam. She had only met Patricia’s sister, Ava, a handful of times. The woman had seemed odd at best, but it was understandable, given what had happened to her. Nancy couldn’t survive without her little boy, and Patricia had the power to keep them together. She knew she had to play nice with the woman if they were going to move things along.

Patricia scoffed. “I don’t know what in the hell you think you’re doing, but you kicked me out of your home, and I’m going to do the same. Get the hell off my property. You’re not welcome here any longer. You want to try to banish me from Keller Hill, then I will do the same thing to you here.”

“I know we don’t see eye to eye, but this isn’t about us. We got a ransom call for Dustin.”

“Oh, my God. What is it? What do they want?”

Nancy sighed. “They want ten million dollars in six hours. They’re going to call back in five hours. The only way we can do that is to get the funds from the family trust.”

Patricia looked shocked. “Come inside. We need to talk.”

“There’s nothing to talk about, Patricia. The only thing we need from you is a signature. There’s nothing to talk about since this is the only way we’re going to get Dustin back.”

“I have no problem signing off on the funds, but we have some other things we need to talk about. We should discuss it in private.”

“What are you talking about?” Nancy asked.

“I don’t want to say too much here, but I think this whole thing might be an inside job. Please, come in.”

Nancy was completely shocked, too baffled to speak as she followed her mother-in-law. They climbed the steps of the modest mansion and ducked into a parlor down the hall from the main entry and sitting room. Despite being smaller than their own home, it was considerably more extravagant. Patricia had taken her time, carefully selecting every artifact and piece of art that hung on the walls. While it wasn’t in Nancy’s taste, she could still respect the amount of time and effort it had taken Patricia. To her surprise, when they stepped into the sitting room, Patricia closed the doors and sequestered them from the rest of the house.

It wasn’t like her to do anything without a bodyguard nearby. Instantly, Nancy was intrigued to know what her mother-in-law had to say. How she possibly could know it had been an inside job with what little information she’d been given, Nancy had no idea. Part of her wondered if it was simply a ruse on Patricia’s part, a way to stall and make matters worse. She wanted to give her mother-in-law the benefit of the doubt, but time had proven that Patricia would take advantage of the situation and Nancy both. She wasn’t about to let her guard down.

“What in the hell did you mean by inside job?” Nancy demanded. “No more secrets, Patricia.”

“Look, this is about Dustin and finding out who is responsible. With that in mind, there are only so many people who know the kind of funds we can pull and how fast we can pull them. It’s no secret how much the family is worth, but there’s a short list of people who have that information.”

“Just be honest with me. Tell me right now if you had anything to do with Dustin being abducted.”

“No,” Patricia said. “There’s no way in hell I would have anything to do with something like that. I absolutely despise you, Nancy. If we’re being honest, I would have never chosen you as the person my son married, but I would never hurt Dustin. After dealing with kidnappings in the past, I would never wish that on anyone.”

“I didn’t think you did, but I had to ask. I have to know where you stand in all of this.”

“I’m standing up for Dustin. He’s my grandson, and I love him. Whoever did this had to know about the funding and how fast we could get it. The timeframe they gave you fits too perfectly with how fast we can get the ransom.”

Nancy sighed. “That’s what I wanted to hear.”

“Good. Now we can focus on the rest of the situation. I would never wish a kidnapping on anyone after what our family has been through in the past. I know all too well how much it hurts and the kind of damage it can bring to a family.”

For the first time, Nancy felt a kinship with the woman as she gazed into her eyes. She could tell Patricia meant every word of what she was saying. She had nothing to do with her grandson’s abduction. After talking for a few more minutes, Patricia was happy to sign the document, giving Mike control over the trust. By the time they left her mother-in-law’s house, Nancy felt like she was starting to see the woman for the first time. It was strange to think that such a tragic event had been required to get the two of them to agree on something. Still, Nancy would take the silver lining of the situation where she could get it.
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She was still completely blown away by the time they left Patricia’s estate. Climbing into the car with her husband, Nancy did her best to replay the conversation with Patricia in her mind. It didn’t seem possible that someone they knew could be behind such a terrible act. In Nancy’s opinion, the cartel made far more sense as kidnappers. They were probably upset after her husband had refused to work with them. Nancy didn’t care who was behind the kidnapping as long as she got her son back safely. The money was of no consequence to her.

They could have asked for her to renounce everything, and she’d have gladly done so to get her son home safely. None of the material possessions in the world mattered to her. It had always been her son. As they raced through the streets, she couldn’t help but think of Dustin and how much joy he brought to their lives. She couldn’t remember the last time they had been apart. In all likelihood, it had never happened before. He was still too young for sleepovers, and after being kidnapped, Nancy was certain she wasn’t going to let him out of her sight again.

“It’s all going to be all right,” Mike said.

“I hope so. I can’t imagine losing him forever.”

“We’re not going to lose him, Nancy. We’re going to get the money. Once we have the ransom and the kidnappers call back with the drop location, we’ll make the drop and find out Dustin’s location. It’s going to work out.”

“Is it strange they want to have the cash and not just give us an account to make a wire transfer to? I mean, a drop puts them in danger of getting caught, right?”

Mike sighed. “It is more dangerous that way. Plus, I guess you’re right. It is an outdated method of doing things, but it’s not entirely shocking.”

“What do you mean? They can have the funds sent directly to an account and not have to worry about it being a setup.”

“I don’t think they have to worry about that. Until they give us Dustin, they have the upper hand. They know we’re not going to take a chance of him getting hurt. Besides, criminals really like to have cold, hard cash.”

“I guess you make a good point. I just really find it all kind of strange.”

“I know, but we have no way of knowing what in the hell these people are thinking. For now, we just need to worry about getting the money together and waiting for them to call with a location to drop it.”

The whole situation still felt strange. Nancy felt like she was missing something but couldn’t quite put her finger on it. It was slowly starting to drive her insane. Criminals didn’t care about cash as much as they did banking. It still seemed strange to her they were asking for large unmarked bills. Something about it felt juvenile to her, like a rookie was making the calls.

After seeing her friends sprawled out from whatever gas had been used to incapacitate them, though, Nancy was certain they were dealing with a professional. It wasn’t lining up in her mind. Still, she wasn’t ready to share her thoughts with her husband just yet. She had to be certain he was on her side. It would take time before that trust was re-established. She was confident they could get through it together. Her heart longed for her family to be whole again as she thought about the beautiful weekend they’d had before. She could almost smell her son’s custom shampoo.

At first, the idea of having a shampoo made just for him seemed ridiculous, but now the smell of his oatmeal cookie and hot cocoa-scented hair left on her after a good hug tugged at her heart. The strangest things that made her miss him all the more.

“Is everything all right? You look like you’re about to cry.”

“It’s going to sound silly, but I was just thinking about Dustin’s shampoo. I know I’m being ridiculous, but it made me miss him even more.”

Mike chuckled. “That was one of the most fun days of my life. Knowing we went to the factory together, we were able to make that very first bottle together. He was so excited just to be there, but he had no idea how important it was to me.”

“I miss our little boy, Mike. I miss his laugh and the cute little smile he gets on his face. Hell, I miss the smell after he gets out of the shower. I keep thinking I hear his laugh down the hall, but he’s not here.”

“I know, but he’s going to be back home soon. This is all going to work out. We’ll have our little boy back before we know it.”

“You know, we’ve never been apart for this long. I know it sounds ridiculous, but we’ve never been apart longer than a school day.”

Mike smiled. “I understand, but he’s a trooper. Dustin has your strength and brains. He’s going to make it through this, and so are we. He’s a fighter, just like you are. We’re going to be bringing him home soon.”

Every fiber in her being wanted to believe Mike, but the doubt still lingered there. How could it not when Dustin had been snatched out from right under their noses? She had thought the security was overkill when, in reality, it hadn’t been enough. Nancy was certain she would never get a restful night’s sleep again, even when he was back home. As the bank came into view and she readied herself for what came next, Nancy squeezed her husband’s hand once again. No matter what, they had to be strong for each other. It was the only way they were going to survive whatever came next.

With the signed document in his hand, Mike didn’t wait for the driver when the car came to a stop. He jumped out of the vehicle and held out his hand for Nancy. Immediately, she smiled at him and followed him into the bank. She was tickled pink that he hadn’t tried to stop her from joining him inside. It seemed he was finally starting to grasp that they worked better together as a team, not secretly working against each other.

Twenty minutes later, they emerged with everything they needed. In a few hours, they would stop back by on their way to the drop-off point, and the money would be ready. She couldn’t fathom carrying around that much cash, wondering how it possibly could be safe. Yet she wasn’t going to argue with the kidnappers. They could have whatever they wanted if it meant getting their son back.

“What do you want to do, Nancy? We have a bit of time before the pickup. We can do whatever you want,” Mike said.

“Honestly, I just want to go back home and sit in Dustin’s room. I miss him so much. I just want to spend this time in the place I feel close to him. I want to pray for his safety and know he’ll be back soon.”

“That sounds like a great idea. If you don’t mind, I think I’d like to join you.”

“Of course, I’d love for you to be there with me. I want us to be whole again, but until Dustin comes back home, we’re broken.”

“We’re not broken, sweetheart. We’re a little cracked, and there’s a fracture or two, but we’re still together, fighting to get our boy back. I just want to sit in his room together and reminisce about better times.”

Nancy smiled. “Promise me we’re going to get our little boy back.”

“Dustin is going to be coming home soon. Once we make this drop, we’ll get him back. I love you, and I love him. We’re going to make it through this together.”

“Thank you, Mike. Thank you for being so supportive through all of this.”

“That’s what a husband does, honey. A good one, that is. Dustin is my son, and I want nothing more than to bring him home.”

“I know. I know how much you love our child and me, but it never hurts to hear it out loud from time to time. I’m glad we’ve worked through this together.

Mike smiled. “We’re always together in everything. We’re going to be okay.”

They fell silent once again, not knowing what else to say after all the explosive revelations that had taken place that day. She knew as long as they worked together, they would survive, but it was still going to be a challenge. Everything was different now. There were no secrets between them.


34
[image: ]


They were sitting alone together in the parlor an hour before the drop. Just as she tucked her phone into her purse to get ready to leave, Mike jumped to his feet. He had just gotten an alert on his phone and quickly shared it with her. The minutes had passed by with excruciating slowness. She hated every second of it as they waited and watched the clock on the wall. It was the bank manager confirming the funds were available for pickup.

It was the message they had been waiting for. As she grabbed her coat, Mike gave her a confused look. He pulled her into his arms and gave her a tender hug before kissing her forehead. She didn’t like the way he was acting. If he thought for one instant that he was going to leave her behind, he had another think coming. It wasn’t just his son out there, and she wasn’t going to let him be alone when he made the drop.

The kidnapper had reached out to her, not him. It was crucial she be there every step of the way. It was infuriating to see the look in his eyes. He genuinely thought he was going to stand a chance at getting out of the house without her right on his tail. She knew he should have known better.

“What in the hell do you think you’re doing?”

“I’m going to get the money and then make the drop. I don’t want you to be anywhere near the drop in case it goes sideways.”

Nancy laughed. “I don’t really care what in the hell you want. You’re not going anywhere without me. That’s our little boy we’re talking about.”

“I know, but you can’t come with me. It’s not safe. These drops are a way for them to size us up. They’ll be watching the drop, and I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

“You can’t stop me, Mike. I mean, do you really think I’m going to just stand around here, waiting to hear what is going on? It’s not happening.”

“Well, I could always have the guards detain you if I have to. I’m telling you right now that I don’t want anything to happen to you. We’re already fighting to get Dustin back home. It’s just not safe for you to be there.”

Nancy chuckled. “I think it’s cute that you think you can keep me from going with you. Dustin is my son, too. I’m going.”

“I’ll have the security team—”

“Detain me? I’m going to make a promise right now. If you try to go without me or if anyone of the security members lays a finger on me, I’ll call up the feds and let them know everything that’s going on.”

His cheeks were flushed with anger, but he gave her a curt nod. The man knew he didn’t stand a chance. She would make good on her threat in a heartbeat if she thought it meant getting her son back and keeping her husband alive. They quickly made their way out to the waiting car and climbed into the back. Mike made it clear to the driver they were in a hurry, though the man already knew. It was no secret around the estate what was happening. Everyone was walking on eggshells, being interrogated by officers and the security detail.

They made it to the bank in record time, the driver taking Mike’s every word to heart. He kissed her on the cheek. Obviously, he was still irked with her decision to come as he climbed out of the car. Nancy stayed behind, wanting to be close to her phone and in somewhat privacy as they waited for further instructions from the kidnappers. Her hands were trembling as the phone started to ring. It was eerie each time the blocked number popped up on her screen, knowing it brought disguised voices on the other side. She wanted all of them to pay for what they had done. More than anything, though, she just wanted her son back.

“Hello?”

“We want you to leave the money at the Y Street Bridge. There’s a recycling bin you can drop the bag into. After that, leave the area immediately. As soon as we’re sure you are no longer in the area, we’ll send you the GPS location of where Dustin can be picked up.”

“Let me hear my son’s voice. I need proof of life before I drop any amount of money into that bin.”

“You’ve had your proof of life,” the distorted voice said. “Now, you have the directions you need to get your son back. All I need from you now is an agreement that proves to us you understand.”

“I understand, but I need to know my little boy is still okay. He is my son.”

The voice laughed. “Listen, we gave you what you wanted earlier. Now, it’s what we want. You drop the money at the drop location and leave. As soon as you’re out of range, we’ll send you to where you can pick up your son. I promise you that if you try to have us followed or anything else that puts us at risk, you’ll never see your son again. Do you understand?”

“Yes, I understand.”

“Good. Whether you see your son again or not is up to you.”

Seconds later, her husband climbed back into the car. Instantly, he knew something had happened from the expression on her face. With a racing heart, Nancy quickly told Mike everything the kidnappers had said. She could barely think straight as she relayed the entire conversation to him. The color drained from his face as she spoke. The area the kidnappers wanted them to go to was well known. It wasn’t in a bad part of town by any means, but it was definitely desolate and offered enough seclusion that anything could happen. He set the bag on the floor between them and pulled the door shut, taking her hand as he did so.

Leaning forward, Mike tapped on the glass that separated them from the driver, and it slowly lowered several inches. She hated the level of secrecy they had to shroud themselves, but it was the only way. They had to keep the others safe and in the dark as much as possible if Dustin was going to make it back to them. She wouldn’t do anything that might risk the wrath of the kidnappers.

“Y Street Bridge,” Mike told the driver. “We need to get there and get out as soon as possible.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Nancy, everything is going to be okay. We’ll get to the drop and put the cash in the bin. After that, it won’t be long; Dustin will be home again.”

“They wouldn’t let me talk to him again, Mike. I asked them, but they refused. I don’t understand why they wouldn’t let me talk to him.”

“It’s okay. It’s probably their way of proving they are in a position of power. Nothing more. I promise Dustin is going to be fine. We’re almost there, sweetheart.”

Nancy nodded. “All I wanted to do was hear his voice for just a second. I understand them wanting to be in control, but I just wanted to know for sure he was all right.”

“I know, but that’s not how these people operate. Whoever they are, they know what they’re doing. As soon as we make this drop, they’ll give us the location to find him. I know it feels like he’s a million miles away, but he’s going to be home soon.”

“I really hope so. I just want this to all end and have Dustin home where he belongs. I can’t imagine his not being there.”

Mike nodded. “He’ll be home soon, Nancy. He’s going to know how much we love him, and we’re going to smother him with all the affection he can handle.”

Nancy chuckled. “He’s going to be sick of us by the time we’re done cuddling him.”

“No, I don’t think he will. I’m sure he’s ready to be home as much as we want him home.”

As they pulled up to the drop location, her heart was racing to the point she felt like she was going to be sick. She didn’t argue with her husband when he climbed out of the car with the bag in his hands, instructing her to stay put. She kept a close watch on their surroundings but saw no one in the vicinity. The entire drop took less than sixty seconds, and before she knew it, Mike was back in the vehicle, yelling for their driver to get out of there as fast as possible. Nancy understood his urgency. The sooner the kidnappers picked up the ransom, the faster they’d have their son back.
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They had been sitting in the parking lot a few miles from the drop location for over twenty minutes, and Nancy was starting to get frustrated once again. It was infuriating to know her son was out there somewhere; they had followed all the kidnapper’s instructions to a tee, and yet Dustin’s location hadn’t been disclosed. They had their money. What more could they possibly want? She sighed and strummed her fingers on the armrest of the vehicle. If they didn’t hear from them before long, Nancy wasn’t sure her mental state could take it anymore.

She wanted her son back in her arms; she deserved to have him home. As the seconds slowly ticked by, Nancy did her best to keep herself distracted, but it wasn’t working. Something had to be wrong for there to be such a delay in hearing from the monsters who had taken her little boy. She had nothing left to offer the bastards. Why did they continue to torment her family? As far as she was concerned, it was the Keller family who had gotten them into that mess. She planned on holding them responsible for whatever came next.

“This doesn’t make any sense, Mike.”

“What do you mean?”

“We should have gotten the coordinates already. They were supposed to send us the GPS location as soon as we got out of there. Something is wrong.”

“We just need to be patient. The kidnappers still need to confirm the drop was made, and it’s going to take a bit of time for them to ensure the money is all there. I promise everything is still going to work out. Just give it some time before we start to freak out over it, okay?”

“What about Dustin? All this time they’re taking to do this is just more time that he’s not home with us.”

Mike sighed. “I know, but even after they confirm the drop, it will take them a few minutes to get Dustin to the pickup spot. Just take a deep breath.”

“I know, but something feels wrong. Something is off, but I can’t figure it out. They made it clear that as soon as we left the area, they were going to send us the location. I can feel it. Something is off.”

“I hope you’re not right, but there’s not much we can do. All we can do is wait. We’ll get the message soon. There’s nothing else we can do right now other than be patient. I hate it, too, but we have no other choice right now.”

Just a few seconds after Mike was trying to convince her to be patient, Nancy’s phone chimed, and she reached for it immediately. It was a text message from the same blocked number the kidnappers had used to send them to the drop location. Immediately, Mike shouted out the location to the driver, and he kicked the car into high gear. She could barely breathe, her excitement building at the thought of having her little boy back. Yet even as they drove to the location, almost four miles away from where they had been parked, Nancy felt like she was going to be sick.

Why had there been such a long delay? Something about the situation didn’t sit right with her. When the car finally skidded to a stop at their destination, both of Dustin’s parents jumped out of the back of the vehicle and looked around. She felt like she was going to be sick all over again when she realized they were in an empty parking lot situated outside of town and abandoned years before. There were no shelters, vehicles, or anywhere her son could be hiding in sight. A mixture of emotions surged through her as she yelled out Dustin’s name. Only the echo of her voice responded. Spinning to face her husband, Nancy charged at him, pounding her hands against his chest and demanding answers.

“Where’s Dustin? There’s nothing here but an open field. I don’t understand why they would send us here. There’s absolutely nothing here.”

“I don’t know. Maybe we got the coordinates mixed up. I’m sure there’s something we didn’t follow right. They wouldn’t just send us out here if Dustin wasn’t here.”

“They’re kidnappers, Mike. I doubt they have a code of ethics that says they won’t fuck us over.”

“I know they don’t, but it wouldn’t make any sense for them to send us on a wild goose chase. I’m sure we’re just missing something. We’ll figure it out.”

“There’s nothing to figure out,” Nancy seethed. “Those bastards are going to keep our son. That’s why they sent us out here. You told me they wanted the power; well, they have it. I want my son back. Where in the hell is he if they’re not messing with us?”

“Honey, take a deep breath. There’s a valid reason for what’s happening right now. We’re going to figure it out and get our boy back. We just need to figure out what went wrong.”

“What went wrong? I know what in the hell went wrong. Your mother has all these mob ties and cartels she works with, and she’s screwed the pooch. We’re going to lose our son because Patricia wants to ruin my life.”

Mike sighed. “Honey, we’re going to figure it all out. There’s something going on, but we will have our son back. Dustin is going to be safe.”

Mike held her close, refusing to let her go despite everything she said to him and all the names she called him in her fit of rage. How could this be happening to them? They had done everything right in life. From donating to charities to attending church, they had lived a life void of the need for karma to attack them. Her faith in everything—in life—had been completely shattered. It held no purpose without Dustin in her arms.

She tried to break free from her husband, to pound against his chest until he let her go, but he wouldn’t budge. She could feel his damp tears on the collar of her shirt and knew he needed her just as much as she needed him. How had their lives become so distorted and flipped upside down? She knew if there had been anything in her stomach, it surely would have come back up at that moment. The life had been sucked right out of her, knowing that, like Liam, Dustin might never be seen again. She blamed the family and the last name his father had given him.

“What are we going to do?” Nancy asked. “Our son is still out there.”

“We’re going to find Dustin. No matter what I have to do, our son is going to come back home to us. I’m not going to rest until he’s back in our arms again.”

“There’s nothing you can do. Dustin is gone, and we’re never going to find him. It’s happened before, and it will happen again. It is happening again. Liam never came back home, and neither is our son.”

“I’m not Ava or Marvin. I’m not going to just give up on finding our child,” Mike snapped. “Our family isn’t going to be torn apart like this. I might not have the capability of finding our son right this very second, but I promise I will do everything I can to make it happen. It doesn’t matter that they think they got away with this. I will find each and every one of them and make them pay for it.”

“I don’t see how you’re going to be able to do that,” Nancy said. “There’s no amount of money in the world that’s going to get Dustin back home if they don’t want us to find him.”

Mike sighed. “I don’t know yet. I don’t know what we’re going to do, but I know I’m willing to do anything to get him back. I will tell you one thing. I will go to the damn cartel boss myself, if that’s what it takes. I’m going to find the answers.”

For the first time since realizing their son wasn’t going to be returned to them, Nancy felt a small sliver of hope. If anyone knew what had happened to their boy, it would be the fabled cartel boss who seemed to have his dirty hands on everything around the community. With a plan in place and determined not to give up on Dustin, Nancy gave her husband a reassuring nod as they headed back for the car. They weren’t going to quit. It didn’t matter if it took the rest of their lives and the entirety of the Keller fortune. He would be returned to them one way or another. Her life and happiness depended on it.
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It was still shocking how willing her husband had been to go along with her plan. She had been certain he would have a problem with confronting the cartel boss in person. Yet he rode along in the car silently next to her, seeming to contemplate what was going to happen next. Nancy was worried about their safety, but more Mike’s than her own. She had never met a cartel boss before but could only presume they had a moral compass just like everyone else. Perhaps if she could reason with him, convince him that Dustin belonged back with her, things might go well.

Mike was already on edge. She could tell he was ready and looking for a fight. While she could sympathize with him, feeling the anger boiling inside of her all too frequently. She knew their best chance at getting Dustin back, if the cartel had him, was going to be with diplomacy and bargaining, not making threats. They weren’t like the LeRoux family. They didn’t make their money by smuggling drugs, weapons, and people into the States. As far as Nancy could tell, with the exception of Patricia, the Keller family made an honest living.

“It’s a terrible idea for you to go in there with me,” Mike said.

“Why is that?”

“Peter LeRoux is a dangerous man. I don’t know how he’s going to react to my going in there by myself, let alone if I go in there with you. I don’t want to put you in a dangerous position.”

“You’re not doing anything, Mike. I’m making the decision on my own. I’m going in with you. Now, if it makes you feel any better, who do you think he’s more likely to kill, the man who cut off his business pipeline or an innocent mother just trying to find her son?”

Mike sighed. “That’s not the point. No matter how you look at it, being inside that place is going to be dangerous. It’s safer if you just stay out here and let me go in to talk to Peter.”

“You’re right. It’s absolutely not safe at all in there. Maybe I should go in, and you can wait here in the car. It’s safer that way. You shouldn’t go anywhere near them. They’re going to be angry with you, not me.”

Mike laughed. “There’s no chance in hell that you’re going in there alone. I don’t care what you have to say about that. It’s not safe for either of us.”

“You make a good point.”

“Thank you.”

Nancy smiled. “It’s not safe for either of us, so we should both go in. That way, we can have each other’s back.”

As the two continued to bicker, there was a tap on the car window. The sudden noise made Nancy jump. As she quickly spun around and rolled down the window. There was a man standing outside, a large black gun in his hands. Behind him, scattered out in front of the house, were a dozen more armed guards. Each one of them looked like they had spent at least a decade behind bars. A chill ran down Nancy’s spine as she questioned whether their decision had been a wise one. It was too late for them to do anything now. Glancing back at her husband, she gave him a confident nod as they climbed out of the car.

As soon as they had crossed into the house, they were both checked for weapons before being escorted into a large sitting room. She was a little surprised when the pair were left alone, though she heard the locking of the door on the outside when the guard who had led them there left again. It was obvious they were in over their heads. Hopefully, looking for their son wasn’t about to cost them their lives. Her body was trembling slightly, though she didn’t know if it was fear or adrenaline causing it. She went to her husband, speaking in a hushed whisper as she took in their surroundings.

“You know, I’m really starting to think this was a bad idea altogether.”

Mike smiled. “I did try to warn you. There’s still time to change our minds and make a run for it. I don’t think anyone would blame us for not wanting to go into the lion’s den.”

Nancy laughed. “I don’t care if they’d blame us or not. We’ve already come this far. It’s too late to go back.”

“All right. I’m with you no matter what happens.”

“I know, but we’ve come too far to leave without getting any answers from LeRoux. One way or another, I’m not leaving here until I know whether he has our son. We owe Dustin that much.”

“No matter how hard you try, he’s not going to give you any answers. The man is impossible to talk to.”

Nancy smiled. “He’s never had to deal with a woman like me. He’s not going to know what hit him.”

Mike laughed. “You do have a point there. If anyone could get him to talk, it would be you. The thing about this is we’re not here just to get answers. You’re going to ask him if he has Dustin, and even if he did, he wouldn’t tell you. He’s not going to give us an answer to that question.”

Suddenly, she heard a lock again and turned just as it started to open. The man who walked into the room was nothing like she had expected. The way Mike and the others spoke about the cartel boss, she’d been anticipating someone at least Patricia’s age. Instead, the attractive man appeared to be closer to Nancy and Mike’s age. He gave them a disarming smile as he approached. He extended his hand in a courteous manner, shocking her as she took a step away from him. She wasn’t about to offer herself up on a platter.

They had no idea what the man’s intentions were or who he was. For all she knew, he’d been involved in the kidnapping of her son. Mike stood protectively in front of his wife. He was sizing the man up as much as she was. Everything about the situation had put her on edge. Whatever was going on, Nancy didn’t like it. She wanted answers, then she wanted to get the hell out of the cartel’s estate.

“Well, I don’t know much, but I know you’re not Peter LeRoux,” Mike said.

The man grinned. “That’s because I’m his son, Stephen. Peter left the state last week. We’ll just say he took an extended vacation.”

“I guess the FBI was getting a little too close for comfort.”

“They were closing in, yes. He decided it was best if he left for a while. I’ve been left in charge of the family business.”

“I don’t care who you are,” Nancy said. “All I want is to know where my son is.”

“I know. I already have my people all over it. I’ve got them working the streets and trying to find out anything we can, but there’s been no word of any leads yet. I am doing what I can to help find your little boy, Nancy.”

Stephen gave her a look, and as she looked him in the eyes, Nancy could tell he was telling her the truth. The LeRoux family had nothing to do with the abduction of her child. It made her feel a little better, but at the same time, it started to make her wonder more about who was behind the kidnapping to begin with. Now, more than ever, she wanted to find Dustin. Whoever had taken him was only playing games with them.

“Thank you for that,” Nancy replied. “Are you sure there hasn’t been any word about where he is?”

“Unfortunately, no. There’s been nothing. I have my guys everywhere trying to find him, and the moment we hear anything, we’ll send word. There’s nothing worse than the scum of the world who kidnap children. They’re innocent above everyone else.”

She didn’t know what it was about the man, but she trusted him. There was an honesty in his voice, just like she heard from Mike when he spoke about turning the family business around. If what Stephan was saying was true, she could support his trying to take his father’s business legitimate. It didn’t matter to her that Peter was out of the country. They had nothing to do with Dustin’s abduction, but at least now they had more ears out in the world, listening for any whisper of her son’s name. It was gut-wrenching to know they were no closer to finding her little boy, but that didn’t mean she was going to give up. Nothing would stop her, no length of time, from finding him.
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They headed back for the estate, but Mike had given their driver instructions to take the scenic route. It only added a few extra minutes, and Nancy knew they both needed the respite from the chaos. The game had changed in just a few short hours. Instead of a sprint, they were now running a marathon to catch Dustin’s kidnappers. There was no telling how long it would take before they were able to nail the bastards, but she knew neither of them would rest until their little boy was back home. It was nice to be alone with Mike, cruising through the mountainside and looking out at the frozen terrain. She couldn’t remember the last time they had been so unencumbered by the rest of the world.

It was hard to believe it took their son being abducted for them both to slow down and appreciate how good they had things. Now, Nancy would give it all up just to hold her little boy again. She had no idea what they were going to do next. The federal agents would be of some use to them, but she knew there were far more qualified professionals out there. They were fortunate enough to have the resources available to them to make it incredibly difficult for her son’s abductors to get away with their crime. No expense was too great for his safe recovery. They would offer the public a hefty reward for any information regarding his whereabouts.

“Where do we go from here, Mike? We have no clue where Dustin is or who took him. We have no leads on what direction to go from here on out.”

“We need to bring in the feds and let them handle some of the weight. Have them get the AMBER Alert out on Dustin,” Mike said. “At the very least, we’re going to have more people out there who know what he looks like. If whoever has him makes the mistake of going out in public, we’ll be able to find him.”

“You’re right, and I think you’re on the right track with your thought process. We’re going to need all the help we can get.”

“As soon as we get back to the house, I’ll start making calls to get the ball rolling. I’ll call every big-shot private investigator firm in the country and have them start digging into things. This is far from over, Nancy. We’re going to find him.”

“I know it’s not over yet, but it doesn’t feel very promising right now. I just don’t know what to do.”

“Well, we take a deep breath and do what we have to do. This isn’t us giving up. It’s us dusting off our gloves and getting ready to fight. We’re going to get the entire nation riled up over this. One way or another, we’re going to flush out the kidnappers and force them into making a mistake. As soon as that happens, we’ll have Dustin back.”

“I’m really scared, Mike.”

Mike held her tight, and she never wanted him to let her go. She knew just how much danger their son was in. The kidnappers had no reason to keep him around any longer. They had gotten their money, untraceable bills that couldn’t be linked back to the Keller family’s bank accounts. How long would they keep her son captive before deciding the risk wasn’t worth it? She felt like she was going to be sick, her body trembling despite how closely Mike was holding her. It was impossible not to think the worst had happened. The very thought made her sick to her stomach.

He was right. They were never going to stop looking for Dustin’s abductors. Knowing they would be able to sink every penny they had into finding their son was something of a comfort. There would be nowhere in the country, nor the world, the kidnappers could hide. When it came to a large enough sum of money, everyone would spill their secrets. All they needed was a few people to slip up and tell them what they knew. Then they would be able to follow the trail leading to their son. She had hope for the first time since realizing the kidnappers weren’t going to bring back her child. Before she could get comfortable again, she felt Mike tense.

His phone had started to ring, and when Nancy looked down at the screen, she saw Brent’s name appear. She immediately began to feel tense herself, and Mike slid his finger across the screen and answered the incoming call, putting it on speaker as he did.

“How are you feeling, Brent?” Mike asked.

“I’ve definitely felt better, but I still feel like shit. I feel like I’ve been hit by a truck, but that’s not why I’m calling you. I need to talk to both of you right away.”

“What’s going on?” Nancy asked.

“I’d rather not discuss anything over the phone. We can talk, but not on the phone.”

“We’ll be at the estate in a few minutes. We’re on our way back now,” Mike said.

“No, that won’t be any good. I’d rather talk to you in person, but not here at the estate. We can meet at my apartment in town. It’s safe and private.”

“What do you mean?” Nancy asked.

“I can’t say anything else right now. Just meet me at my apartment. I’ll tell you everything when you get there.”

“Okay, Brent. We’ll be there in about ten minutes.”

“See you then.”

Mike ended the call, his eyes moving to Nancy’s as they exchanged a confused look. It didn’t make any sense. Brent was an employee they both trusted and knew well. He was a straight shooter with a clean record. Whatever was going on with him, Nancy couldn’t believe it was connected to her son’s disappearance. She was worried about him, nonetheless. She could hear the depression in his voice.

The man was obviously going through something and needed them at that moment. She was happy to oblige, knowing he would do the same for them if they asked. Her stomach flipped with unease. Nothing about the phone call was reassuring. If Brent had been hiding something from them, Nancy didn’t know if she could take it. He was one of their closest allies.

“That was weird, right?”

Mike sighed. “It was.”

“What do you think it was all about? Do you think he heard something about Dustin?”

“I don’t know, but we’re going to find out soon. I’ve known Brent for years, and I can’t imagine he’d be involved with Dustin’s kidnapping in any way. It’s possible he just remembered something that will help us find our son and Craig gave him orders to stay home and rest. I doubt it’s important, so we shouldn’t get our hopes up.”

“That’s good. You’re right. He’s probably just been told to stay home and doesn’t want to come in and get in trouble with Craig. Still, it makes me feel like something is wrong. I know I’m just being a little overanxious, but now I really want to know what he remembers.”

“We’ll be there soon and get to know everything he has to tell us.”

“Do you think he saw something?”

“We can only hope it’s something that big. I don’t know what it is he wants.”

“It still seems weird that he doesn’t want to meet us at the estate. Even if Craig told him to take the day off, he knows we have everything set up there.”

“I agree, but we’re going to know soon enough. I’ll let the driver know what address to take us to.”

Nancy sighed. “I just wish he would have told us on the phone.”

“Brent has always been a stickler for things like protocol. He’s a true believer in government conspiracy, too. He probably just thinks everyone is listening to his conversations. Whatever his reasons, we’ll know what he has to say soon.”

As Mike tapped on the glass and it lowered, he gave the driver instructions to head for Brent’s apartment downtown. As an afterthought, Mike added that there would be a bonus in it for him if the driver could get them there in under ten minutes. The incentive seemed to work. As soon as the partition was raised again, Nancy felt them speeding through the streets. She felt considerably better after talking to Mike about the situation. The very idea she had thought Brent was capable of having a hand in the kidnapping was insane.

He had never been anything but loyal to them, a good friend and protector for her son. Every single night she had trusted him with Dustin’s life. Whatever the cause for concern, Nancy was confident it didn’t have anything to do with Dustin’s abduction. She refused to believe Brent was involved.
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She was impressed when they made it to the front of Brent’s building in under seven minutes. Nancy knew Mike and the driver were old friends, always challenging each other when they got the opportunity. She loved what a close-knit group they were, yet it made her worry about all of her employees on a regular basis. They were an extension of the Keller family, as far as she was concerned. Nancy hated that Brent was in trouble, no matter how big or small. It was a reminder that the rest of the world was continuing to spin despite the devastation she felt in her heart over her son’s absence.

Mike didn’t try to argue with her when she climbed out along with him to go up to their friend’s apartment. He understood she needed to be there lately, as much as Brent needed her as well. They had different roles in the household. Nancy was the doting one, while Mike was always there when they needed him for advice. After four flights of steps, Nancy regretted their decision not to take the elevator. By the time they reached Brent’s apartment door, she was out of breath. Mike was just as winded as she was as he gave her a grin and knocked on the door. There was no answer from the other side.

“All those steps and there’s nobody here,” Nancy said. “Are you even sure this is the right apartment?”

Mike rolled his eyes. “Honey, I’ve been here dozens of times. I know this is the right place. Maybe he stepped out for a minute, thinking it would take us a few minutes longer.”

“What if something is wrong? Can you hear anything on the other side of the door?”

Mike put his ear up to the door, and Nancy stayed quiet so he could concentrate. After a few seconds, he shook his head and began to pound on the door again. There still wasn’t any response from the other side. Nancy was starting to get worried. With everything that had happened in the past few hours, she was concerned that whoever had taken Dustin was going to come after the rest of them.

“Mike, what’s going on?”

“I’m sure he’s in the shower or just stepped out, but you’re right. He should have answered by now.”

“What if you just walked in? I mean, he’s already expecting us, so I doubt he’s going to be upset if we wait in his apartment.”

Mike sighed. “What if he’s just going to the bathroom or taking a shower? I don’t want to walk in on the man while he’s doing his business.”

Nancy rolled her eyes as she moved to position her body between Mike and the door. He grumbled at her, reminding her it was breaking and entering, but she ignored him. She wasn’t going to break into Brent’s home, but as she turned the knob and found the door unlocked, she didn’t stop herself from pushing it open, either. Looking back at her husband, Nancy shrugged and gave him a slight grin. If he wanted to wait behind in the hall, he was welcome to do so, but she wasn’t going to stand out there like a stalker. Brent had sounded incredibly upset on his call and was obviously in need of a friend.

She wasn’t going to leave him waiting. Even if he was in the bathroom, it wouldn’t be the first time she’d walked in on someone. They had to get back to the house as soon as possible and start finding investigators to look for Dustin. If they had to drag Brent kicking and screaming back to the estate to make sure he was okay and to start the process of finding their son at the same time, Nancy wouldn’t hesitate to do so. She was beyond determined to keep her family together. That included the members of the staff they adored as well.

“Nancy, we can’t just enter his apartment because he’s expecting us.”

“I don’t know if you noticed, but I didn’t break anything. So, all we’re doing is entering,” Nancy said before shouting out Brent’s name.

“I didn’t know he wouldn’t be here, but it looks like he’s not. I think we should just go back outside and give him a call. We can wait there for him to get back.”

Nancy sighed. “You’re more than welcome to do that if you want to, but I’m going to take a look around the apartment and check the back rooms. I’m sure he couldn’t have left long ago.”

“Well, that could be the case, but he might have called from down the street, and we just happened to beat him back. I’m sure he has a good reason for not being here.”

“I’m sure he does, but I just want to have a look around to make sure he’s not here and that everything is all right. I’m sure Brent meant well, but I have to know.”

Mike scoffed. “Fine, you can take a look around. As soon as you’re done, we’re going to wait in the car. I don’t know about you, but I would rather not have charges brought up for trespassing.”

“You’re right. Just give me a moment, and we can go back outside.”

Nancy gave him a wink and moved through the petite apartment to the back two doors. She continued to call out for her friend but got no response. At the first door, she saw a modest bathroom, but it was empty. When she reached the second door, Nancy pressed her ear against it to listen for any signs of movement. Next to her, Mike rolled his eyes and quickly knocked on it.

“Brent, you in there, man?” Mike boomed.

There was no reply. Nancy grabbed the doorknob and slowly turned it, opening the door as she went. The second they could see inside, she gasped. Her body froze as Mike cursed and darted around her. Their friend, the man they’d entrusted with their little boy’s life, was lying unconscious on the floor. Nancy raced to Brent’s side, ignoring how cold his body was to the touch as she felt for a pulse. Mike was shaking his friend, pleading with him to wake up, but Nancy already knew that wasn’t going to happen. The man was dead, yet Mike refused to accept that fact. There were no obvious signs of foul play, yet healthy men like Brent didn’t simply drop dead for no reason.

“We’re going to have to go back outside and call the police. There’s more going on than we can imagine right now.”

Mike sighed. “I can’t just leave my friend lying here by himself. I need to call an ambulance.”

“An ambulance isn’t going to help Brent anymore. There’s no reason to call for help. He’s gone. I know he was your friend, but he’s dead, sweetheart.”

“No…that can’t be true. I just talked to him less than fifteen minutes ago. We just need to call him an ambulance, and they can help him.”

“I know you want to help, but it’s true. I’m sorry, honey. Brent is gone, and there’s nothing we can do for him now. Whatever happened, we’re too late to do anything.”

“I just…we just heard him on the phone. I don’t understand what could have happened. He wanted us to come over, and now that we’re here, he’s gone.”

Nancy sighed. “I know. I’m confused, too. Do you know if Brent had any health problems? Maybe he had a heart attack or something. It doesn’t look like it could have been anything else.”

“No, he had no health problems at all. Hell, his last health check was one of the best out of all my security. He was healthy as a horse.”

“Then something else is going on here. We need to go to the car and call the police. They’ll be able to take it from here. There’s nothing more we can do for him other than let the police figure out what happened.”

“I know, but none of this makes sense. Why would anyone want to do something to him? He was a good man.”

She knew Brent’s death had to be related to whatever he was going to tell them. Something had happened there, of that she was certain. Looking around the room, Nancy tried to spot anything that appeared out of place, but the man was incredibly neat in his personal life. Her eyes moved back down to the body, and for the first time, she saw something in his left hand. Using the pen from her purse strapped across her chest in the process, Nancy carefully unfolded Brent’s fingers. With the end of the pen, she lifted the device out of the dead man’s grip. It was a small gas mask.
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She wasn’t sure she should be touching anything at the crime scene, but they had to keep an eye out for clues, nonetheless. Mike was still struggling to comprehend what was happening. Nancy quickly barked out orders for him to call the local police as she inspected the small breather dangling from the end of the pen. Immediately, her mind went back to earlier that day when they had found the three security officers unconscious in the monitor room. The last thing she wanted to do was jump to conclusions, but it wasn’t looking good for Brent. As she listened to her husband place the call, Nancy rose to her feet.

Immediately she started going through everything in the man’s bedroom, despite her husband’s protesting behind her. If he was somehow linked to the kidnappers, they needed to know. Nancy had put the respirator back down, leaving it in Brent’s deceased hand where she had found it. The only part of the room that was disheveled was the bed, making her wonder if he had just risen from a nap. As far as Nancy knew, he had no love life to speak of. Plus, it looked as though he’d been alone. There were no signs of a woman in the apartment.

“There’s a beer bottle on the nightstand that looks like it was opened recently. Was Brent known to drink during the day?” Nancy asked.

“No. He almost never drank. Hell, even when I would offer him a shot, he usually wouldn’t take it,” Mike said. “Not only does it look like he just opened it, but he also didn’t make it all that far into it. It’s still almost full.”

“Do you think he had someone else here and they could have slipped something into his drink? I don’t know what else it could be at this point.”

“Look, it’s not our place to play detective here. We need to get the hell out of here and call the police. We should wait outside. The police need to look into what’s going on, not us.”

“You go on out and wait in the car. Give me a few minutes, and I’ll be right behind you,” Nancy said.

“Nancy, we both need to get out of here before they think we had something to do with it. Let’s go.”

“I need to look around a little more. Dustin is still missing, and Brent was going to tell us something he no longer can. Go out to the car and wait for me. Besides, you look like you’re going to be sick.”

She was simply trying to preserve the crime scene. Mike truly did look a little pale. If he was going to get ill, it would be best if he did so outside, where it wouldn’t contaminate anything. She could understand how he felt. Brent had always been a good guy, but he had been considerably closer to Mike. The last thing she wanted to do was make the situation harder for her husband. She couldn’t imagine how he felt. There was definitely a link, though, whether or not he was willing to see it. Brent had obviously been involved in their son’s abduction in some manner.

While she was happy to reserve her judgment until the police completed their investigation, Nancy wasn’t going to sit on the sidelines, either. Whatever role the man had played in Dustin’s disappearance, Nancy needed to find out before it was too late to save her son. After carefully going over the room one last time, Nancy heard the sound of sirens quickly approaching in the distance and made her way outside to where her husband waited. She knew there was nothing else they could do beyond answering questions for the police.
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“Mike, I’m tired of just waiting around. We need to do something.”

Mike sighed. “There’s not much we can do other than just wait, honey. Once the private investigators get here, then we’ll have a better chance of finding something out. Until then, there’s nothing else we can do.”

Nancy sighed. “We should go down to the station and talk with the detectives. Maybe they know something more about Brent’s murder.”

“The staff needs us to be here for support. Brent was a crucial part of the team, and they’re devastated. You add that on top of Dustin’s being gone, I think we all just need to stick together.”

“I just want to feel like we’re doing something. Sitting here, waiting to find out something, doesn’t really feel like we’re doing anything. We can swing down to the police station and poke around.”

“We can’t do that even if we wanted to. They told us we needed to just stay put.”

“They tell everyone to do that. I don’t think they’re going to be very helpful if we’re not staying on their ass. I want to know what happened to Brent and if it has anything to do with Dustin’s kidnapping. Something doesn’t feel right about any of this.”

“We just need to be patient. Good things are coming, but we can’t go knocking down doors to get those answers.”

Nancy glared at her husband but said nothing. She knew he was right. The police had made it clear they needed to remain at the estate until the officers could send someone out to question the couple, but Nancy wasn’t happy about it. As soon as she was able to get out of there without being noticed, she planned on making a break for it. She had no idea where she was going to start looking but knew sitting around and doing nothing wasn’t an option. At least the people from the village were able to search for her son. She was trapped in the house, doing nothing.

It was infuriating. Nearly two hours had passed since they’d found Brent’s body. The FBI and local police were working hand in hand with each other. She had been assured by Agent Grover they would have new details regarding Brent’s mysterious death within a few hours, thanks to the federal government’s resources. Yet that deadline had come to pass without a word from either the agent or the detective working on their son’s case. With each passing minute, Nancy felt her nerves starting to fray even more.

They had been sworn to secrecy with regards to Brent’s death, but the staff could tell something was amiss. She was pacing back and forth in the foyer when they heard a car pull up outside. She darted to the window and saw Agent Grover emerge along with Detective Hardin. Instantly, her heart started to race once again. Jerking open the door, she waited impatiently for them to join the couple inside. It was strange to see the men working and traveling together. Nancy couldn’t help but wonder if they’d come to give her the worst possible news a mother could get. She felt like she was going to be sick.

“There’s been a new development in the case,” Grover said.

“What is it?” Nancy asked.

“Well, the detectives dusted the place for fingerprints and expedited them. We lifted prints off the gas mask in his room. We don’t have anything back yet, but it should be coming soon. I have agents running them through the federal database as we speak.”

“How long is that going to take?”

“It usually takes a couple days to get anything back, but with the kidnapping of your son being a high priority, Grover was able to push them to the head of the line,” Detective Hardin said. “Another thing we were able to do was to test the beer in the room. Preliminary testing says Brent was definitely poisoned by someone.”

“Do we know anything else yet? I mean, we know someone did that to him, but do we have any kind of lead on who it was?”

“Not yet, but we’re working on it. We’re waiting for the fingerprint search to come back before we push too far ahead,” Hardin said.

Just as Nancy was going to ask another question, Mike’s phone rang. Excusing himself, Nancy watched her husband walk into the other room. Turning her attention back to the police standing in front of her, she quickly thanked them for their time.

“I really do appreciate everything you’re doing. I can show you out.”

“It’s really no problem. We want to keep you updated with everything we’re doing. If there’s anything else, we’ll let you know as soon as we know about it,” Grover said.

As her husband returned to the room and she saw the flush of his cheeks, Nancy knew something else had transpired.

“Mike, what happened?” she asked.

“That was my mom…she was having one of her FBI contacts keep tabs on the case for us. They just got the prints back. They belonged to Candace.”
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“What the hell are we doing? We need to call Grover and Hardin and get them back here,” Mike hissed.

“How long did your mother say it would be before word was passed on?”

“I don’t know, fifteen minutes tops. Why?” Mike asked.

Nancy wasn’t sure how much she wanted to share with her husband about what they were going to do. He had a heart of gold, and she adored that about him. Unfortunately, he wasn’t a huge fan of breaking the law. Not that they were going to, but perhaps doing something that would best be left to the authorities. As soon as the officers had the information Patricia had given her son, they would be back to do an investigation of their own at the estate.

With the investigation would come a plethora of red tape Nancy didn’t want to navigate. If Candace was somehow involved in their son’s abduction, time was of the essence. The woman would be capable of fleeing the state without anyone giving them a second glance. Plus, Dustin was comfortable with Candace. He wouldn’t struggle against her, likely believing she was acting in her employers’ trust. They had reached the door to Candace’s apartment, and Mike stepped in front of her.

“We need to get into her room and see if there’s anything we can find,” Nancy said.

“Look, I couldn’t do anything about Brent’s apartment while we were there. I’m not letting you go into Candace’s room until after the police get here. We need to do this by the book. I’m not allowing you to go in there, Nancy.”

Nancy glared at Mike. “Well, then, how long do you think that is going to take? I mean, no one has seen Candace in hours, and our son is still out there with God knows who. Hell, he could be halfway around the globe by now. We need to do whatever we can to get Dustin home.”

“I don’t know about this. I just think it’s going to be better if we let the police handle everything. We have no idea what we’re going to be walking into here.”

“I know it’s not the way we should be handling this, but there’s not much of a choice here. We’ve been wasting enough time as it is,” Nancy said. “There could be any number of answers in her room.”

“I guess you’re right, but the police need to be involved. Anything we find might not be able to be used when they press charges.”

Nancy scoffed. “I don’t care about the charges. All I care about is getting our son back home. If that means going into Candace’s room without the police, then that’s what we’re going to do. It’s our house, Mike.”

Mike still didn’t look sure of the idea, but he didn’t stop her when she pushed past him and opened the door. It was neatly kept, but it appeared as though Candace had taken her personal belongings with her when she had left. Nancy’s stomach dropped at the thought of Candace taking Dustin, never to be seen again. They had given her everything, a family and home, and yet she had repaid them with the ultimate betrayal. Immediately, Nancy started rifling through the desk drawers situated next to a modest sofa. Mike didn’t join her in the apartment, but he stayed at the door and kept watch for any signs of the agents returning.

There had to be something the woman had left behind. She was sweet enough and kind in her own way, but she hadn’t been the most brilliant of women. All Nancy needed was for her to make a small mistake and they could track her down. When she had cleared the desk and the living room, Nancy made her way to the back bedroom and started going through things. After a few minutes of searching, though, she came up empty-handed with nothing more than a renewed sense of rage and frustration. Grabbing the edge of the twin bed, she flipped the mattress and screamed out at the injustice of it all. Mike raced into the room, looking around for whatever danger had made his wife call out but saw none. She didn’t know what to do anymore. They were out of options.

“Look,” Mike stammered.

Looking down to where Mike was pointing, Nancy’s eyes wandered to the now upside-down bedspring. Sticking out from the corner was a folded envelope. Quickly bending over, she picked up and looked it over. She wasn’t sure what she was looking at, but she wasn’t going to wait around before opening it to find out.

“Honey, think about this before you do anything. We really shouldn’t be touching anything. If the police are going to have any chance of helping us, we need to let them be the ones to do all of this.”

“I understand what you’re trying to tell me,” Nancy said. “The truth of the matter is, we’ve already crossed that line. There’s no going back now. Might as well keep pushing.”

Mike groaned. “Well, tell me what’s in the envelope, then.”

She smiled. “I’m not really sure what I’m looking at here. It has someone else’s name on it.”

“What is it, though?”

Nancy looked over the document. It was a deed to a property, but the name on the deed wasn’t Candace’s. She suddenly found herself wondering what she was holding and if it had anything to do with their missing son.

“It’s a deed to a cabin, but like I said, it’s not in her name. I have no idea why she would have it if it wasn’t hers.”

She was still struggling to understand why Candace would have anything to do with her son’s kidnapping. Brent’s connection didn’t make any sense, either. The two had obviously been working with each other, but why had Candace killed her accomplice? There was something else going on, and they had to figure out what it was before it was too late. Candace had a passport and the ability to flee the country at the drop of a hat. Nancy would never forgive herself for letting the criminal into their home and their lives if Dustin didn’t make it back to them unscathed. She couldn’t focus on her perceived failures and shortcomings, not while their son needed them.

“Mike, bring the car around to the front, and I’ll be right there.”

“What in the hell are you doing? We need to stay right here.”

“I’m going to the cabin on this deed to see if I can find our son. I don’t know about you, but I’m not waiting a moment longer, wondering where in the hell he is.”

Mike sighed. “We’re going to have to call the agents and let them know where we are going. They told us to stay put. I don’t want them to try to come back and we’re not even here.”

“We need to get going,” Nancy said. “What do you think Candace is going to do to our little boy? I can’t believe she had anything to do with this, but I don’t understand why she would do anything.”

“I don’t know. If we call the police and let them know, then we’ll—”

“Listen, I need you to think about our son. What do you think she’s going to do to Dustin if she sees a bunch of federal agents pulling up? She’s already killed once when she took out Brent. Do you think she’s going to hesitate to kill again?”

“I don’t know, Nancy, but we need to keep the police in the loop.”

“Well, if you can live with her killing our son because the police were closing in, then you can go ahead and make that call. I can’t handle that. If we’re going to get our son back, we need to keep this as low profile as possible. She can’t see a bunch of cops rolling up.”

She knew her harsh words had stung her husband, but it was the only way she could make him understand the peril Dustin was in. Candace had obviously planned her attack meticulously, playing them all for fools. If, for one instant, she thought she was cornered, Nancy didn’t wanna think about what the woman would do to their little boy. Mike, seemingly understanding this, gave her a curt nod before turning and heading out the apartment door. She tucked the deed to the property into her pocket and followed him, carefully closing the apartment door behind her as her husband jogged into the garage.

Seconds later, as she was racing down the apartment steps, she heard one of the bay doors open and saw his red vintage hot rod pulling out. While it wasn’t the most inconspicuous of vehicles, Nancy knew it would get them to their destination in a flash. They had to find their son and the witch who had kidnapped him.
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She was still a little surprised her husband had agreed to the road trip, given what a stickler he was for the law, but she was happy he was with her, nonetheless. As soon as she had jumped into the passenger seat, Nancy had programmed the address of the property into the car’s GPS. It was one of a handful of upgrades her husband had made since purchasing and restoring the beautiful vintage car. While it was only ever brought out for special occasions, the trip through town was the first time she’d ever been in the vehicle without enjoying the ride. Rage continued to surge through her at the thought of Candace being her son’s kidnapper.

The woman was obviously a killer as well. Whatever had happened, Brent didn’t deserve to die. If she could kill someone she had worked side by side with for years without blinking an eye, Nancy didn’t want to know what else the crazed woman was capable of. Her mind raced back to the conversation she’d had with Candace earlier in the day. The woman had played the part of a concerned nanny so incredibly well. She had everyone at the estate completely fooled. Nancy still had a plethora of unanswered questions. What was Candace’s motive? Was it simply the money? If that had been the case, what had gone wrong?

“We should be pulling up to the cabin soon, and it’s going to be on the right side up here,” Mike said. “Are you still sure you want to do this without the police?”

“I know the cops need to be involved, but I don’t want to take the chance of spooking her and losing Dustin forever. No, we’re making the right choice. Though I do wish we would have grabbed some guns before we left.”

Mike grew pale. “I think it’s better we don’t have any. We don’t need guns to get our son back. The only thing we’re going to do is take a look around and see what we can find. If there’s any evidence here, then we will call the police and let them handle it from there.”

“I hope you’re not too attached to that plan.”

“What is that supposed to mean? If Dustin is here or there’s any sign of him, the police need to handle it. We’re not bulletproof.”

“Yeah, and neither is Dustin, but he might be in there anyway. Besides, if I see my baby boy in there, I’m going to do whatever I have to do to keep him safe. Now, what are you going to do if we see him in there? Are you just going to stand by and wait for the police to get here?”

Before her husband could argue with her or try to stop her from acting, Nancy reached for the handle right as the car came to a stop at the end of the driveway. It was obvious that cars had passed through recently. The snow under her feet was already compacted. Mike called after her, whispering in the quickly fading sunlight as she jogged up the sloping driveway. Her purse strap hung across her chest, and she kept one hand tucked inside, a can of mace in her palm as she moved. There were lights on in the structure, but she didn’t see anyone moving around inside.

Just as she was about to take the first steps up the small porch, she felt an arm wrap around her waist and pull her back. Mike didn’t let go despite how ferociously she struggled against him, fighting the urge to scream and curse at him. The last thing she wanted was to alert the people inside to their presence there. He didn’t let go of her again until they were shrouded in the forest that surrounded the structure. She spun around and glared at him, ready to start swinging if he wanted to stop her a second time.

“What in the hell are you doing, Mike?” Nancy seethed. “I’m not sitting around, waiting for the police. Dustin might not have time for that.”

“I understand, but that doesn’t mean we’re not going to be smart about it. Walking right up to the front door isn’t a good idea, especially when we don’t know who all is in there.”

“Fine, then what do you suggest we do?”

Mike sighed. “I already called the police, and you were right about that. They’re not going to be able to make it here for another thirty minutes, and I don’t want to wait around that long. Our best bet is to scout the area and see if we can find Candace and Dustin. If we can locate where they are inside, then we stand a better chance of getting him back.”

“If I see Dustin in there, I’m going to go get him. I don’t care if the cops were ten minutes out. I’m not letting him stay in there for a minute longer than he has to.”

“Be smart about this, Nancy. We can check it out and see if we can find out where they are in the cabin. Then, once the cops get here, they can handle it. We need to think about Dustin and whatever frame of mind Candace might be in. We don’t know what she’ll do if we get her pinned down in there.”

She hated the idea of waiting for the police but could see the reason in the first part of his plan. They needed to find out where Dustin was before they went barging in. Giving her husband a nod, she pointed to the left side of the house, indicating the direction she was going. He nodded and motioned he would take the right side. With a plan in place, she slowly crept out of the brush and jogged to the side of the house. There were two windows. The lights were on in the first room, but all it offered was an empty bedroom.

Her stomach rolled with disappointment as she kept moving to the next window. Just like the first, it was covered with a sheer but nothing else. Poking her head over the ledge so as not to be noticed, Nancy’s eyes darted around the room. There was no one on the other side. Her gaze moved across the space, making a mental note of the small kitchen and table before scanning the living room. Suddenly, she spotted something on the carpet in front of the sofa. It was hard to make out at first in the dim lighting, but when she realized what it was, Nancy gasped. It was a human foot. She stumbled backward, plowing into Mike, who had made it to her side of the house.

“Mike, someone is lying on the floor inside.”

Mike’s face went pale as he headed to the window and peered inside. It took him a moment to look around, but as soon as he saw the figure lying on the floor, he gasped softly. He had seen it, too, and she knew it. He was speechless as he backed away from the window, but Nancy wasn’t going to waste time.

“We need to get in there,” Nancy blurted out.

“That’s breaking and entering if we go in now. Besides, you can see that’s a woman’s shoe there, so we know it’s not our son.”

“What difference does that make?” she snapped. “If the woman lying on the floor in there is dead, who knows where our son could be? For all we know, he could be dead in the bathroom. We need to get inside and find Dustin.”

“That’s a horrible thing to think and say. We don’t know anything more than that there is a woman lying there. That doesn’t mean our son is suddenly dead in a bathroom. What in the hell is wrong with you?”

Nancy scoffed. “Nothing is wrong with me. All I want is for my son to come home. We need to get into that house and find out if he’s in there. I’m not waiting around for the police to get here when we’re already right here, Mike.”

“Yeah, when you say it like that. Dustin is going to be all right.”

“I know, and I’m sorry. Like I said, though, I’m not waiting. I’m going in.”

Racing past her husband, Nancy darted up the steps and tried the knob first. The door opened without hesitation, and she burst inside. Immediately, she screamed out for Dustin, but the only sound that could be heard was Mike following her. She ran to the woman on the floor, her stomach lurching at the sight of Candace lying in a pool of her own blood. Her glazed eyes told Nancy she was already dead from the obvious gunshot wound to her chest. Moving from one room to the next, Nancy yelled for her son, but the cabin was empty.
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“Thank you, Detective Hardin. I’ll let her know,” Mike said.

Nancy didn’t bother to turn back to her husband when she heard him end the call. She was still furious with him for making her leave the crime scene before the police arrived. Nancy had been careful not to touch anything beyond the doorknob, but it had proven futile. The cabin was little more than a shell, obviously not lived in by anyone for any length of time. She didn’t want to think about what it meant for her little boy.

“They have fifty officers plus drones and a chopper searching the woods near the cabin. If Dustin is out there, they’ll find him,” Mike said.

“We should be there helping them search. He’s probably terrified,” she whispered.

“Staying there wasn’t a good idea. We’ve already been the people calling in two murders. There is only so much goodwill in the community before people and police start asking questions. Given our alibies for the last twenty-four hours are shaky at best, I think staying home is our best avenue.”

“And how long are we going to do that, Mike? How long will we hide behind the estate’s walls while Dustin is out there suffering?” Nancy asked.

“What do you want me to do?” he snapped.

She fell silent, pursing her lips as she turned her attention back to the landscaping passing them by. Before long, he was slowing and making the turn into their driveway. She didn’t know how she was going to survive the night without her son. It felt like an eternity since she’d held him, since Nancy had wrapped her arms around her body and smelled his sweet scent. She felt like her heart was breaking all over again.

“Honey, I’m truly sorry. I don’t want to snap at you, but I don’t know what else to do. I want Dustin to come home. I miss my little guy. Besides, I know we’re both exhausted and need some sleep. If we both get a few hours of rest, then we’ll be better equipped to find Dustin. Plus, by then, we’ll have the private investigators here to help.”

“I couldn’t sleep if I tried, especially knowing Dustin is still out there somewhere, waiting for us to find him. It’s just not right.”

Mike sighed. “I want to find him as much as you do. We’re not going to do him any good if we’re both so tired we can’t think straight. We need to get some rest, even if it’s not sleep.”

“I know you’re right, but it doesn’t feel right to think about sleeping while he’s still gone. We need to be out there looking for him. We can sleep when this is over.”

“I know, and I feel the same way you do. It’s just that this isn’t some kind of race where we can use up all of our energy straight out of the gate. If we want to have any chance of finding him, we need to treat it like a marathon.”

As they came to a halt in front of the house, she climbed out without bothering to wait for the butler to get to her door. Mike jogged after her. The house was still buzzing with activity as the staff waited and watched for any new updates. Somewhere in the distance, she heard a television blasting the latest update on their son’s case, but she didn’t bother to stop and listen. She felt like she was going to collapse, the adrenaline of the long day wearing off and leaving her body and mind in tatters.

Climbing the steps and walking down the long hall, she paused at her son’s door, and the tears started to fall. Mike came up behind her, wrapping his arm around her shoulders as he gently led her to the bedroom. Nancy was certain she couldn’t sleep, not with the terrible thoughts that plagued her mind, but the instant she lay back on the bed, she felt herself slipping away.

“Nancy,” Mike said, slowly putting his hand on her shoulder, waking her up. “It’s time to get up.”

Nancy bolted straight up, afraid she had missed something important.

“It’s almost ten in the morning right now. I knew you wouldn’t want to sleep for much longer than that and thought I should wake you up.”

“Has there been any news on Dustin?”

“Only a little. The police found an unidentified set of prints, along with Dustin’s, at the cabin. They are running the prints, but so far, there’s nothing else. We’re not any closer to finding him than we were when you went to sleep.”

Nancy sighed. “What are we going to do? Do they have any leads at all?”

“I don’t know what we’re going to do. They don’t have any new leads on what happened, but they weren’t able to find the money, either.”

“So, they think whoever killed Candace also took the money and Dustin?”

“Yes. They believe she was working with someone else and the other person got greedy. They have no idea why whoever it is didn’t just take the money and run, but they did say they are working some angles. Other than that, nothing new.”

Her mind was spinning. Why would anyone want to take her son and the money? Dustin was of no use to them now that they had the cash. Unless they were planning on asking for more as a ransom for his return or had already planned on him never making it back to his parent. She didn’t want to think about the latter, the pain already growing in her heart at the very notion of what her son might be subjected to. They had to find him before the kidnappers went through with whatever dastardly plan they had concocted. If it was more money they wanted, she would comply without hesitation.

“What about Brent’s murder?” Nancy asked. “Are there any new leads on his murder? Do they think it was the same person who killed Candace?”

Mike shrugged. “I think that’s the lead they are following. They found the poison that killed Brent in the cabin, along with emails between Brent and Candace. They were working together, but there is no lead on the third person.”

“So, Brent was involved?”

“Unfortunately, it looks like Candace was blackmailing Brent into helping her. She told him Dustin would be returned without any problems and she would have the money. According to the emails, this all should have been over with.”

“If Brent was working with her, then I wonder what he wanted to tell us before he died.”

“I don’t know since we never had the chance to talk to him, but the final email he sent was him telling her he was out. He didn’t want any more dealings with the woman, and he didn’t care what she did to him.”

“Well, at least he came around at the end. I wonder why he changed his mind,” Nancy said. “None of this really makes any sense, if you ask me. Why would he agree to it? What did she have on him?”

Mike sighed. “I think our friendship finally just got to him, but he told her he was done and he was going to tell us everything. I think that’s why he called us to come over, to tell us the truth. Maybe she killed him and that’s what pissed off the third partner, allowing her to have it all for herself.”

She was reeling from the information. It was all starting to make sense. Brent hadn’t betrayed them because he wanted to; he was brought into the plot under duress. She couldn’t help but feel awash with guilt, knowing she’d blamed him from the moment they learned of his involvement. Still, it didn’t make any sense as to why her son wasn’t back home. What had happened after Brent’s death that had resulted in Candace’s?

There was something she was missing, but she couldn’t put her finger on it. Suddenly, there was a knock on the door, and Mike called out for them to enter. Patricia poked her head in. For the first time in all the years that Nancy had known the woman, she looked genuinely shaken and fatigued. After deliberating for a while, the couple had lifted Patricia’s ban the night before, and Nancy was genuinely happy to see the woman there.

“Your Aunt Ava came to town to help in the search. She’s downstairs now if you’re up for speaking with her. I know she’s a bit cumbersome, but I didn’t know what else to tell her,” Patricia said.

Mike looked at his wife, and she nodded in approval. She wanted to hold Ava, despite being a virtual stranger, and know she sympathized with what she’d endured all those years ago.
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She knew she had to get out of bed to see the woman. They’d only met a few times before, considering she lived on the other side of the country. On those rare occasions, though, Nancy had found her peculiar but kind enough. Now she knew the woman’s history, about the abduction of her son and his continued status as missing, Nancy could understand Ava so much more. She hated it had taken them so long to get to that point. When Patricia ducked back out, Nancy rose and quickly got dressed in clean clothing as Mike joined his mother in the hall.

Her entire body and mind felt numb. It was a challenge to stay focused on any task, knowing Dustin had been on his own, away from his parents, and terrified for over twenty-four hours. After ten minutes, she managed to get dressed and left her room to join the others. She found them in the sitting room. Immediately, she noticed all the surveillance equipment and gear to help find Dustin had been relocated to the dining room, where there was more space and fewer distractions. She smiled at Ava when she saw the woman chatting with Mike in the corner.

“It’s good to see you, Nancy,” Ava said, greeting her as she walked into the room. “This whole thing is a tragedy, and I’m so sorry to hear about your son.”

“Thank you. We’re doing everything we can to find him, but we’re running out of leads.”

“Well, I’m sure the police will do whatever it takes to make sure your son gets back home.”

Nancy nodded. “They are. I have to say this is a club that I never wanted to join. I never imagined it would happen, but it did.”

“What do you mean?” Ava asked.

“I’m really sorry to hear about what happened to Liam. I didn’t know anything about it before this.”

Ava gave her a confused looked and then walked away. Nancy had no idea what was going on, but she spotted Patricia walking over to her just as the woman walked away. Patricia looked at Ava and then back to Nancy, shrugging in the process.

“I should have told you sooner, but Ava never really processed what happened to Liam. It’s a long story, but she still struggles with the reality of his being gone.”

Nancy couldn’t help but wonder if that was soon to be her own fate, trapped in a world where she refused to accept what had happened to her beloved son. She shook her head, forcing the thoughts from her mind. They were going to find him. She wouldn’t end up like Ava, lost in denial, because Nancy was going to find her son and bring him back home, no matter how long it took. She was anxious to get back to the search and quickly turned her attention back to the conversation at hand.

Ava joined them again a few minutes later, a fresh drink in her hands. It was still hard to believe it took such a tragedy for them all to come together as a family for a change. Even her rift with Patricia seemed to have healed. She hated her son wasn’t there to see everyone getting along. Nancy’s heart lurched with pain once again. Would it ever stop tormenting her, reminding her of his absence?

“You know, if there is anything I can do to help, all you have to do is say the word,” Ava said. “I can’t imagine what you’ve been going through.”

“I don’t need anything. Between the security and the police, they have just about everything covered. Just the fact that you are here supporting us is more than enough. Thank you for that. When did you arrive?”

“I just got in today. I came as soon as I heard from Patricia what happened. I wanted to be here to support the family. I know you all are busy trying to find your son, but I really didn’t want to be a burden.”

“Oh, you’re no burden at all. We’re glad you are here.”

Ava smiled. “I think we’re getting ready to go back to Patricia’s. I’m going to get myself settled in, but if you need anything, let me know.”

“Well, I’m still glad you came. Thanks for stopping by.”

It seemed like such a silly and trivial formality for Nancy when they walked the woman to the door. Given the situation, she didn’t know how to act anymore. Yet the world continued to turn. One by one, Ava embraced the members of her family until she reached Nancy. In the past, she’d always made a point of being absent for the woman’s complete invasion of personal space, but given the circumstances, there was no way for her to get around it. With her jaw locked, she let the woman embrace her and did her best to make it at least appear like she was enjoying herself. The embrace seemed to drag on for eons. As Ava let her go, Nancy let out a breath of relief, quickly sucking in another to make up for holding it for so long.

Suddenly, Nancy was overcome with grief, her heart racing as a familiar scent flooded her sense. She was frozen, unable to move or even breathe as she tried to reason with her mind, but there was no other explanation, no logic that fit. As she watched the woman leave, Ava turned to give Nancy one last look and smile, and in that moment, she knew. The door closed as Nancy’s body trembled, and she tried to speak. Patricia quickly excused herself to go check on the kitchen staff, but still, Nancy was paralyzed. It wasn’t until she was alone with her husband that she snapped out of the daze. She couldn’t believe the look she’d seen in the woman’s eyes and the smell…it couldn’t be.

“It looks like you have something on your mind again,” Mike said. “Is everything all right?”

“Ava,” Nancy muttered.

“What about her? I should have told you she wasn’t all there when it came to Liam. She just never got over—”

“It’s not that, Mike. Ava’s the one who kidnapped Dustin. If she kidnapped Dustin, then she killed Candace, too.”

Mike laughed. “That’s not funny, Nancy. Come on, that’s a really bad joke after everything the woman has been through. She lost her son a long time ago. She might not live in the same reality we do, but she would never want another woman to go through what she’s been through.”

Nancy sighed. “I’m not joking for a moment here. I’m telling you right now, we just let our son’s kidnapper walk out of the front door.”

“I don’t understand. What are you talking about? She couldn’t have had anything to do with Dustin’s kidnapping. My mother just talked to her last night about what was going on, and she flew here as soon as she heard.”

“I’m telling you right now, she’s the one who took our son. I would be willing to bet money she’s not heading to Patricia’s to get settled in. I bet she’s on her way to the airport, and we’re never going to hear from her again. She’s running, Mike. We have to stop her before we lose our little boy.”
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Mike was still looking at her like she’d completely lost her mind. It was infuriating he didn’t immediately see everything, but Nancy knew she had to sound like a complete lunatic as the pieces started to fall into place in her mind. , she felt a little insane as she tried to keep up with it.

“Your mother said it herself. Ava never really accepted that Liam was gone. She didn’t inherit a fortune like your parents did. Ava came from the same modest upbringing as Patricia, remember? Your aunt and uncle divorced after Liam went missing, so she doesn’t have money. It would explain why she took the money and killed Candace,” Nancy stammered.

“You don’t honestly expect me to believe—”

“She knows the inner workings of this place and the security because she’s been through all of this before. Candace was recommended by Maggie, who met her through Ava after a party your mother had five years ago. They already knew each other, Mike,” Nancy said.

“Like I said before, I know Ava has been off since what happened to Liam. Hell, anyone would be off after something like that, but my aunt has always been completely harmless. I don’t believe she’d ever want anyone else to feel the way she has since it happened.”

“How do you know she’s harmless? Didn’t you recognize the smell on her when you hugged her goodbye? It smelled like our son, Mike. I don’t know how to explain it, but I know she had something to do with this.”

Mike grew silent. “I thought it smelled familiar, but it never registered that the smell was just like Dustin.”

“We just talked about how I missed the way he smelled. I would know that scent anywhere.”

“Dammit. I knew it smelled like him. It even saddened me when I caught a whiff of it, but I wasn’t sure why until right now.”

As her husband fell silent, Nancy waited. She knew he had to piece things together on his own, or he’d never believe her. She was still in shock herself. They said most kidnappings happened at the hands of relatives or family friends, but never in a million years would they have looked in Ava’s direction had the arrogant woman not stopped to check in on how the search was going. She’d gotten everything she needed.

Until the moment she’d hugged Nancy, the woman had managed to pull the wool over all their eyes. Now, not only did she have a replacement for Liam, but she also had all the money she needed to get out of the country and start over somewhere new, somewhere not even the Keller family could reach her. Rage coursed through her. The woman had walked right out their front door, and now, she could be in the wind. It was a blow to the gut to know she’d been right under their noses the entire time.

“What are we going to do?” Mike asked. “If she really did have something to do with it, I don’t know what to do.”

“We’re going to have to follow her. I swear to you, if we head in the direction of the airport, we’re going to find Ava trying to leave the country. She’s trying to get Dustin out of the country. I can feel it.”

“I know you think Ava had something to do with this, but if we’re wrong about this and we accuse her of kidnapping our son, it’s going to burn every bridge we’ve started to build with my mother. I want you to understand what we’re getting ourselves into.”

Nancy sighed. “I know in my gut she had something to do with this all. She kidnapped Dustin and killed Candace. Whatever she’s planning on doing next, we need to get ahead of it before Dustin’s gone forever.”

“So, there’s no doubt in your mind?”

“I have no doubt that Ava is behind this all,” Nancy said. “I know you have your reservations because she’s family, but I’m telling you right now that the woman is going to run. We just have to follow her to prove it.”

Mike said nothing but nodded, indicating he was on board. Her heart was racing as they jogged for the front doors. She didn’t want to alert everyone to what they were doing, and Mike seemed to be on the same train of thought as he headed for the garage. She followed him, climbing into the passenger seat of his car as he grabbed the keys and opened the bay door. She saw the mechanic coming after him, asking him questions, but Mike didn’t respond. They had to get to Ava and Dustin before it was too late.

As they sped away from the house, she saw the shocked look on Patricia’s face and prayed she was right about Ava. For the first time since joining the Keller family, it had started to feel like she was bonding with her mother-in-law, but now, it was all on the line. In her heart, though, Nancy knew she was right. A mother’s instinct told her they were finally going to catch their son’s kidnapper. Mike reached across the center console and took her hand as they sped down the road. She smiled at him, though she could see the worry in his gaze.

“Thank you for being everything that you are, Nancy,” Mike said.

“For what?”

“If it weren’t for you, I never would have caught where I recognized the smell on Ava. Smelling and knowing it was Dustin’s shampoo would have never crossed my mind, and Ava would be getting away with kidnapping and murder.”

“Honey, you don’t give yourself enough credit. You love our son as much as I do. I know you would have made the connection. I know it as much as I know that I love you with all my heart.”

“Yeah, well, I hope it’s not too late. I don’t know what I’d do if we lost Dustin. Hell, I don’t even know how to take the fact that my aunt is behind it all.”

“It’s going to be all right. One way or another, we’re going to catch her and get Dustin back home to us.”

“Maybe, but if she gets on that plane, it’s going to make it a whole hell of a lot harder to find him.”

“We’re going to make it because we love our son. We know where she’s going, but not after she gets on that plane,” Nancy said.

“I hope you’re right,” Mike said. “I just want Dustin back home again.”

“Well, I think it might be a good idea to speed up a little, just in case. We have no idea when her flight is scheduled to leave.”

She watched their speed start to climb until it breached ninety-five. The houses and street signs flew by them, but thankfully, it was so cold out that no one was on the streets. As they moved in the direction of the airport just a few miles away, Nancy silently prayed they would make it in time. Given her status in the community, Ava would have no problems getting a fast and private flight out of the country in a matter of minutes. Nothing, not even an ocean between them, would stop her from getting her little boy back.
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Nancy wasn’t sure if it was fear or relief that surged through her when Mike killed the headlights, and they inched closer to the opened back gate of the Keller family’s private hanger. When Ava climbed out of the driver’s seat of the car just feet from the small jet, Nancy was ready to pounce. Mike still looked shocked she’d been right, but as the woman popped the trunk and lifted out a large suitcase, setting it gently on the ground and unzipping it to reveal Dustin unconscious inside, his hands gripped the wheel tighter, and his cheeks flushed red.

The next few minutes would determine everything. She knew they had to act fast. Mike didn’t hesitate as he gunned the car forward, speeding across the blacktop at a dangerous speed until he brought it skidding to a stop a few yards in front of the jet. Ava spun around as Dustin’s eyes started to open and he groaned. Her heart lurched. Instantly, she raced for him, but Ava was faster, pulling out a gun and holding it up to Dustin’s head as she jerked him to his feet. He let out a wail of pain that broke her heart.

“Ava, just—”

“No, you listen to me. Both of you need to get back. All I want to do is take my son and leave. Why can’t you people understand that?”

Nancy sighed. “Ava, that’s not your son. That’s not Liam. His name is Dustin, and he’s my son. Now, why don’t you just let my son go?”

“I’m not crazy, Nancy. I know he’s not Liam. Do you think I’m stupid?” She chuckled. “This isn’t Liam, but Dustin is him reincarnated. I know Liam was gone for a long time, but now he’s back. I have the right to him as his mother.”

“Is that why you killed Candace?”

“Candace was too close-minded. The woman just wanted the money from the ransom, but I always had planned on killing her. From the beginning, I wanted the money to give Dustin a good life. The life that Liam always deserved.”

“He has a good life with his mother and father.”

Ava smiled. “It’s okay, Dustin. Tell your old mother goodbye. It’s time for us to start our new life together.”

As the woman turned, dragging Dustin along with her, Nancy knew she had to do something. In the distance, she could see the flashing lights of police cars approaching, but they would never make it in time. It was up to her to keep the lunatic on the ground.

“Hey! I know what really happened to Liam!” Nancy yelled out.

Ava paused, turning slowly to glare at Nancy.

“What the hell are you doing?” Mike whispered.

“Distracting her,” she hissed back. “Get out of here and find a way to knock that bitch out when she’s not looking.”

She cleared her throat, taking a few steps away from her husband as she did. She had to keep Ava’s line of sight away from him and on her.

“That’s right. I know what really happened to him. Patricia told me all about it,” Nancy yelled.

“You’re lying. My sister doesn’t know anything.”

Nancy shook her head as she walked. “That’s where you’re wrong. I even got it confirmed by the LeRoux family. You see, she never thought you were fit to be a mother. She staged the whole thing with their help. Then she had him killed just to keep you from ever raising a child. Hell, she’s the one who told us you’d be here.”

The woman shoved Dustin to the ground, the gun now aimed at Nancy as she stormed in her direction.

“You’re lying, you little bitch! Tell me the truth!” she screamed.

From the corner of her eye, Nancy saw Mike grab Dustin and pull him behind the plane where the gunfire couldn’t reach him. Nancy knew the woman would likely shoot her, but she didn’t care. All that mattered was her son’s safety. Suddenly, as Ava pulled back the hammer to fire, a swarm of police cars encircled them. Tires screeched as officers leaped from their cars and tackled Ava to the ground. Nancy’s jaw hung slack as she watched the chaos.

When she saw her son and husband emerge from behind the plane, nothing else in the world mattered. Nancy sprinted toward them, Dustin running in her direction. Seconds later, she had her little boy back in her arms as her heart swelled with love. She couldn’t believe it was finally over. Mike joined them just as she set Dustin down and looked him over, assuring herself he was unscathed. When two familiar faces emerged from the throng of officers, Nancy smiled.

“How did the two of you know we were here?” Mike asked.

Grover smiled. “Patricia called us to tell us you two took off. When we got there and played the security footage back, we figured out what was going on and where you were going on. Your mother really saved your ass on this. If it wasn’t for her, we would have never gotten here on time.”

“I don’t know what to say other than thank you for getting here. I just want to take my son home and enjoy the fact that all of this is over,” Nancy said.

“I think we have everything we need for now.”

“So, we can go home?” Mike asked. “What about everything else? Taking our statements and following up with everything else you need to have in order to convict her.”

“We can deal with all of that tomorrow. Why don’t the two of you take Dustin home and enjoy the evening as a family?”
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Hours later, as Mike carried an exhausted Dustin to bed, Nancy watched her husband tuck him in. She couldn’t believe their boy was back home at last. It still didn’t feel real despite the soft snoring that came from beneath the covers. Mike stepped out into the hall and shut off Dustin’s light, kissing Nancy on the cheek as they watched their son sleeping peacefully in his bed.

“I don’t know if I’m ever going to be able to take my eyes off of him again. I’m so afraid I’m going to look back and he’s going to be gone.”

Mike smiled. “I know how you feel. I was just thinking the same thing. We can sleep in the hallway if it makes you feel any better, but Craig is on his way over to watch over Dustin, too.”

“I trust Craig as much as I trust you with him. I’m glad he’s coming.”

“I am, too, but I’m happier to know this is all over. We can finally take that vacation we’ve been talking about.”

Nancy laughed. “I think it would be great to get away from here for a few weeks. It will give us a chance for a fresh start.”

As she slipped her fingers into her husband’s hand, Nancy tugged him away from their son’s door in the direction of the bedroom. Finally, the world was at peace again, and she knew everything was going to be okay.


EPILOGUE
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Nancy was sitting on the beach, enjoying the vacation they were finally getting as a family. It had been two weeks since getting Dustin back after his kidnapping, and she still hadn’t been able to stop thinking about the circumstances that had led them to where they were. As she watched Craig and Dustin playing in the water, she smiled. While Craig had always been a part of the family from the standpoint of their security, he was there on vacation with them as a true friend.

Dustin was doing well since his return, and after the first few nights of being back home with them, he was sleeping soundly again. Nancy was thankful to have him home, and the vacation they had been planning was pushed forward after she talked with her husband. They agreed it would be the best thing for everyone to get away. She looked over at her husband and grinned. He was just ending a call with his mother, and she couldn’t wait for him to join in the fun.

As he said goodbye to Patricia over the video call, Nancy found herself thinking about the woman who had orchestrated her son’s kidnapping. Ava was behind bars, and they had been assured she wouldn’t see the light of day ever again. While that was something she still thought was too good for the woman, she understood there was only so much that could be done. They would never have to worry about her again, and in the back of her mind, she knew that was all she could ask for.

Hearing Craig call out her son’s name, Nancy quickly glanced back over at them. She still found it hard to let Dustin out of her sight, but it was getting better with every passing day. The sun was beating down on her, and the growing heat from its rays made her feel at ease.

“How’d the call go with Patricia?” Nancy asked.

Mike chuckled. “I know it’s only been a couple of weeks, but I really just can’t believe how much she has changed. Right now, she’s cooperating with the FBI and is completely turning her life around. It’s truly amazing to see how far she’s come in such a short time.”

“I know. She even treats me as though I’m part of the family. It’s been strange.”

“I know, right? I never thought she’d change, if we’re being honest. I mean, I love her to death, but she’s always been hard. Now, it’s like she’s a completely different person than I’ve ever known her to be.”

“That’s a good thing. I feel like she’s finally at ease with herself, and it has made a huge difference in her life.”

“Yeah. I always thought I knew what a real family was. You know, a mom and dad, with the kids in tow, but it’s different than I ever imagined,” Mike said. “It’s really a remarkable change, and I’m proud of her.”

“You know what? I am, too. It’s been wonderful getting along with her. We are finally the family I always thought we could be.”

Mike nodded and looked out over the beach. She smiled at the newfound love her husband had found. She knew he and his mother had always been close, but things were different now. There was more than just love between the two; there was an actual relationship now. He was right to be proud of her. She was, too. She couldn’t believe the strides Patricia had made in her life and knew they were only going to get better as time moved on.

Nancy couldn’t believe how happy she was with everything. Not only was her relationship with Patricia getting better every day, but Mike was also planning to go back to a part-time role. The plan was for him to help her build a charity for single parents. While her fear over Ava’s actions was real, she wanted to do something to help others out in the world.

Her husband’s idea to go part-time and help her had made Nancy happier than she had ever been. The family was coming together in a way she never thought would be possible. They couldn’t love each other more at that moment if they tried. Suddenly, she heard giggling moving in her direction, and she spotted Dustin and Craig running their way.

“Can we get some shaved ice?” Dustin asked, nearly out of breath.

“I don’t have a problem with that.”

Craig smiled. “He spotted the vendor moving this way, and I have to say the kid’s got the right idea. Some shaved ice would really cool us down.”

Nancy laughed. “Well, as long as Craig wants to go with you, I have no problem with the two of you getting some shaved ice.”

“Thanks, Mom.”

“You’re welcome. Now, the two of you have fun.”

Nancy couldn’t remove the smile from her face if she wanted to. She was so happy to see her son making such big strides since his abduction. Seeing Craig and Dustin having such a good time was more than she could ever have asked for. Suddenly, she felt Mike’s hand in her own. He raised it toward his mouth and kissed the top of it.

“What was that for?” Nancy smiled.

“Oh, just a reminder of how much I truly adore you. I love you so much. You’re an amazing woman, and I can’t help but think that without you and your stubbornness, Dustin wouldn’t be here with us now.”

“Well, you helped, too, you know?”

Mike smiled. “I guess it was how well we work together that made it all possible. I couldn’t imagine my life without you.”

“You never will. I love you, too.”

The two of them sat, smiling at each other without saying a word. Nancy was growing restless as she thought about the news she wanted to share with the love of her life. She had just recently found out something that the two of them would be overjoyed about, but the last conversation they had ended with the agreement they would talk about it. She wasn’t sure how Mike would react, but she didn’t want to wait any longer. When she looked up and met his eyes, she blushed.

“What’s going on in that head of yours? You know, I might be a dumb guy and miss signs from time to time, but I can tell your head is somewhere else right now.”

Nancy smiled. “I was just thinking about everything that brought us here and how happy we are.”

“Of course, we’re happy. We’re a family on vacation, having the time of our lives. What’s not to love?”

“Well, there’s going to be more to love soon.”

“What do you mean? I thought we were going to talk about getting a dog. Don’t tell me you already decided without me.”

Nancy laughed. “No. I wasn’t talking about a dog, but there will be another mouth to feed soon.”

“Wait, are you saying you’re pregnant?” Mike grinned.

“Yes.”

Before she could say another word, Mike stood up and jumped in the air, pumping his fist as he did. A moment later, he scooped her into his arms and spun her around. His reaction alone told her he was overjoyed with the prospect of another child. Nancy was relieved, though she wasn’t sure what she had been worrying about to begin with. Mike had always been a great father, and she knew he’d be happy with the news.

As she set her back on the ground feet first, he held her by her shoulders, grinning. He kissed her lips softly and placed his hand on her stomach before pulling her close inside his strong arms once more. When Nancy opened her eyes, she could see Craig and Dustin were on their way back from the shaved ice vendor.

“What are the two of you doing?” Craig asked.

Mike grinned. “Oh, just doing a little celebrating.”

“What are we celebrating?” Dustin asked.

“Well,” Mike said, kneeling in front of his son, “we have some really good news to tell you. You’re going to be a big brother.”

“Mom’s going to have a baby?”

“That’s right, kiddo.”

“Finally, I’ll have someone to play with.”

Craig scoffed. “What am I then? I thought we’d been having a pretty good time. Besides, congratulations.”

Dustin jumped into his mother’s arms, and Mike joined them. A second later, Craig wrapped his arms around them all. Finally, Nancy knew she had the life she had always wanted. A happy family that was growing bigger and all the love she could ever ask for. They quickly separated and all grinned together. Surrounded by her friends and family, Nancy knew there was nothing that could ever tear them apart. Life was only going to get better with every passing day. They had lived through hell and survived.
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