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PROLOGUE
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Shelly looked around the small office she was sitting in. She was in the middle of her session with the mental hospital’s shrink and was getting bored with being there. While she had known her failed attempt at suicide wasn’t the way to go, it had felt like she was at the end of her rope. After the attempt at taking her own life, Shelly was ordered to spend time in the psych ward. After the six months she’d spent there, she was so close to being released. Sitting in the small room with Dr. Hanover across from her, it was hard to keep her hand from twitching.

The doctor was very kind to her through all their sessions, helping her to realize that death was the wrong way. Shelly wanted nothing more than to leave the hospital and start her new life. She had grand plans for the future, and the only thing standing in her way of starting over was the woman in front of her. While Hanover continued writing her notes, Shelly glanced at the picture behind the woman’s desk. A painting done many years before, judging by the looks of it. A small boy on a rowboat with nothing more than a fishing pole to pass the time. It reminded her of her son. As their eyes met again, the doctor cleared her throat.

“You’ve been here for quite some time, Shelly. I think you have made several moves in the right direction, but I am curious to hear what you think about things. Now, do you think you’re ready to go back out into the world and rejoin society?”

Shelly smiled. “I think I am. I know I have so much to live for.”

“That’s good to hear you say. Are you done denying the truth of what really happened?”

“I am. I know my son is gone. The whole thing took me by surprise, and I still miss him dearly, but I know he’s gone, and there is nothing that can bring him back to me. Not even taking my own life will change anything that happened. I’m just happy to know he had a good life while he was alive.”

The doctor smiled. “You’ve come so far, and you’ve really put in the effort to change your mindset about everything that happened to you. You know, I have to say that I think that I agree with you.”

“You do?” Shelly asked.

“I do. I think you’re ready to get back out there again.”

Shelly knew she was ready. For months she had been planning, and it was all still fresh in her mind. The first thing she needed to do was to get rid of her husband. As soon as she had the chance, she would file for divorce. The two weren’t meant to be together, and she knew it was time to move on. Aside from that, she was ready to start over with a fresh start and a new life. That life would pick up right where she had left off.

“So, do you have any plans for when you get out? Will you be staying close to the prison so you don’t have that far to travel?”

Shelly sighed. “No, I want to cut all my old ties. I think staying around the people who hurt me the most is a bad idea, and the best thing I can do for myself is to just completely start over. A whole fresh start.”

“That’s a wonderful idea. I think starting over is truly the best thing for you,” Hanover said. “Now, I’m proud of the work you’ve put in up to this point, but it doesn’t stop here just because you think you are better. You have a disease, and you’re going to have to keep up on your medication.”

“I know. I don’t want to go backward. I only want to move forward with my life. After everything that happened, I can’t afford to lose sight of my goals now.”

“That’s a good way to see things. I suggest setting up reminders for yourself so you don’t forget. It only takes missing a few doses to lose the advantage the medicine gives you.”

Shelly smiled. “Now worries. I promise I’m not going to forget to take it.”

“Good. I’m happy to hear you’re planning on keeping up with things. I would make a few aftercare appointments and catch some meetings for grieving groups. They can really help in your time of need.”

“I hadn’t thought about that, but I will definitely look into them.”

Hanover smiled. “Well, I don’t think there is much else I can do for you. Stick to your plan and keep up with taking your medicine. If there is anything you need, don’t hesitate to get ahold of another doctor and ask for help.”

“I will.”

“I think that’s all we need to do. You’re free to go. I’ll be putting in your paperwork for your release. You can pack up your things and head up to the front desk.”

“Thank you so much, doc. I mean, I’d be dead if it weren’t for you taking the time to help me heal and for treating me like I was normal,” Shelly said.

“Shelly, you are normal. Everyone goes through hard times, but some of us just need help to get through them. You’ve gotten the help you needed, and now it’s up to you on how you move forward.”

“Well, you’ve helped me find a purpose in this life, and I can’t thank you enough for that.”

“Keep that purpose at the front of your mind and you’ll manage to do great things. I’m truly happy to hear that you’ve found a reason to live for yourself. Once you realize that is coming together, you’ll be able to do anything.”

“Oh, I plan to.”

After signing some papers, Shelly made her way out of the office. As she slowly walked down the hallway, her plan was going through her mind. She couldn’t help but chuckle at some of the other patients. They were all fools. Sheep in a world of wolves. She now knew she was one of the wolves and the sheep were her prey. There wasn’t anything that could stop her from fulfilling her dreams.

When she made it to her ward and started in the direction of her room, she thought about the medication the good doctor had given her on. For weeks, she had been flushing the pills down the drain. They made her feel like she wasn’t in control of herself, and for the things she wanted to do, she needed her wits about her. Nothing could stop her once she reached the outside. The world she had lost was gone, but the future she had planned was at her fingertips.

She smiled to herself as she packed up the last of her things. It wasn’t like packing a house. Most of what she had fit in a single bag. Once she was free from the man she had once loved, Shelly knew how to bring her family back together again. Nothing was going to distract her from the plans she had made. Not doctors nor medication. It was going to be a beautiful thing, and the world around her was hers for the taking.
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“Ithink you are going to be a great fit here,” Emily said. “I know I’m thrilled to have a second service writer in the shop.”

“Well, I am happy to jump right in and start learning. I was nervous about even applying, to be honest. I don’t know the first thing about mechanics,” Cathy replied.

Emily smiled at her. “Don’t worry, I didn’t know anything about service writing before I started here either, and that was almost a decade ago. You’ll learn, and I promise I won’t leave you alone until you’ve got everything down. We’ve got eight weeks before my vacation. We’ll take that time to train, and that’s it.”

“Really? Wow, that’s impressive. I figured the owners wouldn’t want to be paying a double salary that long. Most places you start at nowadays are giving you a day of training and tossing you on the floor.”

“Not here. Darrel and Rhonda are amazing people. They care about their employees and know the eight weeks of training will ensure you’re prepared and not overwhelmed in the least. We’re all about employee retention here. Our average turnover rate is seven years, and even then, we encourage employees to grow if they can find a position to do so,” Emily said.

Emily had never known a company like Davis Auto and Trucking. Located in the rural community of Kenwood, Washington, it was the last exit to get your vehicle repaired before reaching the Canadian border. While the population never teetered over six hundred, it was an ideal place to raise a family. As long as you could withstand the cold winter months. Emily hadn’t been born there, but she felt like a local, nonetheless. She had followed her husband to the northern state a decade before when his father had suffered a heart attack. While the wonderful old man had pulled through and was now healthy once again, they’d found their forever home in Kenwood.

“This place doesn’t even seem real,” Cathy said. “I’m happy to hear how wonderful it’s going to be around here. I know it’s early, but I am curious about how lunch breaks work around here.”

Emily chuckled. “Oh, I get it. That’s always been one of the most important questions when I’m in an interview. The owners have always closed the shop down between eleven and noon. That’s the whole reason we have nine-hour workdays. Now, there are a couple of diners down the road that are absolutely wonderful.”

“That sounds great, but what if I bring my own lunch to work?”

“There’s a breakroom that’s fully loaded. We have a refrigerator, microwave, and even an oven. It’s basically a small kitchen, now that I think about it. All the business rules are posted in the break room as well.”

“That’s not what I was expecting. So, what do you normally do for lunch?”

“Well, it really depends on the day. Sometimes, I’ll bring my own lunch. If I have the time the night before, I’ll pack up some leftovers and bring them in with me. About once a month, the owners will come in and have a big meal that they prepare. It really is like having a family here.”

“I’ve never worked at a place that looks out for their employees like that. I think I’m really going to like it here.”

Emily smiled. “Oh, I’m sure you will. Like I said, it’s really like being at home while I’m here. I can’t imagine being anywhere else.”

“It’s really nice to hear about how much you enjoy it here. I was wondering if I could offer to take you out to lunch today,” Cathy said. “I would love to hear more about the company and what will be expected of me.”

She could tell from the woman’s pursed lips that she was disappointed in the answer, but Emily already had plans for the lunch hour. She Rose and continued talking, giving Cathy the breakdown of what they did every afternoon. The front door was locked, though there was a small adjacent waiting room they left unlocked for waiting customers to get out of the cold. The door between the two indoor areas was locked as well. The phones would forward directly to her voicemail, and Emily would respond to the callers when she got back.

Just as she finished going through the afternoon closing procedures, an attractive man stepped into the office from the shop bays. His golden hair fell just below his hazel eyes. Instantly, they sought her out as a playful smile reached his lips. She flushed when he gave her a wink before heading to the staff bathroom. Emily knew he’d reemerge in a few minutes after washing the grease, metal shavings, and other debris off himself. They hadn’t made it to the introductions yet. After lunch, Emily would take Cathy to the back bays to meet the mechanics, but for now, the shop foreman would do.

By the time she had the doors locked and the “open” sign switched to their afternoon message, the man emerged again. Immediately, he jogged to where Emily was slipping into her thick winter coat and helped her slip it over her shoulders. His warm hand brushed her cheek, sending the butterflies in her stomach into a flurry once again. What was it about the rugged man that always made her heart skip? Turning to him, she wiped a missed smudge of grease off his prominent jaw.

“So, are you planning on introducing me to your new hire?” Derek asked.

Emily laughed. “Well, I was planning on it before you butted in. This is Cathy Klein, and she’s going to be the new service writer. Cathy, this is our shop foreman, Derek Adams. Also, he’s my husband.”

Cathy stood up and shook his hand. “It’s really nice to meet you, though Emily never mentioned that her husband worked here, too.”

She smiled. “Honestly, he’s the reason I’m still here. It’s not every day you get to work at a place that’s this amazing and work with your best friend. I wouldn’t change it for the world.”

“I don’t know if I could handle working with my significant other all day and then going home to the same person. You two must have a very special relationship.”

“Oh, we definitely do,” Derek replied. “We’ve always been able to spend the majority of our time together.”

“That’s a hard quality to find, that’s for sure. It’s nice to see the real reason you didn’t want to join me for lunch. If a man like that wanted to take me out, I wouldn’t say no either,” Cathy said.

Emily chuckled. “Yeah, it’s hard to tell him no. We don’t get to go to lunch all that often, so it’s nice when we get the chance to.”

“Well, you two enjoy lunch. I think I’m going to try one of the places you were talking about earlier.”

“I promise you won’t regret it. I suppose we should get going. Lunch is only an hour, so we’ll see you when we get back.”

Cathy smiled. “Have fun. See you both in a little while.”

“You too, Cathy,” Derek added.

It wasn’t every day that they went out for lunch. More often than not, she’d pack them leftovers from dinner the night before or something cold and light when the summer months hit and the heat took hold. It was Friday, though, and after Arthur’s school program and dinner with Derek’s parents the night before, the house was in desperate need of a grocery shop, and the couple had been too tired to plan for the next day. Thankfully, Darrel and Rhonda took amazing care of their employees.

The combined salaries of the pair more than covered their living expenses, plus extra for them to give their son a good life. Derek didn’t need to ask her if they were going to walk or drive to the diner. It was the last few days of warm weather they would have before the cold moved in on Monday. With plummeting temperatures and over a foot of snow expected, it was no shock to her that they were busy at the shop. The business was the last of its kind before travelers and truckers had to either turn back or cross the border to Canada.

As the pair walked the three blocks to the café, Emily kept her fingers laced through her husband’s while he finished up on a call with a customer. She and Derek were the ones who kept the shop running on a day-to-day basis. No matter if it was lunch or not, the shop came first. Once the clock struck five that afternoon, though, things were different. He would set his company phone aside and not give it another thought until the following morning. Emily smiled at her husband as he held open the café door for her. They had everything…almost.
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There was still an emptiness inside her, a heartbreak she knew would never leave. It was a feeling of loss she never wanted any mother to experience. She pushed away the thought, forcing down the depression that always came with it as she squeezed her husband’s hand a little tighter. Instantly, he looked worried as he led them to their usual booth at the back of the restaurant. They were stopped a half dozen times to greet locals and shake hands. Everyone who knew them understood they only had an hour together, and they quickly took their seats.

They didn’t bother to place drink orders, nor did the waitress stop by their table before two steaming cups of coffee were ready and delivered with glasses of water. She scrolled through her phone as Derek placed their order for them, making small talk with the waitress and asking about her old pickup. While some might think it was strange and perhaps outdated for Derek to do the ordering, it was an old tradition of theirs that had worked out well. Emily could be indecisive when it came to food. She loved it all, and Derek knew it. Except for a few oddball things, Emily wasn’t picky.

Thankfully, Art had taken after her in that manner. While she and their son adored cooking together, Derek lacked the ability, despite his best efforts and attempts. The wonderful husband and father had gone as far as taking a cooking course years before. At the end of the two-week class, the chef leading the class had said he’d never seen anyone fail so miraculously. After that, he’d been content doing the chopping and stirring as instructed by his wife and daughter. With the order placed and calls made, Derek reached across the table and took her hands in his.

“How’s your day going, sweetheart?” Derek asked.

“It’s going all right overall,” Emily replied. “What about you?”

“Oh, besides the usual waiting on parts we’ve been going through, I think I’m doing okay today. Do you think this new girl is going to work out?”

“I think so. I mean, she seems nice enough. She’s about ten years older than us, so I don’t think she can be considered a girl.”

“Well, you know how I am. It’s hard to describe a woman in conversation as how’s the new woman doing?”

Emily chuckled. “I suppose you’re right about that. Anyway, she passed the background check and just moved to the area a few weeks ago. I think she’s going to do just fine, but you never know.”

“How are you getting along with her?”

“She’s a little more bubbly than I’m accustomed to, but I guess I’ll manage to work it out in my own way. The woman is eager to learn and has asked all the questions I would have asked on my first day.”

“I hope you can figure it out,” Derek joked. “I am so ready to go on vacation. I mean, I love my job, but I think we could both go for a few weeks off.”

“Only two months to go, and we’ll be sitting on a beach, sipping margaritas. I just hope you’re ready to enjoy the time we’re going to get away from work. As much as I love being around you, I’m looking forward not to being here almost every day.”

“That makes two of us. I don’t think the Bahamas have ever sounded so good, and I’ve wanted to get there for a while now. Three weeks on the beach sounds better every day we get closer.”

When their food arrived seconds later, she was delighted to see the café’s signature salad set down in front of her. Her stomach rumbled. As usual, Derek had picked the perfect meal. It was unlike any salad she’d had before outside their own house. Calling it a salad at all was generous. The spinach leaves were buried beneath a dozen chopped meats, cheeses, and toppings. It was not for the health-conscious, but it was utterly delicious. When Betty, the same waitress they always had, set down a triple saucer of ranch, Emily thanked her and dove into the meal.

Derek chuckled as he added a handful of his crisp fries to the barbeque burger on his plate. Cheeseburgers were perhaps her favorite food, but eating one in the middle of the day would put Emily to sleep in the warm and quiet office atmosphere. As they ate, they both worked on their phones. It was impossible to converse while they scarfed down their meals. There were a handful of messages that she needed to reply to. Derek’s parents had invited them out to a family picnic that weekend, which they planned to attend. The temperatures would hold in the high fifties all weekend with nothing but sunshine until Monday, when everything dropped.

Emily’s older sister, Jemma, would also be at the gathering. She’d followed Emily and Derek to the state a few months after they had moved. They were a welcome addition to the area. Both Jemma and her wife, Rose, had blended into the community flawlessly. As a former Marine, Rose had quickly opened a home security firm in town, assuring that the neighboring houses and businesses were never the victims of robbers or vandals. Jemma ran a popular woman’s rights blog, having retired from her work as an attorney after the birth of their son, Cameron.

They had both completed their meals and were enjoying the few minutes they had left before heading back to the shop. Emily always enjoyed the hour they got together for lunch, even though they couldn’t go out. She always felt better after being away for a short time. Each of them was sipping their own cup of coffee as they continued to talk.

“Are we still on for game night with Jemma and Rose tomorrow?”

Emily smiled. “As far as I know, we’re on. I already messaged Ben and Marth to make sure it was okay for Cameron and Art to spend the night.”

“Good. I’m sure my parents have all sorts of things planned for the kids. Were you able to reserve the shelter at the park for our picnic on Sunday?” Derek asked.

“It’s already been taken care of. We have the grill, too, so we’ll be all set when we get there.”

He smiled. “I’m looking forward to it. It sounds like we’ll have a lot of fun this weekend.”

“It’s going to be a good time, that’s for sure. It’s been too long since I’ve had one of your steaks off the grill,” Emily said.

“It hasn’t even been that long. I’m pretty sure I recall making them just a few weeks ago.”

“You did, but that’s still too long.”

“Well, I’ll make a deal with you. I’ll make your steak just the way you like it, as long as I get some time alone with you at some point this weekend.”

Emily blushed. “I think we can make that happen.”

“You think so?”

“Okay, I promise we’ll have some time together alone.”

As they finished their coffee, Derek left a twenty on the table before they headed for the door. Considering the meal cost less than twelve dollars, the generous tip was one reason they always got amazing service. Emily and Derek had both worked as servers and bartenders years ago. They understood how hard it was to survive on it as an income. They slowly strolled hand in hand through the streets. It was her favorite part of the afternoon. The pair made a point of eating quickly so they could enjoy the conversation and walk together. Emily truly felt blessed in the life they had created. Things hadn’t always been so easy between them.

For several years, they had struggled as any young couple would. Art had been a surprise, to say the least, but when he’d come to them, it had brought them together with renewed joy. Their relationship had suffered tragically since its early days. Yet the suffering and heartbreak that might drive a couple apart had pulled them closer to each other in the end. They’d fought through hell and back to stay true to their vows. Derek let go of her hand, wrapping his arm around her shoulders to hold her closer as the shop came into view.

“You know, we’ve still got fifteen minutes,” he whispered.

“Oh yeah? What are you thinking, Mr. Adams?”

He grinned. “What say we go back behind the shop and make out, like when we were first hitched?”

She laughed, giving him a playful wink. “Sir, I think you read my mind.”

He bent down and kissed her passionately before starting the walk again. Their lives were perfect.
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“So, what do you think? Are you going to be here in the morning?” Emily asked jokingly.

Cathy laughed. “You better believe it. I’ve never had a job where I get to sleep in until eight! I’m looking forward to that.”

“Yeah, we tried opening at seven a few years ago, but the boys in the shop were not happy about it. The company didn’t bring in much extra money, so we washed it after a few weeks. Everyone was content to go back to the nine-to-five, even if we lost the overtime in the process.”

“Well, I’m definitely not complaining,” Cathy said.

Emily was happy the day, and the rest of the week, for that matter, was coming to an end. As much as she was looking forward to returning to part-time work with Cathy there to help, she was ready for a weekend away from the chatty woman. She had been contemplating the offer that Rhonda had made for her to stay on full time and work with her on the billing end of things for a few hours a week, but Emily was ready to be part time. The older Art got, the more involved he became in after-school activities. She didn’t want to miss anything as he grew.

With ten minutes before the end of the workday, they had one customer still waiting in the lobby. His truck had started to slip gears a few miles back. The man was going to be stuck in the small community for at least the weekend. Since the pandemic, parts were still a little tricky to come by. While Derek would be able to get him back on the road, they were at the mercy of the supply chain. She’d already ordered the man a car to bring him to the only motel in town. When the green sedan pulled up outside, Emily let the man know and promised to call him with an update on Monday afternoon.

Cathy smiled. “You handled the customer perfectly. I mean, he was really upset about the parts taking so long to come in, and you were able to calm him down like you’d known him your whole life.”

“I’ve been doing this long enough to understand what their trucks mean to them. For some of these guys, it’s their livelihood. Anger isn’t going to get you anywhere, even with the toughest guys out there. That’s something to keep in mind with everyday life, not just here at the shop.”

“How are you this wise and you’re not even thirty yet? It’s taken me a long time to figure most of those things out, and here you are, already better at it than I am.”

Emily laughed. “Let me tell you something. Life has thrown some wild things at me, and I’ve learned some lessons the hard way. Now, I’m not complaining about anything I’ve been through, but it certainly has never come easy for me.”

“Well, I think you’ve made a pretty good life for whatever it is you’ve gone through. I have to say, though, it sounds like there is a pretty good story to go along with that.”

“There probably is, but it’s time to get out of here for today.”

“Wow,” Cathy said. “It doesn’t even feel like I’ve been here this long.”

“That’s the great thing about working here. Sometimes, but not always, the days just fly by and it’s like I wasn’t even here all day.”

“I look forward to days like this. What am I supposed to take care of at closing time?”

Emily smiled. “Probably the easiest part of the day. You’ll want to make sure all the doors are locked and log out with your employee number and password. After you do that, I’ll shut down the computers, and then we’re all done.”

While the woman seemed sweet, if not a little overbearing, Emily wasn’t jumping at the opportunity to share the sordid details of her life with Cathy. She’d known in the interview that Cathy would be a great addition to the Davis team, but outside of work, Emily was incredibly careful about who she socialized with. It wasn’t that she didn’t enjoy company and friends; she simply had no desire to form false friendships. Her life was chaotically full already, with more to come as Art started winter sports and the cold settled in.

Darrel and Martha would need help on the farm they owned a few miles outside of town. Something told her that Cathy would have no trouble making friends as a newcomer to the community. They welcomed people with open arms, showing everyone the same level of caring and understanding. Emily went back around behind the counter and started shutting down the system. There were three computers behind the desk, one for each service writer and one they used for billing. Hopefully, by the time they left for vacation, Cathy would be able to run things without any trouble.

She was smart but chatty, which was wonderful for their work with customers, but Emily knew she’d be singing a different tune if they had to work side by side for longer than a few months. One by one, the mechanics came into the office to tell Emily they were heading out for the weekend. She knew each of them personally and could share the intimate details of their lives if asked. Emily prided herself on being the heart of the shop, helping her teamwork through their problems as employees and friends.

“All right, that’s all we have to do. You’re more than welcome to head out for the day,” Emily said.

“Are you staying behind?”

“Oh, just for a few while I wait for Derek. Sometimes, if he’s working on something important, it takes him a little longer before we can leave for the day.”

“Well, I was actually thinking about swinging by somewhere close and grabbing a drink. I’d love it if you would join me and tell me the story about your hard life,” Cathy said.

“Honestly, I was just telling you how I learned the lessons I learned. It’s really a personal story that I don’t really want to go into.”

“I understand that. I’ve got a few of those stories of my own. I hope we can grow close enough for us to talk to each other about them someday, but if not, the offer stands to grab that drink. I really don’t know many people around here.”

Emily sighed. “Can I take a rain check?”

“Sure, it doesn’t have to be tonight. I just figured I would offer. Do you have plans?”

“I do. Derek and I have dinner plans with the kids. It’s kind of a family thing we do once a week. I’ll definitely take that rain check, and maybe we can go another night.”

Cathy smiled. “It’s fine. I understand you’ve already made plans. I was just thinking we were getting along so well today that a few more hours with some alcohol in our system sounded like a good time. I’m going to hold you to that.”

“We’ll get together another time.”

She gave Cathy one final wave before watching the woman slip out the front door. It locked automatically behind everyone when they left. While she waited for Derek to finish up in the shop, Emily texted Martha to check on Art. He adored being dropped off by the bus at his grandparents’ house every day. It was rare for kids to have a community of family members to support them. Emily knew they were lucky to have the couple. Jemma and Emily’s parents had passed away when they were eighteen and sixteen. The couple, missionaries for the church, had lost their lives when their flight was shot down over the Congo.

While the church elders had offered to take in both girls, Jemma had instead graduated early and made sure they were taken care of. It wasn’t until years later that Emily learned the truth. The mega-church hadn’t wanted the girls. They’d wanted to control the seven-figure life insurance policy their parents had left the sisters. Jemma had quickly cut ties with the church, instead getting them through their youthful years by managing the money with enough know-how to secure it for the rest of their lives.

When she felt the building start to tremble slightly and heard the groaning of the bay doors, Emily knew it was almost time to leave. She grabbed her purse and killed the lights in the office before setting the alarm and slipping into the shop where Derek was washing his hands at the large metal shop sink. Minutes later, they left through the side door and walked to their waiting car. Emily was happy the week was finally over and they could relax for the next few days; they needed it.
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While most of the population of Kenwood lived in the small village, a few farms were spread out beyond its borders. Nestled among the national forest, Derek’s parents’ property was known for its organic produce and meat. The land had been in Derek’s family for generations. Someday, she knew he dreamed of taking over the land, but they were in no rush, either. As an only child, Derek had enjoyed the doting attention of both his parents. Now, as grandparents, Martha and Ben adored every minute they got not only with Art but with Cameron as well.

They weren’t his real grandparents, but that didn’t stop them from loving the ten-year-old like blood. Heading through the quiet town, she loved watching how the warm spell had transformed everything. The streets were packed with people out, catching the last of the sun. Occasionally, she’d see someone Emily recognized and wave, but they didn’t have time to stop and talk. She wanted to get home as much as she knew Derek did. Plus, Emily knew she’d be talking to people all weekend as they ran errands and spent time with family in public.

It was Friday night, and she wanted to spend the evening with her son and husband, relaxing at their house without a care in the world. Before long, the village turned to forest, and minutes later, they were pulling up to an electronic gate. Derek quickly entered the code, and they drove inside the farmhouse he’d grown up in. The twenty-acre property was surrounded by lush Washington forest. Every time she saw it, it felt like she was in a dream. Nestled away from the road, the classic white house, large greenhouse, and fire-engine red barn looked like they’d been plucked from a magazine cover.

Arthur bounded in their direction as soon as Derek stopped the truck. She climbed out, the little boy leaping into her arms for their afternoon hug. Her heart swelled with love. There was nothing better than knowing her son was happy, healthy, and safe.

“Hey, honey. How was your day today?”

Arthur smiled. “It was great. I aced the math test that I was worried about.”

“I knew you would. Didn’t I tell you?”

“You did, and you were right. I only had trouble with a few of the problems, but then I remembered the trick you taught me.”

“See, it’s not so hard when you know the secrets,” Emily said. “I’m really proud of you. How’s Grandma?”

“She’s good. We made cookies today. Grandma always makes the best cookies.”

“I can’t say that I disagree with you on that. They have always been really good. Did you save me any or eat them all, my little piggy?”

“I didn’t eat them all, but I had a bunch. There might be a few left for you, but I can’t promise that.”

Emily laughed. “I bet you did. I hope you left enough room for dinner tonight.”

“I did, but we also ate some of the berries in the greenhouse. Grandma has a lot of plants in there.”

“Well, I’m glad you had a good day, sweetheart. What about all the animals? Did you guys get a chance to see them today?”

“We sure did,” Arthur said excitedly. “She even let me feed them.”

“Sounds like the perfect day. I’m sure you’ll get a lot of time with them tomorrow. I assume they have a lot of things planned. Are you excited about spending the night with them tomorrow?”

He grinned. “I am. Cameron and I are going to have a blast. Grandma said we’re going to make more cookies and maybe have a movie night. She said we could even make a fort with the couch cushions.”

“That’s something to look forward to. I bet she’s already got the movie picked and everything.”

She adored every moment with her son as they slowly walked to where his grandparents were waiting for the family on the front porch. Right away, the conversations started. Emily loved her in-laws. They had taken to her from the first moment they met. Given her rough background and the trauma she faced over her parent’s death, Emily hadn’t been open to the love Martha had offered her in the early days of their friendship. Now, after so long being family, she held nothing but love and respect for the elderly couple. Martha spent her days helping out the community and her husband.

Years before, Martha had worked as a teacher for the small district. When she had retired, the entire community came out to celebrate a career spanning decades. Nearly everyone you met in Kenwood had a story about Martha and her classroom. She was truly beloved by all. Ben was no less in the eyes of the villagers. A former firefighter and lifelong volunteer, he’d always gone above and beyond to take care of the people of Kenwood. Now, with retirement and farm life, they both took advantage of every opportunity to spend with their grandsons.

Before long, as the adults talked, Arthur was gone again. Emily knew she’d have to go hunt him down eventually, but she had a pretty good idea of where he’d be. Ben had shared with them the week before that one of the three mares they had on the property was close to foaling. It would be a wonderful experience for Arthur when the new colt arrived. She loved knowing the baby and her son would grow up together.

“How was your day today?” Martha asked.

“It was pretty good, actually. We hired a new girl, and I had to show her around. You know, teach her the ropes and train her. I think she’s going to work out.”

“That’s great. I bet you’re excited to get her trained so you’ll be covered to take your vacation.”

Emily smiled. “You’re right about that. We’ve been looking forward to it. How are things going around here? Are the animals nice and fat, ready to be butchered?”

Ben laughed. “They are just as fat as always. Though, I have to say, we’re looking to bring on a farm hand for the butchering season. I’m not as young as I once was, and it sure would be nice to have an extra pair of hands to do the dirty work.”

“Well, I’ll ask around for you, Pops. I can’t think of anyone right offhand, but I’m sure we can figure something out,” Derek said.

“Yeah, there are a ton of kids coming back from school, and I’m sure they’re going to be looking for work,” Emily added. “We’ll find you some help somewhere.”

“I sure would appreciate it. It’s not like the old days where you just had to put an ad in the paper, and people would flock to the job opening.”

“Newspapers are a thing of the past.”

“That’s for sure. Anyway. It’s good to see you, and we look forward to having the kids over tomorrow night.”

Emily smiled. “I know they’re excited to come back. We’ll drop them off around six if that works for you.”

”That’s perfectly fine,” Ben said. “Love you, guys. Have a good dinner.”

“We will,” Derek said. “That’s if Mom didn’t already fill them up with cookies.”

Martha laughed. “Oh, a few sweets won’t stuff them boys.”

The couple laughed and turned to leave, but before they’d even made it off the porch to start looking for Art, he was racing back around to the front of the house. Emily could understand his excitement. As they often did on Fridays, she planned on ordering pizza instead of cooking for a second night that week. With one look in Derek’s direction, Emily could tell that her husband was as exhausted as she was after the long week. With each day that brought them closer to the Bahamas, Emily felt the fatigue of life weighing on her and knew they all needed a break.

The trip was going to be amazing. They had been planning it for nearly a year. Not only would they be somewhere warm and sunny with clear waters and stiff drinks, but both sides of their families were coming as well. Ben and Martha, along with Rose, Jemma, and Cameron. Climbing into the pickup, Arthur took his place in the back seat and buckled himself in as the couple hashed out the dinner plans. As they pulled away from Derek’s parents’ farm, Emily was thrilled to be going back home to their own quiet house in Kenwood’s only suburb.

As the sun settled beyond the trees, Emily smiled and nestled closer to her husband. Five years ago, their marriage had nearly fallen apart. Now, though, it was as solid as the foundation that held up his parents’ home. She knew they could overcome anything together because they already had a half decade before. The familiar twinge of heartache crept through her as she held her husband close.
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When they finally arrived at the petite two-bedroom ranch house, Derek parked the truck in front of the garage in the driveway and killed the engine. She wasn’t surprised when she looked in the back seat and Arthur was fast asleep. Though the drive had only taken ten minutes, the boy was only seven. A full day without a nap was still a challenge for him, especially given the long week they’d all had. Between training Cathy at work and trying to get the house and property winterized before the season’s first snowfall, they’d been beyond busy. Every day they’d had projects to tackle after working at the shop.

The last of the yearly chores, winterizing the Harley Davidsons sat in the garage, would be tackled on Sunday. They would get one final ride in before the twin bikes were moved to the heated garage at her in-laws’ farm. The single-car garage wasn’t a necessity for the pickup during the warm months, but they’d learned long ago that having a snow-free and heated vehicle in the mornings was worth the hassle of moving the bikes back and forth. It was always the same question they asked themselves at the end: was it time to expand?

Emily still had more than half the money her parents had left her, but she and Derek were sticklers for keeping those funds in savings. Someday, Arthur would be going off to college, and they’d want to retire. The longevity of a career as a diesel mechanic wasn’t great, not if you still wanted to be mobile well into old age. It took its toll on her husband’s body. By the time the trio made it through the front door, Arthur was already being smothered by the two fat cats that lived with them. The three-year-old littermates had been a surprise on the farm, and Art quickly had fallen in love with them.

Within minutes, Art was running around playing with the two cats. Emily enjoyed watching her son flocking with the cats. It brought her happiness knowing the boy was enjoying his life as he should. While he was running around, she and Derek made their way to the kitchen, where he grabbed a beer. As he popped the top on his favorite brew, he turned and smiled at her.

“So, what’s the plan for our dinner tomorrow, love?”

“Oh, I haven’t quite decided yet, but I’ll go in the morning after I get in that cup of coffee with my sister.”

“All right, what about dinner tonight? Have any ideas of what to order?”

Emily chuckled. “The age-old argument that every couple has. What to do for dinner? You know, honestly, I don’t really have any preference. I’m not feeling very picky tonight.”

He grinned. “Okay then, first time for everything. How about…burgers from the diner? I don’t know why, but they sound amazing.”

“Maybe you’re pregnant?”

Derek laughed. “I hope not. I can’t afford to miss that kind of time from work.”

“Fair enough. I don’t think we could afford another one of you running around here. Seriously, though, whatever you want sounds good to me. I could go for a burger, especially one of theirs.”

“Well, they sound good to me, so I’ll go and pick us up some dinner.”

Just before she was ready to reply, her stomach growled, and they both laughed. She didn’t have to look at him to know he had received the message loud and clear. Even after a wonderful lunch, she was still hungry. Glancing up at her loving husband, she smiled.

“I suppose we both have our answer on dinner. So, why don’t you get yourself a shower, and I will put the call in and order us all something.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Derek replied.

As her husband walked past her to head for the bathroom, he kissed her tenderly, giving her rear a playful pat. Instantly, she blushed and rolled her eyes at him, swatting him back as she giggled and ran down the hall to the bedroom, where her laptop was waiting to place the order online. She was delighted to see that the bed was already occupied by the little boy and his two companions. He smiled at her when she entered, doing his best to hide the remote in his hands despite knowing she hadn’t left cartoons playing that morning. Casually sitting on the bed next to him, she pretended not to notice for a minute before spinning around and tickling him until he begged for mercy.

The pair tumbled down onto the pillows, Humpty and Dumpty joining the chaos. By the time Derek emerged from the shower twenty minutes later, the pair were snuggled on the bed, watching cartoons with the food ordered and ready to be picked up. Derek stopped in the room long enough to love on them both for a few minutes before going to get the takeout order. Emily didn’t feel like moving from the bed but knew they’d both be out cold by the time he got back if they didn’t. It took some work to convince Art to get his bath, but when the food arrived, he was showered and in pajamas like hers.

Emily adored every second that she got with her son and husband. When the meal was gone and Art was softly snoring on the sofa with the two cats, the pair slipped into the kitchen for a glass of wine before bed. She smiled, closing her eyes and leaning back against her husband’s chest when he wrapped his arms around her as she finished up the dinner dishes.

“I know I’ve told you a million times, but you’re so good with him.”

“Well, thank you. You’re an amazing father as well.”

Derek smiled. “You make things pretty easy with how great you are. I just get to swoop in and have all the fun.”

“Yeah? It’s easy now, but I promise that by the time he’s a teenager, all those fun things are going to be a lot different.”

“Possibly, but I’m enjoying everything right now while I can. You know he’s going to be a little heartbreaker, right?”

Emily sighed. “I already know. I’ve seen how the little girls act around him. We’re going to have to fight them off when he gets into high school. I’m too young to be a grandmother.”

“I think we’re both too young to be grandparents,” Derek said. “I don’t know if he overheard my pregnant comment, but Arthur asked me about having a sibling again while you were in the shower.”

Emily froze for a moment. “He’s only seven, Derek. He has no idea what he’s asking for when he talks about it.”

Derek sighed. “It’s been five years, Emily. You know I love you more than anything in this world, and I know Arthur feels the same way I do. Do you think you’re ever going to feel different about that?”

“I don’t care how long it’s been,” Emily snapped. “The answer isn’t ever going to change. There’s no way in hell I’m ever going to go through that again. I just can’t, Derek. I’m not having this argument again.”

Moving away from him, Emily quickly raced to their bedroom, despite Derek calling after her. She didn’t want him to see the rage in her eyes or the tears that fell down her cheeks. Emily hated him for bringing it up, for ruining the night and possibly the weekend ahead. How could he ask that of her? After everything they’d been through and the hardships they’d overcome? Throwing herself onto the bed, she softly started to cry as she wrapped her arms around her trim waist. It hadn’t always been so slight.

The stretch marks and scars that crisscrossed her skin were a reminder of that. Every scar told another story, another shard of glass or metal pulled from her body. The eight-inch scar across her lower abdomen hurt the most, though—it was a wound that would never fully heal, at least not emotionally. The physical pain had subsided years before, but the mental scars would stay with her for the rest of her life. She could still remember the searing pain of the accident and the subsequent heartbreak that had followed when she had woken weeks later.

No, there would be no siblings for Art, no small bump in her abdomen, nor moments of joy that came with the first flutters of a fetus’s movement. When the door to the bedroom opened twenty minutes later, the tears had dried, but the pain persisted. Closing her eyes and rolling away from her husband, Emily pretended to be asleep. She couldn’t handle another conversation on the subject, not with her heart already breaking.


6
[image: ]


She moved the spoon around the cup. The sugar had long ago dissolved into the hot, black brew, but the absentminded task helped to keep her hands busy. Emily tried not to think about the events of the night before. There was no point in it. They had talked about it a handful of times, and it never resulted in anything positive. More often than not, they’d go days without talking, only coming together again when they realized how much the cold atmosphere hurt their family. Now, as she waited for Jemma at the café, she was once again grateful for the warm temperatures.

It meant they could sit at one of the small tables outside instead of the cramped, standing-room-only interior of the bakery and coffee shop. When she saw her sister appear on the sidewalk, Emily forced herself to smile. She’d already ordered a pot of coffee and a plate of cream cheese scones. The ruse did nothing to convince her sister that she was perfectly fine. As soon as Jemma sat down, Emily saw the worried look in her eyes. Immediately, she wondered if Derek had texted her older sister. The two were close, but she knew Derek wouldn’t reveal something so personal without permission.

“Uh oh. Why do you look like you’re ready to either cry or kill someone?” Jemma asked.

Emily shook her head and sighed. She didn’t know where to start. Jemma had enough on her plate with Rose’s expanding company that Emily didn’t want to add more to her sister’s consciousness. There was no point in trying to get through the meal without Jemma finding out what was wrong. After all, the pair were not only sisters but best friends. She didn’t want to think about a world without her sister as her confidante.

“Derek and I got into it last night,” Emily said.

Jemma scoffed. “Girl, please. You guys never get into it about anything, and even if you do, it’s super rare. What possibly could have you feeling like this?”

“Well, he brought up another baby again. After Ashely, there’s just no way that I’m ready to chance going through that again.”

“Oh, well, I suppose that would do it. I’m so sorry to hear that. How are you holding up?”

“Not all that great. I wish I could handle it better, but there’s not a day that goes by that I don’t think about her. I know it has been five years now, but it doesn’t make it any easier. I just wish things would have been different.”

“I think the biggest thing you need to do is to stop blaming yourself. There’s nothing you could have done to change anything that happened. Everything—”

“I swear to God, if you’re about to say that everything happens for a reason, don’t. I’ve heard that so many times that those words make me sick.”

Jemma sighed. “I’m sorry. You have to know the accident wasn’t your fault. That’s why they’re called car accidents.”

“I know it wasn’t my fault, but it doesn’t make the pain go away.”

“I can’t imagine the pain you go through on a daily basis, but I’m here for you whenever you need to talk about any of it.”

“Thank you,” Emily muttered. “Right now, I’d rather not talk about it at all. I can’t stop thinking about it since he brought up having another one last night.”

Both women fell silent as people milled around them on the sidewalk. The small community was already packed. It was no surprise, given its proximity to a half-dozen major cities. Tourists and city dwellers adored walking the trails and shopping at the nostalgic stores on Kenwood’s main drag. She hated talking about the events of five years ago. While time had healed the wounds, nothing could heal the heartbreak. She could still remember every detail like it was yesterday. At forty weeks pregnant with their little girl, Emily had been in downtown Hampton, sixty miles south, for an ultrasound.

Art had been in the back seat, barely two years old at the time. Derek, already on the path to becoming foreman, had offered a dozen times to go with her to the appointment, but it had been a routine appointment and she hated the idea of him missing work for it. Every time Emily turned on the pickup’s blinkers, it brought her back to sitting in the turn lane out front of Hampton General. They’d been singing along to the radio when her light turned green. Ever cautious, she’d looked both ways before making the turn. Still, she couldn’t know the drunken man would come barreling around a blind corner and run the light.

After the initial impact, Emily had lost consciousness. She’d been placed in a medically induced coma for weeks before they tried to wake her. For another month, Emily had lain in the hospital unconscious until finally, she woke from the sleep. Emily could still feel the fleeting moment of joy when her eyes opened and she saw her stomach. It only lasted an instant. One look at her haggard and exhausted husband sitting at her side had told her everything she needed to know. Their little girl was gone, never taking her first breath in the world that had been so excited to welcome her.

“It’s been almost five years since the accident,” Emily whispered. “Five years ago, I was going to have a little girl just to wake up to heartbreak.”

“I know, honey. Have you ever looked up the guy in prison or checked into him since then?”

Emily shook her head. “I’m not even going to think about that bastard until his first parole hearing. Until then, I hope he rots in the hell he’s created.”

“How much longer until that comes up?”

“He’s got five more years until he’s eligible, but I hope they aren’t going to let him go. I never got to hold my daughter, and he shouldn’t be allowed to go free after a measly ten years.”

“You have every right to feel that way, just like you have every right not to want to have another kid. We all know how hard that was for you, and we’re so proud of how far you’ve come since then,” Jemma said. “Can I give you one piece of advice, though?”

“I’m listening.”

“You have to talk to Derek and tell him how you feel about this. He can’t read your mind, and you can’t shut him out again. It nearly killed him the first time you did.”

“I know I said I didn’t want to talk about it, but I’m glad we did. You always know just what to say.”

Jemma smiled. “That’s what sisters are for. Besides, what else am I good for if you can’t tell me these things?”

“Yeah, but with everything I’ve gone through in the past, I really don’t know what I would do without you. You really know how to keep me grounded.”

“Well, you always knew how to get me grounded when we were kids, so it’s only fair that I do it when we’re older.”

Emily chuckled. “Well, someone had to be adventurous.”

“That’s fair, but either way, you’re welcome.”

After the conversation with her sister, Emily felt a little better. She knew she had to get home and talk to Derek. As she had a habit of doing, Emily had shut out her husband as soon as things started to get emotional. Every day, she thanked God for having a man as patient and wonderful as her spouse. He always gave her the space she needed to process instead of getting upset when she couldn’t have a conversation. Thanking her sister again and making plans for their game night later, Emily hugged her and headed for her car.

She needed to hit the grocery store before going home. When she reached her car parked a few blocks down, a strange sensation moved through her. Instantly, Emily paused, her head rising as she glanced around her surroundings. Suddenly, she saw the reason for the churning in her gut. Standing on the other side of the road, wedged in a small alley between two storefronts, was a man shrouded in the shadows, but his focus of attention was clear. His eyes were glued to Emily. He watched her every move as a chill ran down her spine. She unlocked the truck and climbed inside, quickly locking the doors again before adjusting her mirror. In the few seconds it had taken her to slip inside the vehicle, the man had disappeared. Still, Emily wasn’t going to let it go. She had never seen him before, and he didn’t appear to be a part of any group of tourists. Doing her best to shake off the foreboding sensation, she grabbed her phone and dialed her husband’s number. Emily needed him to know how sorry she was and just how much she loved him.
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“It was weird, Derek. The guy was just standing there, watching me,” she muttered.

He grunted and cursed, but she knew it wasn’t directed at her. With newer Harleys, they had a kill switch preventing it from starting while the kickstand was down. At some point between their ride the weekend before and that Saturday, the wire on her bike had come loose. Now he was working to get it pulled back out as she talked. While it might seem to an outsider looking in that he wasn’t paying attention, Emily knew her husband had heard her and was contemplating everything she told him.

“When was the last time you looked in a mirror, doll?” he asked. “You’re a good-looking woman. We’ve been married for a decade, and I sure as hell still stare every chance I get.”

Emily chuckled and rolled her eyes as he sat up on the garage floor. The door was open, and a gentle breeze moved through the building. She could hear Cameron and Art playing in the backyard with Humpty and Dumpty. It was wonderful living so close to her sister and Rose. While the playdate hadn’t been a planned one, she never minded Cameron being there. Likewise, Art was welcome to walk at his cousin’s house across the quiet suburban street whenever he wanted, provided he had permission and one of them watching when he did.

“It wasn’t like that. I know when men are checking me out, I just don’t care. He was watching me like he was studying me. It just really creeped me out, I guess,” Emily said.

Derek stood, seeing the encounter had upset her. “Hey, sweetheart, it’s okay. If you’re worried about it, though, I can go talk to Frank when I hit the liquor store later.”

She sighed. “No, I don’t want you to do that. I don’t know what I want.”

“I really don’t mind, honey. You said you were parked in front of Henry’s, right?”

Emily nodded.

“Well, there you go. The bank has cameras, and so does the pharmacy. I’ll give Frank a call and ask him to run a check on the man.”

Emily pursed her lips. She hated her husband and the local sheriff going through all the trouble, but Emily knew it would make her feel a little better. With a quick nod to her husband, Derek smiled and pulled her into his arms, kissing the top of her head tenderly. She adored him with all of her heart.

“How was your breakfast with Jemma this morning? I mean, your coffee. I guess I mean the same thing either way.”

Emily chuckled. “It was good. She was telling me how excited she is to be helping Rose expand the company. They’ve been putting in a lot of work to grow the business.”

“I’m glad you enjoyed it, and it’s good to hear that she’s doing well. You know, it might not be a bad idea to talk to Rose tonight during game night. Maybe she can give us some insight into what to do about the guy.”

“I like that idea. Since she runs a security firm, I bet she’ll know exactly how to handle it.”

Derek smiled. “I have good ideas sometimes. I can’t say I’m full of them, but they come to go.”

Emily smiled and nodded her head. She was still thinking about her talk with her sister earlier in the day and how she had acted toward Derek the night before. While none of it was his fault, she still treated him as though he was the problem. There was a moment when she felt like waiting to apologize to the man, but she quickly changed her mind and sighed.

“You’re a good man, Derek. I don’t always feel as though I deserve to have you in my life, and I really wanted to apologize for my outburst last night. I wasn’t thinking straight, and I certainly shouldn’t have taken it out on you.”

“Honestly, I don’t feel like you have anything to feel sorry about. I should have never brought it up.”

“Maybe, but it’s not like you knew how I would react. I just want you to know I was wrong for treating you like that.”

He shook his head. “Don’t worry about it. I’d rather just forget about the whole thing and enjoy the weekend like we’ve planned. No sense letting something like that mess up a good time.”

She hated that he wanted to forget it. Emily understood how desperately Derek wanted another child, but her heart ached each time she thought of their lost little girl. It wouldn’t change when they had a new child, assuming they even made it that far. She wanted him to be happy and understood he would let it go, but she couldn’t stop feeling like garbage because of it. They weren’t going to make a decision in one day, but he had a right to know what was on her mind.

“Derek, I don’t want to take more children off the table. I know Art would love to have a little brother or sister. Heck, it’s something we’ve talked and dreamed about for so long. How could he not love the idea?”

“Sweetheart, you don’t have to—”

“Please,” she whispered, “just let me finish. I don’t want this to be put in a box in our hearts and locked away for another six months. I want us to have an open and honest conversation about it. I just don’t know when.”

He pulled her into his arms again. “That’s plenty good enough for me. Maybe next month, when Art goes on his boy scout trip with Rose and Cameron, we can take a few days off and go somewhere. We’ll make a little mini vacation out of it.”

Emily chuckled. “All for a conversation?”

“A very important one,” he said. “But don’t go thinking we aren’t going to drink and party tonight like it’s nineteen-ninety-nine, either. I plan on wooing you later.”

She burst into laughter. “Wooing me? That’s closer to sixteen-ninety-nine, good sir. I think you’ve been around gas fumes too long.”

“Sugar, I’ll woo you in any century you want,” Derek said playfully.

“All right, enough play talk until later. Are we all ready to go? I hate that we have to put the Harleys away for the year.”

Derek pretended to wipe a tear from his eye. “I know. It’s always the hardest part of the year.”

“Shut up. Though you’re not all that wrong.”

“I know, but it has to be done. I’ll ride mine to the farm first and get it winterized. As soon as I finish with the cruiser, I’ll have Pops bring me back here and grab your Sportster. You can follow me over after that.”

“I’ll follow you in the pickup the second time you leave, and then you can drop us off before heading to the liquor store.”

“Is there anything else we’re going to need for tonight?” Derek asked. “I’m sure you’ve probably already mentioned something, but I’m a man, and I’m not always that smart.”

“Oh, honey. You’re special, and that’s okay.”

“We’re all special in our own little ways. Anyway, is there anything else we need to grab before tonight?”

Emily chuckled. “As far as I know, we should be all set. I can’t think of anything else. I’m pretty sure I got everything we needed when I stopped at the store earlier.”

“You never cease to amaze me. You’re an amazing woman, and I am lucky you’re mine.”

“Maybe I’m not yours, but you’re actually mine.”

“I accept that, but you are pretty perfect to me, baby.”

“Likewise, stud. I couldn’t imagine my life without you. Just make sure you don’t get the same alcohol as last time.”

Derek laughed. “Oh, I haven’t forgotten about what happened last time.”

Before the conversation could go any further, Art and Cameron came racing into the garage. It came as no surprise that they wanted to ride their bikes around the block. Emily wasn’t going to deny them the joy, knowing it would be the last one before the cold settled in. They had planned on a laid-back weekend, and she was happy to comply with their request. Giving her husband one last kiss as he backed her motorcycle out of the garage and onto the road, she watched Cameron carefully look both ways before racing to his house for his bicycle and gear.

When her Harley roared to life and Derek gave them one final wave, Emily turned her attention toward the house where Art was emerging with his helmet on and pads half strapped to his knees and elbows. She couldn’t believe how fast their little boy was growing up. It seemed like just yesterday that they were bringing him home from the hospital. Her body ached, longing for another child as she smiled at her son. Maybe it was time for their family to grow again.
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“Cloudy with a Chance of Meatballs!” Rose yelled out.

The foursome erupted in laughter as they all cheered. The game of charades was a favorite of theirs. It always brought with it a touch of nostalgia for Jemma and Emily. Their parents had made sure that every Saturday night, they had a family game night with charades taking center stage. She adored the fact that they had carried on the tradition. If the cousins didn’t enjoy their grandparents so much, they’d be there with them. As it was, Emily enjoyed spending time with the grown-ups in the family. It was nice to relax and enjoy a few drinks with the couple.

“So, Jemma tells me the expansion is going well. When do you want to have the new location open?” Derek asked Rose.

She grinned. “I don’t know that I’d call it ‘new.’ The old mill is about as run down as it comes. We’ve still got to fix the ceiling rafters, interior roofing, build all the offices, the floor, and the basement…but the outside sure looks bitching.”

“Oh, and don’t forget about the rats. Need to deal with those little bastards, too,” Jemma added.

Emily cringed. “Yuck. Let me know when they’re gone, and I’ll give you a hand.”

“Not a fan of rodents, I take it?” Rose asked.

She shuddered and shook her head, recalling the incident that had traumatized her for life.

“Emily here had a run-in with a very large group of rats when we were kids—”

“A mischief of rats,” Rose said.

Everyone turned to look at her, cocking their heads in confusion.

Rose grinned. “A group of rats is called a mischief. Look it up if you don’t believe me.”

“Seems like a befitting name,” Derek muttered. “So, what happened with this mischief of rats? Did they try to take your toes?”

Emily pretended to gag as the memory came flooding back. They had been helping the local church clear out an abandoned house and barn the group had recently purchased. Later in life, Emily would often question if the land the mega-church acquired ever made it into the hands of the truly needed or not. At the time, though, as a girl of only ten, she’d had the same blind faith as her parents in the institution.

“It wasn’t anything like that, but it might have gotten close,” Jemma said.

“Well, don’t leave us in suspense like that,” Rose said. “Tell us what happened that has you so afraid of rats.”

“It was a long time ago when she was about ten. We were helping to clean out an old barn the church had bought. Everything was going just fine, but no one mentioned there would be rats. Now, don’t get me wrong, she always had a fascination with mice when she was younger. They were just the cutest little things, but I don’t think she knew they came in a larger, much uglier version.”

Derek chuckled. “You didn’t know there was such a thing as rats?”

“No, and if I did, I suppose I never had seen one up close before,” Emily said.

“So, Emily was up in the attic part of the barn, helping to clear out a bunch of old things the past owners had left behind. It was really trashed, but she was still happy to go along and help our parents.”

“What happened after that? I’m still waiting for you to get to the good part,” Rose said.

“There was an old bookshelf that had a few books on it. Granted, they weren’t in the best condition, but I was still curious about what stories they might have held. As I glanced around the few books rotting away, one, in particular, grabbed my eye,” Emily said.

“Ratatouille?” Derek asked.

Emily chuckled. “Oh, aren’t you the funny one? No. Honestly, I couldn’t even tell you what it was now, but I really wanted to take a look. Unfortunately, it was on the top shelf, and I had to climb a few lower shelves to get to it. Everything was going all right until—”

“She started to slip,” Jemma added.

“Yeah, and about the time I hit the floor, eight rats fell off the top and landed on me. I thought I was being attacked by wild animals and started to scream.”

Jemma smiled. “Our parents had to take us home, and Emily has been terrified of them ever since.”

“And it was a long time before I was able to go into a barn again.”

The group erupted into laughter when the story was finished. Emily adored that her sister had such a good memory. It was wonderful that Jemma and Rose lived so close to them. After they’d lost their parents, there had been a brief time when Emily wasn’t sure if she wanted anything to do with Jemma. Everything about Jemma had reminded a young and broken Emily of her mother in a way that shattered her. For a moment in time, her only goal had been to gain her independence and get as far away from her sister and the memory of their parents as possible. Though the phase hadn’t lasted long, it was still a bittersweet moment in her past. They had come together and broken apart a half dozen times in the span of a year after Emily had turned eighteen.

Now she couldn’t imagine a world without Jemma living just a few doors down. They had planned on helping restore the old mill. It was going to take them the next few months, but with the cold weather moving in, it was perfect timing. Over the summer, the four had worked with contractors to ensure anything outside was completed. Once the rodents were dealt with and the shell of the structure deemed sound, they could heat the massive beast and bring the kids there while they worked.

“You know, we wanted to get your opinion on something, Rose,” Derek said.

“Anything I can do for you, you just have to say it. What’s going on?”

“Well, we had an issue with a guy across the street earlier. Emily mentioned it to me and said she was watching her hardcore, and I was just curious as to what we should do about it. She was pretty creeped out by the guy.”

Rose scoffed. “Say no more. I’ll look into it right away and let you know.”

“I think it might have just been in my head, but it’s better to be safe than sorry,” Emily said.

“Oh, you know I agree with that but don’t ever think you could be wrong. I’m telling you right now that a woman’s best guide is her intuition, and you should follow it every time. Trust it more often.”

“Thank you, but I just didn’t know what to think. He creeped me out with the way he was looking at me.”

“So, who’s up for another round?” Derek asked.

Jemma laughed. “You know I’m good for another. Why don’t I help you out with that while these two talk about the creeper?”

Derek nodded, and Emily watched her sister get up and follow her husband to the kitchen. She had always been grateful for how close the two had become over the years. Slightly smiling at the thought, she turned her attention back to Rose.

“So, what do you remember about this guy?” Rose asked.

“Everything, which is strange. From what I could see, he was dressed in all brown, maybe just worn-out black? A leather jacket, slacks. He was shaggy looking and standing between the two buildings. Hell, I barely noticed him at first. I more…felt him looking at me?”

Rose nodded. “Yeah, that’s good. See? You knew that something was off. I’ll follow up first thing tomorrow morning. We’ll see if we can get an identification on the guy. There is no reason for anyone to be lurking in dark alleyways in freaking Kenwood.”

As the others returned with a fresh round of drinks, Rose and Emily turned their attention back to the relaxing evening. She was grateful to her sister-in-law for taking action and wanting to help, even if it all felt a little like overkill to her. When the game turned from charades to a heated round of poker, the incident from earlier in the day started to slip from her mind once again.

The minutes turned into hours, and the drinks continued to flow. The game nights weren’t always so saturated with alcohol, but it was a weekend for celebration. They had made it through a long summer and fall packed full of tourists, construction, and life. Now that it was coming to an end, they could relax and enjoy the peaceful silence of the wilderness that came with the bitter temperatures of the north. While some of the older locals would migrate south, the rest of the community would thrive and rejuvenate themselves nestled inside next to fires and furnaces. It was her favorite time of year.
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Emily didn’t start to feel human again until they left for the family picnic at noon the next day. She was incredibly grateful for Derek’s ability to wake up without a hangover, no matter what. He’d gotten the boys from his parents’ house, taken them out to breakfast, and dropped them off with to-go coffees and bagels for all three of the hungover women. It took her a full meal, four cups of brew, and a double dose of Tylenol before she felt like herself again. Now, as they crawled through the packed village streets on the way to the park, Emily was cheerful and chipper. She was thankful they’d reserved the shelter and grill beforehand.

They had it for the entire afternoon until five. She adored spending time with the group, especially knowing it would be the last time they could all get together before the Bahamas trip. Between the mill renovations, the butchering season, and expanding staff at work, they wouldn’t have time for another get-together. By the time they found parking near the front gates, it was almost noon. Immediately, when the truck was parked, Art bolted for the park. Neither of them stopped him.

She’d already seen Cameron running in their direction and Jemma waving from behind the shelter grill. As they walked, the couple was stopped a half dozen times by other locals they knew. Emily had planned ahead for the amount of social interaction they’d be faced with. After the coffee, she had switched to energy drinks just to keep things peppy. She hated putting the poison in her body, but it was the only way she could keep moving and cheerful, considering how much she and the girls had drunk the night before. When they finally had a moment alone, she laced her fingers through her husband’s.

“You know, I was thinking about it, and I realized we never went back and talked about the baby idea again. I was wondering why you haven’t brought it back up again,” Emily said.

“Honestly, I was waiting for you to bring it up. I thought the topic was off-limits for now, and I really didn’t want to take a chance of upsetting you again. I was simply waiting for you to make the first move. I didn’t want to push you into having the conversation.”

“I’m really happy you’re thinking about my feelings on the matter, but your feelings matter as well. You know how Jemma and I talk about everything?”

He chuckled. “I know how close the two of you are, and I just assume you tell her everything.”

“Well, we do, but I spoke to her earlier at breakfast, and she made some really good points about things. Listen, Derek, I understand I can’t go on being afraid of the subject forever. It’s not reasonable.”

“I know you’re worried about it, and I can’t imagine how scary the whole thing is for you, but you should know I’m worried about it, too. I never want you to have to go through that again, and I certainly don’t want you to.”

“I know, but it’s been so hard. I think about it every day, but I know I can’t keep being afraid of it.”

Derek smiled. “Does that mean you’re thinking about trying again?”

“It’s something I’ve been thinking about a lot today,” Emily said. “I really think I might be ready to give it another go, but you’re going to have to be patient with me.”

“Oh, honey. I’ll go as fast or as slow as you’re ready to go. Though I should probably warn you that I can’t wait to get back home and start practicing.”

Derek didn’t care that they were in the middle of a crowded park. He wrapped his arms around her waist as his lips found hers. Lifting her off the ground, they kissed and twirled until she was laughing uncontrollably, dizzy with joy. By the time he set her back down, they’d been noticed by just about everyone in the surrounding area, but she didn’t care. When they finally made it over to the shelter, the festivities were in full swing. Cameron and Art had already found a handful of other kids at the playground, and Martha watched from close by.

Right away, she set about helping Jemma and Ben with setting out snacks and getting food prepped. The grill was already going, and the enticing smell made her stomach growl. Emily didn’t notice when her mother-in-law returned with the boys and an extra person. It wasn’t until she turned around to give the boys each a bag of chips that she recognized the woman with Martha. Emily forced herself to smile, reminding herself that Cathy was new to the area and barely knew anyone. From the looks of things, she’d come to the park without her boyfriend. Emily could see the woman was thrilled to have spotted a familiar face.

Instantly, Emily felt bad for her gut reaction of not wanting to deal with the woman on her personal time. She could still remember how difficult it had been when she was a newcomer to the small community. The last thing Emily wanted was for her new coworker to feel ostracized. She was a bright woman with a great personality, making her a good fit for the shop. Despite how she felt, Emily wasn’t going to let Cathy see her displeasure. She wanted to welcome the woman with open arms.

“It’s so good to see you, Emily. How’s everything going?” Cathy asked.

“We’re doing great. The grill is up and ready to go. I think it’s going to be a great day overall.”

“That’s so good to hear. I’m so glad to see you here. I was starting to panic when I didn’t recognize anyone.”

“I remember those days, but I know it won’t take long before you know plenty of people and even try to avoid some.”

Cathy smiled. “I look forward to that day. Say, I’m glad I ran into you here. I was wondering if you and your husband would be willing to join me for dinner sometime this week.”

“I think we should really get together at some point, but I don’t know about this week. We have a lot of things going on, and I just don’t know if we’ll have the spare time,” Emily said.

“Oh, come on. You have to come over and let me thank you properly. I’m just so grateful for everything you’ve done for me already, and I’d like to show you my appreciation. Plus, I think it would be great to have someone over. Since I moved here and don’t have any family nearby, it’s been pretty lonely.”

Before she had the chance to reply, Emily caught Ben out of the corner of her eye. When she glanced at him, she could tell he had overheard the conversation and was taking the few short steps in their direction.

“You know, you’re welcome to join us for a meal right now. I’m sure there will be plenty of food to go around,” Ben said.

Emily forced a smile. “He’s right, Cathy. We’d be thrilled if you joined us.”

Cathy grinned. “Oh, I can’t say no to an invitation like that. Thank you.”

While she wasn’t thrilled with the woman crashing their picnic, it quickly became obvious that Cathy was a great person to have at a gathering. She was animated and kept the conversations going. Emily hated to admit she was wrong, but it was nice having Cathy there. It gave her an inside look into the person she’d be entrusting the shop and customers with while they were on vacation and after she dropped down to part time. Her heart fluttered at the notion. It truly was the perfect time to try for another baby.

Looking around at her family as they laughed and mingled together, her heart ached a little. Their girl should have been there with them, frolicking with the others without a care in the world. How she envied them in their blissful ignorance. Emily never wanted her son to know the heartbreak that she had as a mother. She quickly snapped herself out of the spiral before it could start. Emily had promised herself she wouldn’t keep dwelling on the past, especially now that they were going to try for another child. After the accident, the doctors weren’t sure if she’d be able to carry a child again, but two years ago, they’d given her the all-clear.

Emily hadn’t told Derek about it. Instead, she’d stayed on birth control without sharing it with him. When he’d learned of the deception, a huge fight had ensued. In the aftermath, Emily had promised him she would never hide anything from him again, and she’d kept her word. The only way their marriage would work was with a foundation built on honesty and trust. Together, they could do anything, even bring a second child into the world.
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As the minutes passed into hours and the family accepted Cathy as one of their own, they learned more about the woman. Considering she would be a huge part of Derek and Emily’s lives at the shop, the more Emily knew about her, the better. She saw the shop, its owners and employees, as an extension of her family. They spent so much time there, both working and living their lives. On the rare occasion that someone would apply and start working but the personality wasn’t a fit, they’d often not last their first month. It wasn’t that the others pushed them out; they would never smudge the Davis family name like that.

People knew when something wasn’t going to last, regardless of whether they wanted to admit it. Often, unless faced with a critical life-altering moment such as Emily had, humanity ignored the blatantly obvious signs that a situation wasn’t right. Men and women worked daily in their careers, all year, for decades of their lives. People spent more time with those they called coworkers than their blood and kin. She knew how important it was for those fellow working drones to have similar views and personalities in life.

It was why the shop had such low turnover rates. They only kept the ones who were a good fit and always paid enough to retain good workers. Watching how Cathy interacted with the family and children, Emily quickly became confident in her selection of coworkers. When the meal was served and everyone was settled down, her mother’s attention turned once more to Cathy. Now that there was less chaos, Emily looked forward to finding out more about the woman in a less formal setting. It was hard to believe she didn’t have children of her own after seeing how well she did with Cameron and Art.

“So, Cathy, do you have a significant other in your life?” Derek asked.

“I have a boyfriend who I don’t get to see very often. He’s a semi-truck driver, and he’s over the road a lot. We spend as much time as we can together when he gets time off.”

“That’s awesome, though, right? I mean, it must be nice to have time apart when you need it.”

“I wish it was, but it’s not all it’s cracked up to be. I really wish he was home more often. We have a great relationship overall,” Cathy said.

“What about your family?” Emily asked.

“I don’t have anyone nearby, and I don’t have any kids of my own yet. Though, I must say I’m looking forward to the day I have my own little one running around. I do have dozens of nieces and nephews. They’re all back in California, but they are the joys of my life. I love each and every one of them.”

Emily smiled. “I can only imagine. How did the move go? I know it has to be hard to be so far away from your family. How are you holding up?”

“If I’m being completely honest about it, I never really liked the warmer weather all that much. I prefer colder climates. Something I have to bundle up for.”

“Well, I have to tell you that you’re in for a treat around here, then. It gets cold enough to make anybody regret that decision,” Derek said with a smile.

Cathy chuckled. “In that case, I think I’m going to love it here.”

“What do you think of it all so far?”

“Everyone has been so nice, and things really couldn’t be better. I was just telling Emily we should get together for dinner this week. I thought that if the two of you had the time, we might be able to do something tomorrow night.”

“I don’t know, Cathy,” Emily said. “We’ll have to talk about it, and I’ll let you know. Like I said, we have a busy week ahead of us.”

She could see the woman wasn’t thrilled with her answer. The pair never made plans without talking about them in a stress-free setting first. It was something they’d done their entire marriage and always ended with success. By avoiding giving answers until they were back home and after they’d talked with each other, the decision was never rushed, and they both had time to consider how they felt about things. It wasn’t long before the festivities started to die down and the sun moved beyond the trees.

With the sun fading, the wind started to pick up, bringing with it a chill that sent the family and friends rushing to get things put away before they made their way back to the parking lot as a group. Cathy stayed with them, walking along and keeping up the conversation. For the first time since meeting the woman, Emily wondered what her home life was like. There was no apparent pressure for her to get back to her boyfriend. While she’d mentioned he drove a semi, she hadn’t gone into detail much beyond that.

It was a strange thing considering how open she’d been in regard to the rest of her life. The curiosity made Emily want to agree to the dinner with the woman if for no other reason than to meet the mysterious boyfriend Cathy promised would be there. Still, it was a conversation Emily would have to save for later in the evening when they were home, alone, and able to speak freely. As the leftovers and children were loaded into the vehicles, she turned to hug her parents and sibling. Emily hated that they wouldn’t be able to get together again for weeks, but when they did, it would be en route to the sunny beaches of the Bahamas.

Emily and her family started to make their way to the pickup truck that awaited them. Each of them taking turns bidding farewell to the family. As with every family, she assumed, it seemed to take forever to say goodbye and get out of the cold. Each of them had their vehicles running and warming up, but the conversation had yet to end.

“We’ll talk about that dinner later this evening, Cathy. I’ll let you know by text the moment I have an answer for you.”

“Sounds good, and like I said, I’d really love to have you guys over.”

Derek smiled. “We’ll see what we can do.”

“You know, I have an interview for a farmhand here in a little while,” Ben said.

“Would you like me to be there and talk to them with you? I’m sure we can make sure to get you the right kind of help.”

“Oh, I don’t think we’re going to have to go through all of that. I mean, it’s just a seasonal position. So, as long as they can put in some grunt work, I think we’ll be just fine.”

Derek smiled, and they each took turns hugging one another for the final time. As Emily leaned in to hug Rose, the woman told her she would look into the creep lurking around town earlier in the day. She glanced up to see Cathy had heard what was said, and she raised her eyebrow in curiosity. Emily smiled and pulled away.

“Thank you and thank you to everyone for coming. Be safe on your way home. Love you, guys.”

As they climbed into the pickup and she made sure Art was strapped into the back seat, she smiled at the boy. It was obvious from the circles under his eyes that he was exhausted after a long day of playing with his cousin and other kids he knew at the playground. She adored that he’d gotten a little more time outside before the cold settled in. Before long, they would be trading picnic supplies in for sleds and holiday decorations. She loved the changing of the seasons but hated feeling trapped inside for the next few months.

Unlike the other members of her family, Emily would rather spend her time bathing in the sun’s warm rays as opposed to hiding by a fireplace. Yet the sacrifice was a small one, given their charming lives in the small, secluded area. Waving to the others as they pulled away, Emily was sad to see the weekend coming to an end. Already the clouds were moving in, the first droplets of moisture finding their way onto the windshield as they moved through the quickly emptying streets. Derek gave her a wink when he turned on the truck’s heat.

Despite the house only being a mile away, the chill outside had already made her cold. Glancing back at Art, she saw he was already softly snoring with his eyes closed. Her heart swelled with emotions. The love she had for him would soon double as they brought another baby into the world. Emily caught herself smiling at the thought of another little version of Art running wild in the world. Soon, he wouldn’t be an only child, and that knowledge warmed her to the core despite the dropping numbers outside.
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By the time they reached their garage and Derek pulled the pickup inside, fat snowflakes had started to come down. If the roads got slippery overnight, an almost guarantee, they’d cancel school for Monday. Emily wasn’t worried about it. Martha and Ben had already made it clear Art could come to their house if the weather got bad. No matter what, they always tried to keep the shop open. Being the last stop before the Canadian borders, truckers often came to them stranded and desperate. Closing their doors because of bad weather could mean thousands in added expenses to already-stretched-thin drivers.

Derek carried Art into the house as Emily followed after them with the leftovers from the picnic. She quickly got everything put away before kicking on the heat. They’d opted to leave it off until they got back home, wanting to give the new filter and cleaned ducts time to air out before starting it up for the cold months. Now, as the furnace below roared to life and a burst of warm air filled the petite kitchen, Emily smiled. The house would soon be as warm as it had been hours ago, basking in the sunlight. When she felt her husband’s arms wrap around her, she leaned back against his firm frame.

“Art’s upstairs getting his bath. I made sure he was all the way awake first,” Derek said.

She chuckled. “I’m sure that was a fun battle.”

“He tried to convince me that he wasn’t that dirty. I don’t know how he managed to get grass stains on his knees. He was wearing jeans all day.”

“Boys are messy, that’s for sure,” Emily said.

“Does that mean you’re hoping for a little girl this time?” Derek asked.

Emily’s heart started to race. Immediately, her body tensed as she thought about the girl they already had, the one who never had gotten to take her first breath. She’d agreed she wanted another child and was even excited about the prospect, but it would still take some time before her knee-jerk reaction wasn’t to become upset at the mention of a baby. Forcing herself to relax again, Emily drew a ragged breath.

“I don’t think I actually have a preference,” Emily replied. “The only thing that matters to me is that he or she is healthy and happy. Boy or girl, that’s all I want for our child.”

“I think I would lean toward having a little girl, but I’m right there with you. There’s nothing more important than a happy and healthy little baby in our lives.”

She smiled. “That makes me happy to hear you say, and as much as I’m glad we’re getting to talk about it, I think there is something else we need to discuss.”

“Are you talking about the dinner invitation Cathy extended to us?” Derek asked.

“That’s exactly what I’m talking about. I told her I would give her an answer, and I want to make sure we’re both on the same page before I respond.”

Dereck groaned. “Do we have to go? I mean, you already told her we were pretty busy. Doesn’t that cover it all for us?”

Emily laughed. “I know you don’t want to go, but she is going to be second in command under me at the shop. I think it’s only right that we get to know her outside of work so we have a better idea of who she is.”

“Yeah, but that means getting to know her. I don’t think I really want to know her outside of work.”

“I understand, but you have to remember that she’s new to the area and doesn’t know anyone. I think we should take her up on the offer.”

“I don’t know, sweetheart. I just wanted to be nice when I told her we’d figure it out. I honestly thought I was just playing along.”

She smiled. “I suppose you’re right, but I still think we should accept the dinner invitation.”

“I’m done,” Art screamed from upstairs.

Derek gave her a playful grin as he started to back away. “Sorry, babe, I’ve got to help him get ready for bed. Raincheck on the talk?”

“Derek—”

Before she could finish admonishing him, he was already gone and running up the two-step landing to help Art brush his teeth and pick out pajamas and a book for bedtime. She knew Derek was just joking around, and in the end, he’d approve of them having dinner with the couple. He hated trying to mingle and meet new people, but he always put on a brave face and ended up having a decent time. While she waited for Derek to come back down, Emily got the coffeepot and their travel mugs ready for the morning.

Their normal routine would involve waking up early, enjoying a few hours of peace and quiet before waking Art, having breakfast, and getting him off to school. They’d get to the shop at the same time as the others, just a few minutes before it would open for the day. While some shops did little to accommodate the needs of their employees, the Davis shop put a priority on family. With over half the staff having children, Darrel and Rhonda didn’t open the doors until all their employees could be there. Derek jogged back down the steps moments later, grabbing a pair of brews from the fridge before joining her at the dining room table.

“I figured we’d both need one of these for the conversation we’re about to have,” Derek said with a playful smile.

“Thanks, baby.”

“Now, what are these details about the dinner? Tell me everything I should know.”

“I don’t really have much as far as details, but I do know it’s going to be at her boyfriend’s place.”

“Oh, the truck driver. I remember her mentioning he drove a semi. Well, I guess that it is probably for the best that we meet them. I guess I’m willing to go if that’s what you really want to do.”

“Thank you, honey. You have no idea how happy it makes me that you’re willing to do this for me.”

Derek chuckled. “Don’t think you’re getting me to agree that easily. You’re going to have to make up for a lot of this when we go upstairs.”

Emily blushed and then chuckled softly. “As soon as Art is asleep, I’ll make everything you’re going to do at that dinner worth it. That much I can guarantee.”

“See, now that sounds like an offer I can’t refuse. Speaking of the little guy, he’s waiting for you to give him his goodnight kiss and to tuck him in.”

“Oh, I suppose it is my turn now.”

“Even if it wasn’t, I don’t think he’d let a night go by without that,” he said. “While you handle that, I think I’m going to get myself a shower. I’d like you to have a clean surface to work with.”

Emily laughed. “I appreciate you looking out for me.”

“I’m always making sure to keep things fresh.”

“All right, get your shower while I tuck Art in.”

He stood and kissed her passionately before dropping his empty beer can into the recycling and heading for the stairs with the second brew in hand. She never minded when he had a few beers. Derek worked his rear off and never drank more than two on a work night. Making her way through the house, she shut off the lights and locked the doors. Despite the fact that it was barely eight o’ cock, she was just as exhausted as Arthur had been. As she climbed the steps, a strange sensation moved through her as if she were being watched.

Emily quickly looked around the small house, but there was nothing out of place. She shook her head, hating herself for always thinking danger lurked around every corner. Thinking about the man from earlier in the weekend, though, Emily wondered if her instinct was completely off. Heading down the hall, she turned into Art’s room just in time to see the little boy close his eyes. When he heard his door creaking, the boy’s eyes darted open as he gave his mother a sleepy smile. She moved to him and sat down on the bed, pulling him into her arms and planting a dozen kisses on his face and cheeks until he was giggling uncontrollably.

When he had settled down again, his eyelids heavy, Emily slipped out of the room and softly closed the door. Opening the bedroom door, she stepped inside just as Derek pulled on a pair of shorts, his hair still damp as he gave her a grin. Her heart fluttered. Just as he crossed the room to pull her into his arms, there was a knock at the door. They both froze.
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“Who on earth would be stopping here this late?” Emily muttered.

“I don’t know, but I’ve got a few choice words for them,” Derek growled. “Why don’t you stay here and get ready for bed? I’ll deal with this.”

“No way. There isn’t a chance in hell I’m going to let you go out there by yourself.”

Derek chuckled. “Oh yeah? You worried about living here in Kenwood? What with its high crime rate and everything?”

Emily rolled her eyes, grabbing a pillow from the bed and chucking it playfully at her husband’s head. He gave her a wink as he tugged on the T-shirt he’d laid out for the next morning before heading for the door. Just as she’d said she would, Emily followed after him despite his unspoken protest. They kept a small arsenal inside the house, but there was no need to grab one of the guns from the safe on Derek’s side of the bed. Nor would they need any of the ammunition kept in the safe on her side.

Between the pair, they had three shotguns and two small handguns. Everything for the weapons was kept in her safe—separate from the guns themselves. They enjoyed hunting both as a couple and as individuals. With the responsibility that came with owning guns, though, the pair understood the need for safety. Art and Cameron had both taken youth safety courses, and neither child knew the combination for either of the safes, though their parents and grandparents all knew the codes.

When Arthur had been born, the couple had gifted Derek’s parents with a second safe to keep the ammunition separate from the four guns the elderly couple kept at their home as well. They didn’t need a gun to answer the front door, though Emily lingered back when Derek pulled the door open, nonetheless. The man on the other side looked tired, his clothing worn but clean as locks of shaggy, gray hair fell in his eyes, damp from the snow.

“Hello. Uh, is there something we can help you with?” Derek said.

“I hate to bother you at this time of night, but I was on my way to an interview and my truck blew a tire. I have a spare, but when I was trying to take the lug nuts off, it snapped. It just seems to be one thing after another,” the man chuckled. “I did have one guy stop to try to help, but his tire iron wouldn’t fit mine. He said I was in luck, though, being you were a mechanic.”

“Well, I don’t know who you are, and it’s getting pretty late. I’d hate to see you stranded out here, but I have a family to think about.”

The man smiled. “I understand. I just could really use this job, and when they said you were a mechanic, I thought my luck had changed. I tried to use my cell, but I don’t even have a signal. Hell, at this point, I’d settle for using your phone to call the people I was going to interview with to let them know why I was late.”

Derek sighed. “I’d like to help you out, but is it all right if I see your identification first?”

The man nodded and reached for his wallet. Emily could see the guy was nice enough, but she understood why Derek was so cautious. It didn’t matter where someone lived. You just couldn’t trust people like you used to. When the man handed his ID to her husband, he took it and looked it over. After just a quick glance, he looked up at the man and thanked him for his cooperation.

Derek immediately handed the identification over to Emily as the man watched them both. She knew the process might seem strange, even intrusive to some, but they had learned long ago that trust only went so far. Now, they were always happy to help a friend in need, but she wouldn’t let anyone in her house without first running them through a cursory online search. Immediately, she was put at ease without having to dig much into her phone. The man’s social media was nearly a decade old, all that time dating back with images of grandkids, children, and work on winter farms. Emily recognized several of the local farms in the photos, with his profile giving rave reviews from former jobs. Handing the ID back to her husband, she gave him a nod.

“Why don’t you come in, Mr. Redding? It’s cold out there. Are you, by chance, interviewing for a farm-hand position at the Adams farm?” Emily asked.

His face paled in shock as he nodded. “You got all that from my ID? You’re darn good, miss.”

She chuckled. “I assure you, I’m no PI. You did, however, stumble into Ben and Martha Adam’s son’s house.”

“Well, I’ll be!” he stammered. “Ain’t that something?”

“You get yourself warmed up, friend. I’ll be back in a flash,” Derek said.

He quickly trotted past the pair to get dressed in the bedroom, as Emily dialed Ben’s number. She knew he’d want to know the potential employee didn’t bail on the interview. Ben answered right away, the irritation over being stood up by the man evident in his tone.

“Hello.”

“Hey, Pops, I just wanted to give you a call and let you know that the man who was going to interview with you is here. His got a flat tire, and he’s been trying to get things figured out.”

Ben chuckled. “You know what? That just might be the best news I’ve heard all day. I was beginning to worry that he wasn’t going to show.”

“You sounded quite irritated when you answered the phone.”

“Well, I was. This guy has a ton of recommendations, and that’s why I was willing to do the interview so late. I’m glad to hear he’s still on his way after thinking he was going to flake out.”

Emily laughed. “No need to worry about it now. Derek is going to help him out, and we’ll have him on his way soon.”

“I don’t think you’re even going to have to worry about that now. Derek is good at reading people. He’ll know by the end of the tire swap whether I should bring him on or not. If he’s a good fit, he’ll be able to tell me faster than I ever could.”

“I’ll be sure to let Derek know that swapping the tire out has now become the man’s official interview.”

“I appreciate that. Just tell him to give me a call as soon as he’s done. I want to know what to expect from the man if I decide to go with him.”

“You mean when Derek decides?”

“That’s what I meant.” Ben laughed. “Tell my son that I can’t wait to hear what he has to say.”

“Will do, Pops. I’ll be sure to have him call you when he’s finished. Glad things might work out for this guy.”

“I take it that you already have a good feeling about the man?”

“Maybe, but I’ll let Derek handle that.”

As she ended the call, she smiled at the guy again. Knowing he was exactly who he told her he was played a huge part in how she would communicate with him. Her instinct with people was generally pretty good, though it was nothing like Rose’s. Her sister-in-law had gone into the right line of work with her intuition.

“It’s mighty nice of you folks to go through all this trouble. I hate to put you out,” he said.

“It’s no trouble at all, I promise you. My husband is the foreman at the shop on the edge of town. I help run the office. Helping people is just what you do in Kenwood.”

“Well, I’m grateful all the same. I knew you two looked familiar. You’ve got a little boy, right? My granddaughter is seven.”

“Same last name?”

“No, her pa’s name is Beaufort.”

“Oh!” Emily exclaimed. “Beth and Randy, right? Their little girl is Bella?”

He beamed with pride. “That’s them.”

“Well then, you’re welcome in our home anytime. I’m happy you were pointed in the right direction. Especially now that the snow’s starting to fall. I don’t imagine people will be out much longer.”

Before the conversation could go any further, Derek emerged from the bedroom dressed in his winter gear. After bidding farewell to the pair, Emily made her way back to the bedroom to get ready for a shower and bed. She knew Jack Redding was in good hands with Derek working on the tire. Slipping into her room, Emily stretched out and headed for the bathroom. She was ready for the day to be over. All she wanted was to be in her husband’s arms, snuggled beneath the covers while they worked on expanding their family a little more.


13
[image: ]


It came as no shock to them when school was canceled the following day. Arthur was thrilled to be dropped off at his grandparents’ house. He even managed to talk them into letting Ben drop him off at the shop a few hours before it closed for the day. Emily knew how much he adored being at work with his parents. All the mechanics loved Art. He had become the mascot for the small business. It made the workday go faster, knowing that her little boy would soon be there with them. By the time word had spread through the shop that Art would be coming, the owners were already planning a late afternoon visit.

They’d find any excuse needed to come in to see the little boy, not that Emily was complaining. Every parent wanted their child to be a part of the community, beloved by all, and that was what the couple had. When the bouncing ball of joy finally arrived at three that afternoon, Emily was delighted to find Cathy enjoyed the time with him just as much as the others. The shop had a dozen mechanics who worked there full time, and so far, none had shared any complaints about the new addition to their team. Emily hated to admit that having Arthur there served another purpose as well.

Most of the day had been spent with Cathy, excitedly going over every detail of their dinner plans later that night. The closer it came to the time they were expected to be at Cathy’s boyfriend’s house, the more Emily regretted their decision to participate in the meal. At the end of a long day, all Emily wanted to do was go home and spend time with her spouse and son. By the time the family was loading into the truck at the end of the shift, her ears were ringing from Cathy’s constant chatter.

“Looks like you’ve had a hell of a day,” Derek said. “You’re completely exhausted, aren’t you?”

Emily laughed. “Let’s just say that Cathy likes to talk. When I say she likes to talk, I mean she really likes to talk. I don’t think I got very many words in for myself.”

“If you’re asking me if it’s all right to cancel, I’m all for it. It’s not too late to let her know that we’re not going to make it. After all, anything to make you happy. You could even tell her that I came down with something and try to reschedule.”

“No, we’re not going to do that. I gave her my word that we would come over, and I’d rather not have to reschedule. If we can get this over with tonight, then I’d rather just be done with all the introductions.”

“I like her,” Arthur chimed in from the back. “I don’t know why, but she reminds me of someone.”

“What do you mean, Art? She just moved here.”

“I don’t know. I guess she just looks familiar. I’m not really sure where I know her from, but she looks like someone we’ve met before.”

Derek chuckled. “You have a great imagination.”

Arthur smiled. “Maybe we just saw her somewhere before.”

“Maybe, sweetheart. Though I have to say, she doesn’t look all that familiar to me. I think I’d remember someone who could talk as much as that woman does.”

“That’s fair, and your mom doesn’t forget many faces. I’m sure she just reminds you of someone. I’m pretty sure one of us would know her if we had met her before.”

“I guess so,” Arthur said.

Emily laughed. “I’m sure we’re going to have a good time while we’re there, aren’t we, Derek?”

He sighed. “Oh yeah, we’re going to have a blast.”

They were going to meet Cathy at seven at the address she’d given Emily ten times that afternoon. It was later than Emily wanted, but she understood the woman wanted time to cook for them. By the time they got back home, Emily knew Art would be exhausted. It would be past his bedtime, and the following morning would be a headache, to say the least. The half day of work she’d lost having him at the shop would also need to be made up at some point. Emily tried not to think about the mounting list of things she needed to do as they pulled up to their house and into the garage. Derek immediately went to get a shower, as he did most days.

He was always covered in filth, no matter how much he tried to stay clean throughout the day. As a working foreman, Derek liked to get his hands dirty and help his men any time they needed it. Thankfully, Arthur was content to play with the cats and watch cartoons while the adults prepared for the evening ahead. Had Cathy not been adamantly excited about Arthur joining them for the evening, Emily would have gladly left him behind with his aunts and cousin. He was already starting to doze off on the sofa by the time Derek emerged again from the bedroom. Her husband took one look at the boy and chuckled.

“I know how he feels,” Derek whispered. “Are you sure we have to do this tonight?”

“No, but you’ve seen what a hard worker she is and what a great fit Cathy is at the shop. Do you really want to deal with the tension and fallout if we don’t show up? I think she just misses her family back home. She said she had what, like twenty nieces and nephews? Can you imagine going from that chaos to a house with none?”

“Some days, that sure sounds like a nice vacation,” Derek said.

She rolled her eyes. “I think, for the most part, Cathy is just lonely. She’s used to having all that family around her, and now she’s all alone in that house when she’s not working. I promise we won’t make it an all-night thing. We’ll leave earlier than we would if we were going to someone else’s house,” Emily promised.

“You’re a much better person than I ever could be,” Derek said.

Emily laughed. “You’re just as good of a person as I am. After all, you’re going with me.”

“True, but if we’re going to be honest about things, I would bail on you in a heartbeat if you’d let me.”

“I don’t think you would. You have a heart of gold, whether you want to admit it or not.”

“Maybe, but I’d still rather sit at home and have a beer or two. I’m not looking forward to going at all.”

“I’m sure they’ll have some beer there. If it makes the night any easier, you can have more than a few to get through it.”

Derek chuckled. “It might take a lot more beers to get through the night. I mean, having to work all day and then go and meet new people is not my idea of a good night.”

“Well, I think you’re an amazing man for agreeing to it. Plus, I can’t imagine many guys who would put up with me the way you do.”

“I’m just glad you’re nowhere near as bad as some of the women out there. There are more than a handful who like to go out every night.”

“If it makes you feel any better, I’m more than happy to take you upstairs and show you just how much I appreciate what you’re willing to put up with,” Emily said as she winked.

Derek gave her a playful grin as she quietly raced to the bedroom. She’d planned on changing out of her jeans and work polo first. At least with Derek’s help, it would be considerably more interesting. Plus, Emily adored the stolen moments with her husband. While they both worked and had a young child, they were far too rare. She laughed as they collapsed into the bed and into each other’s arms. Some things in life would never change, and for that, Emily would be eternally grateful.
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Forty minutes later, as they climbed into the warm truck, her cheeks were flushed, and she was ready for a big supper. Artur hadn’t been thrilled when they had woken him moments before it was time to leave. However, when he remembered the caramel apple pie that Cathy had promised to make, that mood quickly changed. By the time they pulled up to the address Cathy had given them, Arthur was singing along with the country tune on the radio and cracking them all up.

Derek reached across the center seat and took her hand, giving it a kiss before slipping out of the parked car to open her door for her. Even the small display of affection made the butterflies in her stomach dance with anticipation. Her heart races with desire. Emily was ready to get the evening over with and get back home, back to her husband’s arms, where she wanted to be.
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The house was modest, though sparsely decorated, with several boxes labeled with Cathy’s name still on them in the corner. Emily knew the town like the back of her hand. Her in-laws were friends with the couple who owned the rental. They would be happy to know the couple appeared to be taking good care of their investment. Cathy was her usual bubbly self, explaining to the adults that her partner was getting cleaned up, then would be joining them. After spending the day with the woman, Emily knew her boyfriend had gotten in the night before. Why he wasn’t yet ready to receive guests seemed slightly rude.

Nonetheless, Cathy busied herself getting them both drinks and playing with Arthur. The boy, usually nervous in houses he didn’t know, immediately became comfortable beneath Cathy’s watchful eye. The pair were ushered to a small adjoining dining room, where they could see Cathy in the kitchen and Arthur in the living room. She knew her husband was already counting down the minutes until they could leave again, but she was determined to make the best of the evening. Whatever Cathy was cooking, the whole house smelled amazing. It was obvious she’d put great thought and consideration into the evening.

After a few more minutes of small talk, Emily heard the bedroom door open and someone coming down the narrow hall. Arthur saw the man before the couple did, giving him a friendly wave from where he was working on a puzzle in front of the television. The man appeared at least a decade older than either of the couple; he was obviously closer to Cathy’s age than theirs. He was not what Emily had expected, appearing well-dressed and cheerful as he introduced himself to the pair.

“So, Carter, what do you drive?” Derek asked.

“I got myself a Peterbilt. It’s all right for the most part, though the parts get expensive when something goes wrong with her. The good thing is that it doesn’t break down all that often.”

“That’s good. I’ve worked on a few of those, so I know getting parts can be a hassle. You do a lot of big runs?”

Carter smiled. “Well, I’m over the road a lot, but I don’t get many repeat runs. Every once in a while, maybe every six to eight months, I run a California run. I guess you could call it a regular.”

“How long have you and Cathy been dating?” Emily asked.

“We’ve been together for a few years now. It’s nice to have a good woman to come home to. I just wish we could get together more often, but we’re pretty happy.”

“What about the future? You two thinking about getting married anytime soon?”

“Absolutely. As soon as we get the chance to have a wedding, we’re going to get it done. I can’t wait to give Cathy my last name. After that, I think we’re going to start a family as soon as we can. We both would like to have kids.”

“Looks like you both would do well with a child. Arthur really has taken to her, and you don’t seem bad with him, either,” Derek said.

Carter smiled and nodded. Emily wasn’t sure what to think about the man, though Arthur really was having a good time. She was happy to see her son enjoying himself, but she was more excited to see that Derek seemed to be having a decent time as well. The pair took turns showing each other pictures of their nieces and nephews, though it was all pictures of Art and Cameron on Derek’s end. It helped that the two of them were both in the same industry. While Carter drove semi-trucks, Derek worked on them. Emily smiled to herself and listened as the two drove on about the trucking world.

“I need to use the bathroom,” Arthur said.

“I’m happy to show you where it’s at,” Carter offered. “It’s not a big house, but it’s easy to get turned around. Follow me, kiddo.”

As she watched her son disappear around the corner, Emily couldn’t help but reflect on how great the couple was with kids. She’d already known as much after seeing Cathy with her son and nephew at the park. Meeting Carter had put her at ease. The woman wasn’t strange or bizarre. It seemed exactly the opposite. Her partner was as bubbly and outgoing as the woman was. They were the perfect fit for each other. Minutes after they’d left, Arthur emerged again, just as cheerful as before.

When they had gathered at the table, Cathy started setting the feast for them. It was more food than the five could have hoped to consume in four settings, but Arthur seemed determined to try to eat it all on his own. Their new friend had recreated a Thanksgiving feast, complete with stuffing and biscuits. The conversation quickly died down as everyone started to eat. She couldn’t believe what an amazing chef Cathy had turned out to be. It wasn’t long before they thanked her for the amazing meal, fat and full and barely able to move. Only Arthur seemed to have any room left in his stomach, quickly remembering the caramel apple pie after supper was over.

“How do you have any room left?” Emily asked him.

He giggled. “I don’t, but I don’t want to miss it, either!”

The adults burst into laughter, but it was Cathy who offered a solution.

“How about I send you home with a few slices instead? Then, when you get home after your tummy has settled, you can really enjoy it.”

“A couple pieces? So…I could have it for breakfast, too?” Art asked.

“For your parents, silly!” Cathy replied.

“Awe,” he muttered.

Cathy leaned forward and whispered. “Maybe an extra piece for you, too.”

His eyes lit up, making the others laugh again as Cathy stood to start putting everything away. Despite offering to help her new friend, Emily was ordered to stay seated and enjoy herself.

“I was wondering where your company is based?” Derek asked.

“It’s out of Hampton. It’s been there for quite a few years now. It takes about an hour to get home after dropping the trailer and getting my paperwork filled out. I tell you one thing, some people don’t like the new electronic logs, but it makes my job so much easier.”

“I’ve heard that a few times about the logbooks, so I’m glad to hear someone else likes the newer ways of doing things.”

“I mean, it was a pain in the ass to get used to at first, but once I figured it all out, I really like it. I hear a lot of guys complaining over the radio about it, but hell, I think it makes everything so much easier. Besides, I’m not much of a writer, so my handwriting is damn near impossible to read.”

“I understand that. It makes sense to have everything electronic nowadays. I know Hampton pretty well. It can be a bitch getting through that drive.”

“Did you work in Hampton, too?” Carter asked.

“Hey, does anyone want a fresh drink while I’m out here? I mean, the bar’s not closing, but I figured I would ask since I’m already here,” Cathy shouted from the kitchen.

“I’ll take one, babe.”

“I’ll bring them out in a minute. The two of you talk about your Harley yet, honey? I figured you would have gotten to that immediately, seeing how much you love that thing.”

As the conversation turned to motorcycles and away from the path it had started on, Emily tried to get her stomach to stop twisting into knots. Cathy had saved them from a painfully awkward conversation, yet she had no idea. It was always hard for Emily to hear Derek explain why they were so familiar with the neighboring city. For weeks, Derek had made the trek back and forth from their home to the hospital, where she was lying in a coma.

He’d made funeral arrangements for their little girl, taken care of their toddler, and ran a house while she had slept. It was no wonder he knew every rest stop, pull off, and fuel station between the two communities. Watching Arthur dig into the pie, towering with a heavy helping of whipped cream, Emily’s heart wrenched with pain. Would she ever stop longing for the little girl they’d lost? Would the day ever come when hearting “Hampton” didn’t gut her? She tried to smile and shake the thoughts and memories from her mind.

It had been five years since that terrible time in their lives; she had to move on. Glancing up, she caught Cathy smiling as she watched Arthur eat his pie. There was a look in her eye that Emily knew well, a longing to have something more. At that moment, Emily promised herself she would give Cathy and Carter all the support they needed to start a family of their own. They deserved the same joy and happiness she and Derek had found in becoming parents.
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After an incredibly long weekend and start to the workweek, she was grateful that Tuesday passed without any drama. The pair had taken their lunch hour to hit the grocery store in preparation for a warm meal in the comfort of their home. Later that night, as they dozed beneath the covers, she held her husband close. Despite it only being Tuesday, she was already looking forward to the snowy weekend ahead and a few days of nothing but lying around the house with the cats while Art and his father played outside in the snow. They just had to make it through the next three days of work.

She was enjoying a wonderful dream about the warm, sandy beaches when something broke her concentration. It was a repetitive noise, mingled with the chiming of her phone as it vibrated on the nightstand. Bolting upright in bed, Emily realized through the haze of sleep that someone was knocking on their front door. At the same time, her phone started to ring once again. Emily snatched her phone, seeing Cathy’s name on the screen as she nudged her husband awake. Grabbing her robe from the back of the bedroom door, she tugged it around herself while answering the phone and walking down the hall.

“Cathy, is everything okay?” Emily growled.

“Oh, thank God, it’s me. I’m right outside. Carter and I got into a fight, and I took off, but the road was icy, and now my car’s in a ditch, and—”

“Just take it easy. I’m coming to the door,” Emily said.

Ending the call, she quickly unlocked the door and let the woman inside. At the same time, Derek emerged from the bedroom, still in his pajamas and growling about the interruption in his sleep. She didn’t know what to tell him yet. Cathy was rambling on about the fight she’d had with her boyfriend. While Emily was fine with being the woman’s friend, she didn’t think they’d yet reached the point of showing up unannounced at each other’s homes in the middle of the night.

“What happened to you?” Derek asked.

Cathy sighed. “Carter and I got into a big fight. It’s not unusual for us to bicker about little things here and here, but this time, he got really mad and stormed out.”

“How’d you end up in the weather?” Emily asked.

“I don’t like to fight, but I really was mad at him, too. I let him just leave, but I felt like I needed to go after him. I was trying to find him when my car must have lost traction on the ice and sent me sliding right into the ditch at the end of the road.”

“Are you all right?”

“Yeah, I’m just freaking out that I went off the road. The car is okay, I think, but I’m worried they’re going to give me a ticket. I just can’t afford that right now.”

“Well, I can take a look for you. Maybe there’s something I can do to get it out of there before anyone comes along and sees it,” Derek said.

“Oh, would you? I’d really appreciate that.”

“Not a problem. It’s all going to be just fine. You just stay here with Emily, and I’ll go see what we can do about your car.”

“Thank you so much. I just didn’t know what to do, but I knew I could come here and you’d help me out.”

Emily smiled. “Let’s get you warmed up, honey. Derek will take care of the car, but you and I can get some coffee or a shot. Really get that blood flowing again.”

“I’m shaking so bad, and I don’t know if it’s because I’m cold or the adrenaline from the car sliding on me.”

“It’s probably a bit of both. Come with me.”

Emily immediately led the woman into the kitchen and poured her a shot of whiskey. It was a harsh drink to have so late at night for both of them, but she knew it would calm the woman down and warm her at the same time. Her bloodshot eyes and puffy face broke Emily’s heart. The couple had seemed like the perfect fit the night before. Still looking exhausted, Derek emerged from the bedroom and passed through the kitchen moments later on his way to the garage. The sound of the garage door opening seemed to shake the entire house in the still of the night. Emily knew it was likely her sister and Rose had heard it as well.

Not that she minded, Emily appreciated how closely they all watched out for each other. Now that Cathy was in the fold, they would watch out for her as well. Still, Emily hoped the dramatic fight with Carter wasn’t a regular thing for the pair. She wouldn’t take kindly to being woken up by drama more than once or twice, especially not when the baby arrived. The nip of whiskey had done its job, and after a few minutes, Cathy seemed to be considerably calmer. Hopefully, Emily would be able to get some answers with the sobs halted.

“So, what happened? Everything seemed fine yesterday,” Emily said. “I know things aren’t always what they seem, but there was no tension at all.”

Cathy shook her head. “I don’t know. It was over nothing, really. The whole thing was a stupid, drunken misunderstanding…he was drinking, not me. I would never drink and drive, not in a million years.”

Emily cringed. “That’s good to hear, but that doesn’t tell me much.”

“Right, I’m sorry. I’m just so rattled, and I feel like such an idiot for coming here. I should have just called a tow truck. I’m sure they take checks, right?”

“Don’t. We are happy to help. Why don’t you tell me what’s going on?”

“It started off just fine, but he had more to drink than he normally does. He started getting really rude and mean, and I had enough. After he said a few derogatory things, I snapped at him, and we started arguing. I just lost it.”

“Okay, did he hit you?”

“No, he would never do something like that. I was so angry about the way he was treating me that I just couldn’t stop screaming at him. He took off, and even though I knew I should go after him, I waited. He was on foot, so I thought he just needed to cool off a little before coming back.”

“How long did you wait before going out to look for him?” Emily asked.

“It was about an hour. I was so angry that I didn’t really care. Plus, like I said, I was so sure he was just cooling off and that he would be back.”

“It’s going to be all right.”

Cathy sighed. “I thought I would find him close to the house, but the farther I got out, the worse the roads got. I just lost control and slid right into the ditch. When I saw what road I was on, I came to your house for help. I just hope Carter is okay. He’s never taken off for this long before.”

“We’ll figure it out. Derek will get your car out, and then we’ll figure out the rest. It’s going to all work out.”

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

“That’s what friends are for,” Emily said.

“I really need to use the restroom.”

“Oh, sure thing. Just follow the hallway there, and it’s the second door on the right. You can’t miss it.”

Before she could stand up and show her where it was, the side door off the kitchen opened and Derek appeared. From the look in his eyes, she could tell he wasn’t enjoying himself. It was strange that she hadn’t heard the truck pull up, but in the stillness of the night, she realized it wasn’t running outside in the garage at all. His boots and jeans were covered in snow up to the knees. Emily cringed, knowing he’d trekked back to the house on foot. The only reason he’d bother with that was if the truck was still hooked to Cathy’s car a quarter mile away.

Not wanting her friend to see how irritated Derek was at being woken and dragged out into the snow so late at night, she quickly jumped to her feet and stepped out into the heated garage with her husband. If he wanted to rant and let it all out, it was best that he did so with her. She could, at the very least, understand his frustrations. The next time it happened, though, there would be no way around him having words with Carter and Cathy over the extent of his generosity. It was the second time in a week that the poor man had been dragged out into the weather to help someone.
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“What happened?” Emily whispered to her husband.

He rolled his eyes. “Who knows, but she’s got it in there good. I don’t think she was speeding or anything like that, but I’d gamble and say she tried to get it out for a minute on her own. It was right at Culvers Corner.”

Emily cursed. “How long have we been telling Mayor Green that it needs to be salted better there? The water just pools and makes it a sheet of black ice.”

“Well, I promise I’m gonna have a few words with him tomorrow. You can count on that,” he growled.

She chuckled. “I like it when you get all fired up. So, do you need someone behind the wheel?”

He nodded. As much as she wanted it to be her out there with him, she wasn’t going to leave her son alone in the house and didn’t yet know Cathy well enough to be comfortable leaving her behind, either. Instead, Derek would have to work with Cathy or be forced to wake up Rose and Jemma for help. There was no question that she didn’t want him to have to do that. It would be a huge mess if they woke the others. After it was all said and done, she knew she’d be kicking herself for dragging the others into things.

Before the conversation could go any further, Cathy emerged from the hallway. She appeared to be feeling considerably better as she smiled at the pair. Her hopeful expression quickly waned when she took in the mood. They hadn’t pulled her car to freedom, at least not yet. A little more work was needed, and that meant her friend would need to get back behind the wheel. Emily was happy she’d given the woman a single shot and nothing more.

“I take it that you weren’t able to get the car out?” Cathy said.

“Unfortunately, no,” Derek said. “I think I will be able to get it as long as I can get you back in the car to help steer it out.”

“I-I don’t know if I can do that. I mean, it’s slick out, and I already got it pretty stuck as it is.”

Derek smiled. “You won’t have to do any of the hard work. I just need you to turn the wheel when I tell you to. For the most part, I’ll be pulling and just have to have you guide the car out of the ditch. No problem.”

“I don’t know. Wouldn’t Emily be better at doing that? I’ve never had to do anything like this before and don’t want to screw it up.”

Emily chuckled. “I’ve done it a million times, so I probably would be much better at it than you.”

“Would you be willing to help me out and do it?” Cathy asked. “I’d really hate to do any damage to the car. Well, more than already has been done to it.”

“Well, normally, I would be willing to do that, but I’d rather not leave Art here alone.”

“I’d be happy to keep an eye on him while you go out there. Please? I mean, I think I would just mess up somehow, and we’d both have screwed up cars or something.”

“You’ll be fine, Cathy. I promise it’s much easier than it sounds. You should learn how to do these kinds of things if you’re going to be living around here. I assure you, this won’t be the only time you put your car in the ditch.”

Derek chuckled. “Yeah. It’s almost a nightly thing around here. Come on, you’ll be fine.”

She could see the woman was still unsure about helping Derek free her car from the snowy bank, but it was the only way she’d get around calling a tow truck. Emily was happy to offer the woman a shoulder to cry on and even a helpful word of advice, but not when it was nearly one in the morning and they had work the next day. As her mind drifted to the next morning and how harrowing it would already be thanks to the evenings’ activities, Emily stopped Cathy before she could leave the house.

“Listen, with all of this going on, why don’t you take tomorrow off? I can handle things at the shop,” Emily said.

“Really?” Cathy said. “I don’t want to get into any trouble with the owners. They’ve been so good to me and—”

“It’s okay, really. I promise. I’ll talk to them and explain that I gave you the day off. They don’t even need to know why if you don’t want them to, though they wouldn’t hold it against you, either.”

Cathy smiled, obviously grateful. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate everything the two of you have done for me. I don’t know how I can ever repay you.”

“Don’t worry about it. Let’s just get you back on the road, and maybe we can all still get some sleep,” Derek replied.

Emily could tell her husband was ready to be done with the night and get back to sleep. She bid the two farewell one last time before making her way to the sofa. As much as she wanted to climb back into bed, she knew she couldn’t sleep until Derek made it back home safely. Pulling out her phone, she pulled up his location on the GPS app they all had programmed on their phones. It was a nice way to keep tabs on Arthur while still giving the young boy space enough to grow and learn on his own. Twenty minutes after the two had left, she heard Derek pulling back into the garage and quickly Rose to greet him.

“Well, did you two finally get her car pulled out of the ditch?” Emily asked.

“We did get it out, but it took a lot more work than I expected. Cathy doesn’t know anything about cars. Not even a pinch of being mechanically inclined. She wasn’t even sure how to steer it out of the ditch. I basically had to give her a play-by-play of how to do it, and even then, she couldn’t get it.”

She smiled. “I told you that you were a good man, and that just helps to prove my case. You didn’t have to help her, but you did anyway.”

“You know, you could always show me how good of a man I am.” He smiled playfully. “When we get back up to the bedroom, you could really show me your appreciation. I mean, I’d hate to walk away from this conversation not understanding how much it means to you.”

“We can make something happen, though it’s going to be a while before I’ll be able to get back to sleep.”

Derek grinned. “I can think of a few things to pass the time. At the very least, we can wear you down enough that you should fall asleep quite easily.”

“Oh, you think you’re that good, do you?”

“I’m just going off what my wife told me. I take her for her word, but maybe she’s lied to me for our entire relationship.”

“I don’t think she’d lie about a wonderful thing like that. Why don’t we get up to the bedroom and see what I can do to thank you properly?”

“Maybe two heads really are better than one.”

Emily laughed. “Just because you have two heads doesn’t mean you are the better gender.”

“Just lead the way, babe.”

As the pair made their way back to the bedroom, Emily paused just long enough outside of Arthur’s room to peek in on him. It was strange that his door was cracked. She always closed it all the way at night to keep out the cats. Otherwise, they would keep Arthur up all night. Watching her son’s chest rise and fall beneath the blanket, she smiled and softly closed the door as her husband led the way back to their bedroom. She didn’t want to think about how late it was, nor how little sleep they would get. Cathy was back on her way home, and the disaster had been averted, at least for the evening.

She wanted to feel bad for the woman, but it was challenging, given what Emily had seen. Cathy was sweet, if not a little naïve. Whatever problems she was having with her partner needed to be addressed if she was going to keep working at the shop. A single day off was one thing, but if it became a frequent problem, they’d need to have a serious discussion. It wasn’t something Emily wanted to think about, at least not for the next few hours. There would be plenty of time to work with and talk to Cathy later. At that moment, all she wanted was to be back in bed next to the man she loved.
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“Are you sure you don’t mind him coming there after school? I know it’s last minute, but with everything that happened last night, we’ve both got work that we need to finish today. I know we aren’t going to get it done unless we stay a little later—”

“Oh, stop, Emily. You know we are happy to have Art here any time you need help. If you want to call the school, I’ll scoop them up from there on my way back to town from the mill,” Jemma said.

“Thank you, Jemma, I really appreciate it,” Emily said.

She listened as her sister continued to talk. It was rare for them to have a phone conversation in the middle of the day, but after the events of the night before, Emily was too exhausted to try to make sense of anything via text. Derek, the poor man, had to be ten times more exhausted than she was. All that Emily had done was sit up and wait for him. He’d been the one out in the cold, battling the frigid temperatures and frozen tools. When the office phone started to ring, Emily quickly ended the call with Jemma on her cell to answer it.

Answering one call after another, the rest of the afternoon flew by. It was always busy on the days when all she wanted to do was relax. With the oil drums needing to be filled and grease replaced, though, they had vendors in and out all day on top of their regular onslaught of customers trying to beat the next round of snow. She liked the idea of starting the second half of the work week with a clean slate but knew it wasn’t going to happen. Three of their customers were still waiting on parts that could take days to get. Friday would be another rush to get everyone out before the weekend. When the shop door opened and Derek smiled at her, Emily gave him a wink and checked the time.

“With how busy it’s gotten over the last few hours, I had no clue it was getting so late,” Emily said.

“Well, time flies when you’re having fun. Besides, it’s just been one of those days for both of us. I’m all finished with the shop work, but I would really like to do a tune-up on the truck while the shop is closed. I hope you don’t mind sticking around for a bit while I get it done.”

“You know, after how things have been today, I still have a ton of paperwork to get caught up on, anyway. Take your time because you still might finish that before I finish the paperwork.”

Derek chuckled. “I can only imagine. I think I spoke to three or four vendors throughout the day.”

“Sounds about right. I still need to enter all the products we got in and finish some of the paperwork on the services completed today. So, plenty for me to do while you work on the truck.”

“Should only take me about an hour. We’ll be able to pick up Art before seven.”

Emily smiled. “That will work out just about perfectly, then. In about an hour, I’ll put in an order for takeout, and we can pick it up on the way home. It’ll be a nice, easy night when we get home.”

“All right, that will work. It doesn’t matter what we get. You know everything I like to eat. I’m going to go get started on this, and I’ll catch you in about an hour.”

“Sounds like a plan, honey.”

Emily turned her attention back to the work at hand. On top of hiring new office help, they were working on upgrading all of their systems as well. The only time Emily had taken a break from working was when her sister messaged hours before to let her know she’d made it to the school to pick up both the boys. Mrs. Robinson, the kind woman in charge of the elementary school office, had assured Emily that Arthur was on the list to be picked up by Jemma. Emily adored living in such a small community where everyone knew everyone else. Had Jemma been an out-of-state aunt or anyone Mrs. Robinson didn’t know personally, she’d have never let Art leave with the woman.

Thirty minutes before they planned on leaving for the day, Emily called the small Chinese takeout hub near the center of town. Situated between the library and the café, the restaurant was the only one of its kind within twenty miles of Kenwood. They had a corner on the market in the village, staying busy no matter the weather outside. Emily placed the familiar order of Chinese favorites for the family, knowing everything that her son and husband would want to gorge themselves on and ordering enough for leftovers the next day. As she locked the front doors and turned off the open sign, Emily looked around the shop once more just as Derek walked in to get washed up.

Minutes later, the large bay doors were rolling closed as she grabbed her purse and phone from the desk. When she saw that she had a half dozen missed calls, Emily’s heart started to race as she frowned. Her phone had only been unattended for twenty minutes while she closed down the office. Unlocking the phone, she saw that every call was from Rose’s number. Immediately, she called her sister-in-law, her heart pounding as she waited for the woman to answer.

“Hey, Emily. I’ve been trying to call you. There’s been an accident, and I don’t have any other details other than that. All I know is that the hospital called me and said I needed to get down there.”

Emily froze. “Wh-what do you mean an accident? Is Arthur okay?”

“They wouldn’t tell me anything else. Just that there had been an accident and I needed to get to the hospital.”

“The hospital called?”

While she already knew the answer to her own question, the words still came out. All she could think about was that something had happened to Art. There wasn’t anything she could do right away, but her mind just paused on the thought. It was always her worst fear to get a call like that, and now she was getting it. Her heart started racing, and her mind floated to the worst possible scenarios. Finally, she snapped herself back to Rose.

“It was an officer who called me. He just said we needed to get to the hospital and meet them. I don’t have any other information, but I wanted to let you know that we’re on our way now.”

“Thank you. We’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”

Ending the call, she stood frozen and her heart beating. The constant thud that rang through her ears was overtaking all her other senses. She looked back down at her phone, lost in worry, as she thought about her son. There wasn’t any time to waste, but her heart ached for whatever possibly could have happened to her son.

As Emily tried to pull herself together, she realized she needed to get moving, and she tried to yell for Derek. The first time, nothing came out. Like something was caught in her throat. Finally, she cleared her throat and yelled for her husband. The tone alone would be enough to startle anyone who knew her.

Derek came rushing out of the bathroom, his eyes scanning the area immediately for the danger he heard in his partner’s tone. She quickly told him everything Rose had shared, watching the color drain from his face as she spoke. Seconds later, they were racing through the doors of the shop and running to their waiting truck. Everything else slipped out of her mind except for fear. Why hadn’t the police told Rose anything about the accident? She couldn’t help but assume the worst. Her stomach lurched as she wrapped her arms around herself.

It quickly became evident that Derek held no regard for the speed limits posted in town as he flew through the streets. Despite not seeing a single police car, Emily still worried that they’d have the law on their tail by the time they made it to the hospital. None of it made any sense. Rose had made it clear that they were at the small facility in the heart of Kenwood, but the location was little more than an emergency room. It only had twelve beds and a part-time staff. The only thing it could mean was that they were injured enough that the drive to Hampton would cause more injury.

As her husband reached across the seat and took her hand, Emily closed her eyes and prayed her little boy was okay, that whatever had happened, God wouldn’t take away her only living child.
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They raced through the streets, skidding to a stop outside the emergency room entrance. She wanted to wait for her husband, but her parental instinct wouldn’t let her. Racing down the hallway, Emily only stopped when she saw a familiar doctor approaching her, with a police officer at her side. The woman in the white lab coat seemed shocked when Emily asked about the children. The doctor’s eyes darted to the police officer, making Emily once again assume the worst. Even as the officer started to speak, his words didn’t register with her. The anxiety and post-traumatic stress disorder that came with surviving an infant’s death came flooding back to her.

The tunnel vision started almost immediately, a disturbing tingling sensation that moved down her right arm as it started to go numb. It was only when she felt her husband’s hands wrapping around her shoulders that she was able to draw a steady breath again. Between trying to catch her breath and the ringing in her ears, Emily managed to hear the doctor telling Derek that her sister was stable and awake. As soon as the woman gave them a room number, Emily wanted to start in the direction of the room, but she knew another hard question had to come first.

“The boys? My baby?” Emily whispered.

The doctor’s eyes darted to the police officer as she quickly excused herself from the conversation. Emily felt like she was going to faint. Why was it taking him so long to answer? Was he honestly waiting on the doctor to leave first? She wanted to strangle the officer despite knowing he was a decent man. Martin Grove was the chief of their small police precinct. With a handful of men under his command, he was lighthearted and easygoing. Granted, there was never crime in Kenwood.

“I’m sorry about having to tell you like this, but as far as we can gather, Jemma was on her way back from picking the boys up from school. We confirmed with the school that she was there to pick them up. While traveling back to her home, Jemma’s car went off the road.”

“Do we know why she crashed?” Rose asked.

“Judging by what we found at the scene, she must have swerved to miss something. Tire marks at the scene tell us that she was trying to stop, but the speed carried her off the road and straight into a tree,” Grove said.

“Okay, so is she okay?”

“She’s with the doctors now, but I don’t know anything other than that. The impact caused her to fall unconscious, and we don’t know how long she was there before someone passing by stopped and found her. That’s when the police were called. As far as we can tell, it was a high-speed impact.”

“Look, I want Jemma to be okay as much as anyone else, but I want to know where the boys are. Are they okay, or were they injured as well?” Emily asked.

Grove sighed. “Look, we have people looking for them now. I have my officers canvassing the area, but so far, there has been no luck in locating the two kids. Now, we were only able to find out that they were with Jemma when we found one of their backpacks and called the school. Once they gave us the rest of the information that she had picked them up, I called in everyone I could to help in the search.”

“I don’t understand,” Emily whispered. “Are you telling me that our son and nephew are missing? Have you put out an AMBER Alert for them yet?”

The officer shook his head. “We don’t have any evidence that they were abducted as of right now. There are certain protocols we have to follow before issuing an AMBER Alert. In my opinion, the boys started walking to find help when they realized your sister wasn’t going to wake up.”

“Why would they do that? Both of them have cell phones. They would know to stay with the vehicle and call first,” she snapped. “I want to talk to my sister. Then, we are going to where they crashed to find our boys. Do you hear me?”

Despite her husband and the officer protesting, Emily brushed them off and headed for her sister’s room. As soon as she opened the door, Rose looked up and gave her a weary smile. She could see that her sister-in-law had been crying, and Emily could understand why. Immediately, Rose was on her feet and pulling Emily into her arms. The pair sobbed together momentarily before Jemma groaned from where she was lying on the hospital bed. Through the tears, Emily saw that her sister was incredibly banged up, though seeing her awake was a huge relief.

She went to her, sitting gingerly on the edge of the bed as she took her sister’s hand. It was obvious that the harrowing ordeal had taken its toll on her sibling. Emily knew that the longer the boys were out in the wilderness, the more likely it became that they would be lost to hyperthermia. As much as she wanted to stay and keep watch over her sister, Emily had to find out exactly what had happened and get out to the crash site. Darkness would be falling soon. They had to find the children.

“I need you to tell me what happened, Jemma,” Emily said.

“I had picked up the boys from the school, and we were on our way to the house when I saw someone lying in the road. At first, I thought I was seeing things, but then, as it got closer, I knew what it was. I tried to swerve to miss the person but lost control and slid into the tree.”

“What? Are you sure it was someone lying in the middle of the road?”

“I was skeptical, too. Especially after the crash, but I would stake my entire life on it that it was an actual person in the road,” Jemma said. “I know it sounds crazy, but I know what I saw.”

“What did the police say when you told them?”

Rose scoffed. “Those bastards didn’t believe her and even went as far as to ask her if she had taken any medicine that would have impeded her driving ability. Can you believe that bullshit? Like Jemma is some kind of criminal or something. They told her they didn’t see any signs of anyone else being out there and that she probably just slid on some black ice. What do our taxes pay for around here?”

“Did they find the boys yet?” Jemma asked. “They said they were looking around the area to find them, but last I heard, they hadn’t found anything.”

“No, they haven’t found either of them yet. Grove said he had men at the scene looking, but I plan on going myself to look. Those boys would have stuck together, but I just don’t understand why they wouldn’t have just stayed at the scene and used their phones to call for help.”

“Good,” Jemma whispered. “You need to find our kids, Emily. They are too young to be out there by themselves.”

“So, you think they walked away from the accident, too? That’s what the officer seems to think—that they just strolled away to find help,” Emily growled.

Jemma shook her head. “No, neither of them would do that. They know to stay put. Even if it was a dead zone and they couldn’t call, the satellite in my car would have alerted the authorities to the accident, and Cameron knows that.”

“That’s what I thought,” she whispered. “Don’t worry. I’m not going to rest until we find them.”

“Let me know what I can do to help,” Rose said. “I’ve already got a hacker working on getting into the cameras around town. If they are anywhere within fifty miles, we’ll find them.”

Giving her sister one final embrace and promising to find their children, Emily headed out of the room before her husband and the officer had made it down the hall. She knew the officer would have questions for her and likely would want her to go back to her house to wait around for answers. That wasn’t going to happen. Emily had no intention of letting the officers and community find her little boy while she waited around at home. Not wanting to waste another minute at the facility, Emily brushed past the pair and headed for the parking lot. She heard Derek mutter an apology behind her, his footsteps quickly approaching just as she reached the large sliding doors.

“I take it we aren’t going home?” Derek asked.

Emily glared at her husband, shaking her head as they walked.

“Good,” he growled. “Let’s go find our boys.”
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The ride back out of town was silent. Despite the incessant ringing of her phone, Emily didn’t have it in her to answer the calls. Derek’s parents had tried to call them both, but Emily had quickly sent them a text asking that they talk with Rose to find out what was happening instead. Her mind was focused on the task at hand. They had to find the boys before it was too late. Emily cursed under her breath when they pulled up to the crash site. The officers had the entire area taped off. With their resources spread thin, though, there was no one to stop them from ducking beneath the yellow tape and making their way down to the scene.

Immediately, Emily saw that there had been more than one set of tracks that had passed through. While she had no idea if they belonged to the Good Samaritan who had called it in or if it was someone else, Emily was going to assume the worst until proven otherwise. It wasn’t long before one of the officers spotted the couple and quickly jogged in their direction. The young man was a local, just like all the others. He was the newest addition to the force, at least five years younger than Emily.

“Excuse me, folks. I’m not sure if you saw the tape back there, but this is a police scene. We can’t have you walking around here,” he said.

Emily glared at him. “Our son is missing; he was in the back of that car.”

The officer shifted uneasily in the snow, his eyes darting from Derek’s to Emily’s and back again. She knew he was only doing his job, but they didn’t have time to stand around and bicker with each other over protocol. There was a nasty chill in the air. Every second they had to be out looking counted.

“I understand you’re his family, but we have everything under control here. I can’t let you be here since it’s still an active crime scene,” he said. “Now, you can just head back home, and we’ll call as soon as we have anything new to bring to you. Any information we find, you’ll be the first to know.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Emily snapped. “My son is out there, and we’re going to stay right here.”

“If you don’t leave, I’ll have to make you leave. If things escalate from there, I might have to arrest you.”

“Listen here, you little snot-nosed prick. I’m going to tell you something, and I’m only going to tell you one time, so you better listen carefully. My son is missing, and I’m not going anywhere. You can try to arrest me if you want to, but I promise you’re going to be in for one hell of a fight. I don’t think you’re ready to fight off a worried mother, are you?”

“Well, I—”

“Look, Emily, that’s not what we want to do. It’s not necessary to threaten the officer who is just doing his job,” Derek said, turning his attention to the officer. “Though I think it was a bit premature to threaten to arrest a mother who is just trying to help find her son.”

“I guess you’re right, but that’s how they trained us. Okay, so what can I do for you besides let you go trampling through the scene?” the young officer asked.

“All we want to do is talk to the man in charge and see where we are with things.”

A look of relief washed over his face. “Now, that would be Sergeant Benning. If you just follow me, I can take you to him.”

She was relieved that the young man had decided to let them pass. It came as no shock to her that Sergeant Benning was the man in charge. That knowledge would work in their favor. He was a close friend of Derek’s, the two having gone to school together as teens. Emily would use every favor they could get if it meant finding her son and nephew before the sun completely disappeared from the sky. When they finally located the boys, she was going to give them both a stern talking to about safety. It still didn’t match up to her. Why would they leave the vehicle behind? Especially given how far out of town they were.

The elementary school was a mile away from the central part of the village. Its secluded country location made for a wonderful educational environment. The wilderness between the elementary school and the village was no laughing matter. It was packed full of dangerous situations and animals, especially for two boys who were so small. Almost immediately, when they came upon the crash site, Emily saw something was amiss. The fresh tracks in the snow, the only ones small enough for the children, led directly back up to the road. Had they decided to walk the length of the blacktop, someone would have picked them up and brought them home by now. There was definitely more going on than met the eye.

Emily continued searching the area even as Sergeant Benning joined them on the road. He shook her husband’s hand, quickly giving him a rundown of what he believed had happened, though Emily was only listening with half an ear. Her eyes were glued to the indentation in the snow located in the middle of the road. It was obvious to her that something had been there but was now gone.

“You know, the two of you shouldn’t be here,” Benning said. “I’ve got twenty men and some volunteers already combing the entire area. That’s including the area of the forest we think they may have traveled through.”

“I understand, but I do have a few questions for you. What do you think happened?”

“Honestly, there’s no way to be sure of the events that took place. Though, in my opinion, we aren’t going to find those boys in the woods.”

Emily sighed. “Do you think they were taken from the wrecked car?”

Sergeant Benning hesitated. “Well, that I don’t know about. All I can say is that something else is going on here, but I’m not sure what.”

“What do you mean?” Derek asked.

“I don’t want to say much of anything else on the subject before I have some evidence, but I think it’s time to put out an AMBER Alert and get a wider search going.”

“I think that would be a good idea, but I feel like you’re holding back on something. If they were taken, how do you know?”

“I don’t know anything for sure, but I can tell something weird is going on, and I will be putting out the AMBER Alert immediately. We’re going to find those boys.”

“Look,” Emily said, pointing at the edge of the road. “You can see the tracks in the snow from the boy’s feet. They’re about the right size, but they just stop right here on the edge.”

Benning nodded. “Yeah, I noticed that. It’s part of why I think something else happened here.”

At that moment, the reality of what had taken place started to dawn on Emily. The color drained from her face as her stomach clenched. If what Jemma had seen was accurate, someone had been lying in the road in a deliberate attempt to get her to swerve into the wooded ditch. It had to be someone who had scouted out the area, knowing the blind corner was nearly impossible to navigate otherwise. Immediately, her mind raced through the obvious answer. Rose was a former marine who had made her fair share of enemies over the years. Jemma and Emily had upset the church and nearly ruined its followers by pulling out their inheritance.

Would there be a ransom call? How much would they ask for? No amount was too much if it meant her son and nephew would be returned unharmed to them. As her phone started to vibrate and she pulled it out of her pocket, she knew she had to answer the call. The children’s grandparents deserved to know what was going on. Now that Emily was positive the kids had been kidnapped, it was a race against the clock to get them back home. She didn’t want to think about the statistics that played through her mind. They had less than a day before the odds plummeted against them.

Whoever had taken their kids had done so without any intention of bringing them back. Otherwise, the entire village would be showing up to tell her where they were. Her body shook as Derek wrapped his arms around her, quietly pleading with him to tell her what was going through her mind at that moment. How could she tell him that their boy was gone? After they had already survived so much, where was their god now?


20
[image: ]


“Idon’t want to go to the police station,” she snapped. “There is no point in it. What the hell could I tell them? We weren’t there. We were at work. It’s a waste of time. We need to issue an AMBER Alert and get a search party out in the woods, just in case. What about volunteers? I’m sure the people—”

“Emily, please just stop,” Derek said. “Us bickering and your attitude toward the cops aren’t helping anything. They are doing what they can.”

“Which isn’t much, of course. The AMBER Alert should have been issued hours ago. Jesus, Derek, they could be anywhere by now!”

They were sitting in the pickup truck, slowly warming their frozen bodies as they waited for the officer parked behind them at the scene of the accident to move his vehicle. She knew her husband was struggling to keep his temper under control, the same as she was. The complete lack of action was slowly starting to drive her insane. If it came down to it, she would get her motorcycle out of storage just to have her own set of wheels. Only an hour had passed since they’d gotten news of the accident, but already she felt like they were falling behind. The police wanted her and Derek to go down to the station where the chief was waiting for them.

“You heard the sergeant the same as I did. They can’t launch the AMBER Alert until they have written statements from all the parents. He was sending someone to the hospital to get Jemma’s and Rose’s. Now we have to go give ours,” Derek reminded her.

The only thing Emily wanted to do was get together with Rose and find out everything they could about the abduction. Someone out there had to have a camera pointed at the road. There had to be a lead they could chase down. She wasn’t going to wait on the police force to take action. Emily had long ago given up putting her faith in any of the government’s branches. That included the local law and everyone under its umbrella.

“Look, whether you like it or not, we need to go to the station and give our statements anyway. So, we’ll go down there and do that. While we’re there, maybe we can get some information on everything we do. It will keep them off our backs and be beneficial in finding out what they know so far.”

“It’s a waste of time.”

“I can agree with that, but it has to be done. As soon as we finish up there, I promise we’re going to do our own search. Whatever it takes to find Art, we’re going to do, all right?”

Emily sighed. “I understand what you’re saying, but I feel like they’ve already dropped the ball on this. They should have issued the alert no later than an hour after they couldn’t find those boys.”

“I agree, but even if they messed that up, I wouldn’t hold them out of the fire just yet. It’s not just cops who are out there looking for them. It’s our friends and neighbors who have volunteered to search. Even if they screwed everything up, they are good cops who believe in what they do.”

Emily scoffed. “Well, I think they should start to try a little harder. It’s freezing out there, and those boys didn’t do anything to deserve this.”

“No, they didn’t, but they have wonderful people willing to help find them. Even the officers you’re angry with care about what happened to them. Look, we’ll just give them what they need and let them do what they do. I just think it would be better to have them off our case while we look for the boys ourselves.”

“Maybe, but I think we’ll do better on our own.”

“We will, too. Although they care about finding them just as much as we do. We’re going to figure out what happened to them, no matter what we have to do,” Derek said.

Emily said nothing, the tense silence filling the pickup until, at long last, she saw the headlights of the police cruiser behind them flicker to life. Minutes later, they were headed in the direction of the police precinct, despite her obvious displeasure at doing so. If it gave them the freedom they needed to find their son, Emily would play along for Derek’s sake. She adored the faith he put in the government at times, but now it was only slowing them down. Emily stayed silent the entire trip, despite Derek’s best efforts to carry on the conversation. Everything felt artificial and fake, knowing her son was out there alone and scared somewhere.

Less than three miles from the crash site, they pulled up in front of the modest police station, where a crowd had already started to gather inside. She was blown away to see the outpouring of love and support from the community, though it did little to ease the pain in her heart. That gap wouldn’t be filled until her son and nephew were back home safe. Taking her husband’s hand, they wove their way through the crowd of volunteers and back to the police chief’s office, where he was waiting. When the door closed behind her, she felt the finality of the decision they’d made to come in.

“I know you’re both anxious to get out there and look for the boys. We’ll make this as quick as possible,” the chief said.

“I don’t think you understand,” Emily snapped. “They aren’t in the woods. They wouldn’t walk through them on their own. Someone took our boys, and every second we waste here is another mile they could be farther away from us.”

“I understand why you would want to think that, but we’re still searching through everything that we can. If they are out there, we’re going to find them. Can you tell me the last time you saw the boys?”

Emily sighed. “We saw Arthur this morning before school. We had already had everything planned out that Jemma would be the one who picked them up since we’d be late getting home.”

“Is that something you normally do?” the chief asked. “I mean, does she normally pick them up from school?”

“What in the hell is that supposed to mean?” Emily snapped. “Yes, Jemma picks them up all the time, but I don’t see what that has to do with anything.”

“I understand, and I didn’t mean anything by it. It’s just a question. Now, is there anyone you can think of who would want to take him or had any interest in hurting him in any way?”

“Not really, though we did have a stranger eyeing me pretty hard last week. He really creeped me out, and I told Rose about it, too.”

“Yeah, she mentioned it to me the day it happened,” Derek added. “She was really freaked out by the guy.”

The chief sighed. “Well, I doubt he had anything to do with something like this. It’s the time of year when we always get calls for the homeless on the streets. Now, I think the two of you should head home and wait for me to give you a call. As soon as we know anything, we’ll reach out to you at the house. Plus, if this is a kidnapping, it’s better you’re home in case they reach out.”

Emily glared at the man but said nothing, letting Derek thank him and pulling her back out of the room and away from the building. She was ready to snap, but he continued to be a rock for her. There wasn’t a chance in hell that the chief or his men were going to find the kids wandering around in the woods. Despite that knowledge, she quickly texted Rose and asked her to bring out the thermal imaging drones to scan the area. If the boys were out there, they would find them before midnight. Yet it did little to reassure her. Something in her gut, the instinct that all mothers possessed, told her that her boy had been snatched.

As her husband climbed behind the wheel and started in the direction of their house, Emily prayed the children were safe. She didn’t want to think about all the awful television programs she had watched or acknowledge the odds of finding both boys unscathed. All she could do to keep moving was keep the hope and faith alive that they would be found. One thing was certain: Emily wouldn’t sit around the house waiting for a phone call. She had little faith in the police, even less when her son’s life was on the line. No, they would find her boy and Cameron without the officers’ assistance.
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“How long has it been?” Emily asked.

“Fifteen minutes since the last time you asked, forty altogether since they put it out,” Derek said.

She hated how slowly time seemed to be passing. Their phones had chimed with the AMBER Alert not long ago, sending her into another panic attack as Derek held her close. Already their smaller home was flooded with activity. As soon as Derek’s parents had heard what was happening, they had set up base in the small kitchen. Heading up the volunteers, dozens of people were out in the woods and surrounding areas looking for the children. It felt wrong to sit at the house, watching the live news feed of the search area.

It was obvious Derek was as upset with the situation as she was, though he didn’t let it show on his sleeve like Emily did. He was far more likely to be the partner who agreed to wait like the police wanted. His blind faith in the system only came from not knowing anything else. Unlike Jemma and Emily, Derek hadn’t been on the other side of the law, trying desperately to hold on to what was rightfully theirs. She hated the heavy hand the government played in everything.

Their rules, regulations, and procedures would only serve to slow them down. There was a knock on the door, and the couple both jumped to their feet, praying it was their little boy on the other side of the door. Instantly, their joy plummeted when Derek jerked open the door and saw Rose and Jemma on the other side. While she was happy to see her sister up and moving, she knew she hadn’t been released from the hospital. From the expression on Rose’s face, Emily was certain her sister-in-law wasn’t happy with the woman’s decision to bail on the hospital.

“What are the two of you doing?” Derek asked.

Rose scoffed. “Well, we should still be at the hospital, but Jemma refused to stay there. Even though I think the doctors know more than she does about what’s good for her and what isn’t. So, I brought her here to check in with you, but not before we stopped at the scene.”

“Did you find anything there? I thought if there was going to be any evidence of what happened to the boys, then the police would have found it by now.”

“I took the drones we use in special cases. They are equipped with infrared scanners, and I made several passes in the area of the crash along with about a mile radius around the site. Unfortunately, we didn’t even catch a glimpse of the boys.”

Derek dropped his head. “What are we going to do next, then?”

“If you don’t mind, I need some help unloading my security equipment. I’ll be able to connect what I have to your internet and use it to hack the local security cameras from here.”

“Uh, isn’t doing that illegal?”

“Honestly, I don’t even care right now. All I know is that the boys are out there somewhere. If they can’t find them with the drones, then they aren’t just lost in the woods somewhere. Someone took them,” Emily said.

“I understand that, but is breaking the law to find nothing worth the risk of going to jail?”

“I’m willing to do whatever it takes to find those boys. If someone has them, I want to know exactly who in the hell we’re dealing with. If Rose has a way of doing that, then I don’t care about the consequences as long as it gets Arthur back home.”

Derek said nothing as he followed Rose. Emily quickly helped her sister into the house to the kitchen table. Immediately, Martha was doting on the woman, bringing her a fresh cup of coffee and propping up her broken ankle on an adjoining chair. By the time her sister was settled, Emily was racing back to hold the door for Derek and Rose. She was amazed by the amount of gear Rose had brought with her. If it was going to help them find their children, though, Rose could bring every last piece of technology she owned to their little abode.

The house was flooded with commotion as the group worked to set up the kitchen and dining room as the headquarters for the search. Meanwhile, all Emily could do was check her phone and pray the police had a solid lead. Twenty minutes after her sister and Rose had arrived, everything was up and running. She couldn’t help but notice that Derek kept looking out the front windows as if he expected the law to come rolling up at any minute and toss them all in a holding cell. Emily moved to her husband’s side and wrapped herself around his arm.

“Derek?” she whispered. “Are you okay?”

He shook his head. “No, I’m not. Our little boy is out there somewhere…I just…I don’t know what the hell to do with myself.”

“I know, sweetheart. We are going to find him. Rose has the newest technology, and she’s one of the best. If anyone can find them, it’s going to be us with her on our side.”

“Grove won’t be happy that we are digging into things on our own,” Derek said.

“Who cares?” Emily growled. “He wants to keep things under wraps. We can do the same thing.”

“When he finds out Jemma left—”

“We haven’t broken the law. He’s not going to show up here, Derek. Come on, let’s go see what we can do to help. We’ve got to stay busy.”

Derek nodded and took her hand as they walked through the entryway to the dining room. Rose was typing away furiously on the laptop in front of her. Everything she was doing was broadcast onto a large monitor sitting in the middle of the table. She brought up a video feed that had been recorded days before. Instantly, Emily recognized the area and saw her husband’s pickup in the right corner. It was parked outside the bank and café where she’d had coffee with her sister over the weekend.

“What is this?” Emily asked.

“I was able to get into the system and run my facial recognition software. It wasn’t as difficult as I thought it would be. I pulled up the image of the man here, and I ran a check. It came back with the man’s mugshot.”

“Mugshot? Doesn’t that mean he would have had to have been arrested at some point?”

“Yes, it does. Unfortunately, the man has a record. I’m running the report as we speak. Well, more like hacking the records system. Though everything is public records these days, it’s still much quicker to get a report this way.”

Derek scoffed. “The man has a record? What in the hell did he do?”

Rose hesitated. “It looks as though he had a prior conviction for kidnapping. I’m pulling every bit of information I can get, but it’s going to take some time.”

“Kidnapping? This is just getting better and better. What in the hell is he doing out if he had a conviction of that level?”

“Listen, just because someone is let out doesn’t mean they’re going to go back to a life of crime. I’ve seen it hundreds of times where people were wrongfully accused but had no choice but to take a plea deal. Now, I’m digging through his old addresses now.”

“You’re telling me you don’t think he had anything to do with this?”

Rose sighed. “I’m not saying anything like that. I’m just saying the system is flawed, so let’s not jump to conclusions just yet. It says here that he was just recently paroled. It’s possible he’s done something, but he hasn’t been out very long. It was recent enough that he still has to register locally with the parole authority.”

Emily felt the world starting to spin around her as the room fell silent. The only thing any of them could focus on was the monitor and what Rose was doing. She could feel Derek tense as they watched Rose hacking into the federal government’s database. They were crossing a line she knew they couldn’t come back from, but Emily didn’t care. They would do whatever it took to find the boys.

Even when the officers had asked earlier if they had any enemies, the notion of the boys being kidnapped hadn’t registered. Why would anyone take their children? When Derek’s phone started to vibrate and she saw the precinct’s number appear, she followed after him as he answered it. The conversation was a short one, and when Derek ended the call, the look on his face wasn’t promising. She wasn’t sure if she even wanted to know what they had found, but there was no way it could be worse than not knowing anything at all.
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“What is it, Derek?” Emily asked.

“They found the other bookbag five miles from the accident site,” he whispered.

“Oh my God.”

“They wanted to come here, to talk with us, but I couldn’t let them. Not now that Rose is set up there hacking into systems and breaking the law,” Derek muttered.

“She’s trying to find her son and ours, just like the rest of us. Don’t be angry with her. If you want to be ticked off, be mad at me. I’m the one who told her to do whatever it took to find them.”

He sighed and shook his head. The defeated look in his eyes was one she knew well. She felt the same way. Derek was lashing out at her, but it wasn’t his fault. Their child had been abducted, and now they were scrambling to find out why and who had taken the kids. If the police wanted to talk with them again, they could make it happen. It didn’t need to be in their home.

“Come on,” she said. “Let’s go down to the station and talk to these guys again. I know it’s a pain, but at least they won’t show up here.”

Derek nodded in agreement as they headed back for the front door. Emily quickly told the others what they’d found, informing them of the plan to go down to the station just as Jemma’s phone rang. It was Grove calling to give her the same news that Derek had been given. When Jemma hung up again, she was visibly shaken.

“He wants us to come down, too. I told him I couldn’t move, that I was being tended to by family, but Rose, you’ll need to go down with them,” Jemma said.

Suddenly, an idea struck Emily, but she knew her husband wouldn’t like it. She had to get him out of the house to keep him safe.

“I have an idea, but I’m not sure you’re going to agree with it,” Emily said.

Derek groaned. “I don’t think it’s ever a good thing when you start off a topic like that. Tell me what you’re thinking about doing.”

“Why don’t you and Rose go to the station and talk to the police? Jemma and I can stay here and keep going over things, and I’ll be here in case the kidnappers try to make contact with us.”

“I don’t think it’s necessarily that I don’t agree with the idea,” he replied. “Honestly, it just wouldn’t feel right to go down there without you. We should do it together.”

“I know, but it would work out a lot better this way, and she wouldn’t have to go anywhere. Hell, she shouldn’t have left the hospital.”

“Please, Derek. I really shouldn’t be out and about. I can’t really move that easily, and I would feel a lot better if you went with Rose. Plus, I don’t want to be here without someone by my side. I’d like to have Emily here with me.”

“You two are really laying it on thick, aren’t you? Sisters stick together, I suppose. Well, you’re not giving me a lot of options here.”

Rose chuckled. “The two of them are never going to be separated. I’m okay with going down and talking to them if you are.”

Derek sighed. “I guess you’re right. It’s better if Emily stays here with you, and I think the two of us can handle things at the police station.”

“Thank you, honey. You don’t know how much I appreciate you doing this for us.”

“I think I do know. Rose and I will be back as soon as we can. We’ll let you know any information we can get while we’re there.”

Minutes later, her husband kissed her goodbye as they headed for his pickup. They had opted to ride together, leaving behind Rose’s car. As soon as the pair was gone, Emily pulled aside Derek’s parents. She hated how deceptive she was being but knew the deeper she pulled Derek into their illegal activities, the more he would tear himself up.

“Would you two mind running back to the farm and grabbing the stuff to do some meals? W-we weren’t ready for this,” Emily stammered.

“Oh, honey, of course you weren’t. We’ll pop into the farm and grab some stuff from the pantry. You’ll have more meals than you could ever eat in no time,” Martha said.

Emily thanked them both, pulling them into her arms before seeing them out the front door. If she was going to make a move, it had to be fast. Derek and Rose wouldn’t be gone for long, nor would her in-laws. She quickly sat down next to Jemma, hovering over Rose’s computer as she pulled out her phone and opened the camera. Rose had left the man’s last known address, located on the outskirts of town, pulled up on the monitor. Rose had barely touched on the man’s rap sheet before the police had called to give them the news.

It spanned back for decades, though nothing was as bad as the kidnapping charge he’d recently finished serving. How a man could be released after only two years didn’t make any sense to her, but Emily didn’t have time to dwell on it. After she interrogated the guy and got their children back, she would find out more about who he was. She was certain that his appearance in town wasn’t a coincidence. He had something to do with the boys’ abduction.

“Okay, so you’re being kind of sneaky here. What exactly are you doing?” Jemma asked.

“All right, for now, keep this between us. I’m going to use your car for a bit. I have a gut feeling about the man watching me earlier, and I’m going to go and talk to him. I want to know what he has to say for himself. Are you going to give me shit about doing my own research, too?”

“Well, I was going to give you a little, but since you put it that way, I won’t. As long as the results are getting those boys back home to us, you can do whatever you have to do.”

Emily smiled. “Thank you for seeing things my way. I’m glad you’re on my side with this. I mean, I know Derek is, too, but he has a strange way of questioning my every move.”

“I don’t care about the laws or whatever the police might say. Derek has the right to question what you’re doing, but I wouldn’t tell him everything. Just be safe about things. There’s no telling what kind of people you might end up dealing with.”

“I know he does, but it’s still frustrating to think he doubts my ability to find our son.”

“Oh, honey. I know it probably feels that way, but I assure you he’s just trying to protect you. It’s going to feel worse now that he probably feels like he couldn’t protect his son, but it’s going to be okay.”

“I’m really glad you’re not barraging me with questions. I love you, sis.”

“I love you, too. Now, you do whatever you have to do to find our boys. Bring them home to us, whatever it takes,” Jemma said, tossing Emily her car keys.

Pulling her sister into her arms for a split second, Emily thanked her once again before racing to the bedroom door. Entering the passcode on the first safe, Emily snatched a loaded clip from the top shelf before locking it again. When she did the same with the second safe and pulled out her small pistol, her hands trembled. There wasn’t time to second guess the decision as she slipped it into her back pocket.

Jogging back through the house, Emily grabbed her jacket and purse but didn’t bother to put on the jacket as she ran out into the cold. Emily couldn’t risk Derek and Rose getting back when she was still there. She knew Derek was going to be furious, but it was the only way they would get answers. The police had made it obvious they were going to do the bare minimum to keep their jobs. There was no law enforcement agency in the world that could compete with a mother’s natural instinct to protect her children.

Her hands weren’t tied by the laws and regulations that governed the officers. No, there was no line she wouldn’t cross to get her son and nephew back home safely. Her mind raced back to years before as she climbed into her sisters-in-law’s car. Emily had suffered through the heartbreak of losing one child; she couldn’t survive that pain again. As a pair of headlights turned onto the road, she started the motor and gunned the car in the opposite direction. While she couldn’t tell if it was the pickup or not, Emily wasn’t going to take any risks.
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Emily raced away from the house, grateful she knew where the alleys in the area were located. Otherwise, she’d be left with no option but to follow the looping cul-de-sac back around past their house. Skidding to a near stop at an alley on the left, she quickly turned into it and crawled down the snow-covered path. The small car struggled to stay on the gravel road, but after a harrowing three minutes, Emily emerged again on the main road that ran through the small village. With her phone in hand, she typed in the address on the GPS and set it on the dashboard. She knew the area well, even the exact road, but the last thing she wanted to be doing was crawling through the neighborhood, looking for a specific address.

As far as rough neighborhoods were concerned, the area she was headed for was as bad as it got in Kenwood. Even then, the worst call the officers ever got was the occasional public intoxication. Kenwood’s crime level was one of the lowest in the country. It was still unbelievable that the quiet community had been subject to such a terrible crime as kidnapping. Her entire body trembled with rage and fear as she raced through the streets. With all the officers working on the kidnapping, they weren’t out patrolling for speeders.

Suddenly, her phone started to ring, making her jump. Her stomach rolled as soon as she saw her husband’s name appear on the screen. There was no question he was going to be furious with her for leaving and not telling him about her plan, but Derek put so much faith in the law and government she knew he’d never understand. They weren’t moving fast enough for her. Every second counted, but the police were forced to abide by the laws.

“Just where in the hell do you think you’re going?” Derek fumed. “The police just told us that we should stay put, and you’re off running around like some crazy person.”

“I’m not crazy, Derek, but if you must know, I’m going to talk to the man who was following us. Something doesn’t sit right with me, and I want to see what he was doing.”

He scoffed. “So, you’re just going to go out there on your own. I thought we already discussed that I should go with you.”

“We did, but I knew you weren’t going to want to do it. I can’t just leave this in the hands of the police. They’ve already proven how unreliable they can be.”

“Maybe so, but they have resources we don’t. We should just listen to them and stay at the house. They can handle it, even if you don’t have any faith in them doing their job.”

Emily sighed. “Do you have faith in them finding our boy?”

“Yes and no, but I’d rather them have the conversations with people who are on the list. Especially since you’re out there on your own right now. What if something happens to you?”

“Nothing is going to happen to me. Besides, there’s no way I can go through losing another child. Losing one was more than I could handle, and I’m not going to take a chance that they don’t find him. Please understand that I’m doing this to find Arthur.”

Derek hesitated. “I’ll hold the police off for as long as I can, but I can’t promise they’re not going to go off on you when they find out.”

“I know, but I’ll handle that when the time comes.”

“Just promise me you’re going to be careful out there. I couldn’t handle losing both of you on the same day.”

“I promise, Derek, and thank you.”

Emily hated herself for not thinking Derek would be supportive. He had shocked her with how willing he was to aid her mission. While he wouldn’t be breaking the law, he’d be the only thing standing between the police and Emily. She knew with his diplomacy, Rose’s tracking skills, and the sisters’ determination and willingness to bend the rules, they were the best chance the kidnapped kids had of making it home. It still didn’t make any sense to her. Why had the pair been targeted?

The only link she could make was with Rose and her past career. She knew they were all thinking it, and Rose was leading the charge into her past to search for any connection. No matter the reasoning behind it, they wouldn’t stop until they were both back home. Still, if Cameron was the target, that meant Arthur would be collateral damage. She tried not to think about it as her stomach rolled, a wave of nausea coursing through her as she sped down the road. Emily focused all her attention on driving, forcing away the terrible images that her imagination had conjured of the children’s possible doom.

Despite knowing it was the lingering effects of her depression and PTSD, there was nothing she could do to stop the darkness beyond trying to drown it out entirely. When her phone started to ring, she didn’t bother to look before answering the call. She needed to hear her husband’s voice. Immediately, she regretted the decision when the voice on the other end wasn’t her husband’s. From that moment on, she vowed to snap out of it long enough to screen her calls. She hated herself for losing focus.

“I just heard what was going on,” Cathy said. “I’m so sorry to hear you’re going through all this. Have you been able to find the boys yet?”

Emily sighed. “Not yet, but the cops are looking into every possible avenue. Some leads are being followed, but nothing is definitive, and there’s been no word from the possible kidnappers.”

“Is there anything I can do to help?”

“Not that I can think of right now. It’s in police hands right now.”

“Well, you mentioned they have some leads, so that’s a good thing, right?”

“It is, but not like they’re going to find anything if they’re not looking in the right direction.”

Cathy scoffed. “You’re telling me that the police are sitting on leads right now, and they’re not going after them? Who are they looking into, then?”

“Listen, I appreciate your calling me and for all your support, but I just can’t talk right now.”

“I understand you have a lot on your plate right now, and I don’t want to bother you. Just tell me what I can do. I want to help in any way I can.”

“Martha and Ben are at the house heading up a search. You’re welcome to join them if you really want something to do.”

“All right, should I just give them a call or go right over?”

“Call them. They’ll be able to tell you what you can do.”

“All right, I’ll give them a call. Again, I’m so sorry this is happening. If there is anything else you need from me, just let me know. I can only imagine what you are going through, and I am here for anything that you—”

She didn’t have time to listen to the woman’s good intentions. Emily appreciated everything Cathy was doing to help them, but she had to focus on the task at hand. The address in question came into view off to the right. It was a modest trailer situated between two others. All three rentals were well-maintained. She was shocked the owners had rented to a felon and couldn’t help but wonder what else the man had lied about to get his foot in the door to the small community. None of it mattered now. Emily was moments away from confronting the bastard who had taken their children.

Bringing the car to a halt a few driveways from the one in question, she killed the engine and watched the home. There were at least two lights still on inside. Emily could make out a figure moving around, shaking the small home slightly with every step. Rage surged through her as she kept her eyes glued to the shadow figure. Her hands wrapped tighter around the wheel. Any mercy she had for the man was gone. Grabbing the gun from her purse, she slipped the clip into the chamber and drew a ragged breath.

The safety was still on, but she knew how quickly it could be off when she was ready to pull the trigger. It would take the police another two hours before they managed to get a warrant to search the man’s house, at least an hour before they bothered to bring him in for questioning. By then, Emily planned on having all the answers she needed and her son back in her arms. There would be no handcuffs for him, only the cold barrel of her gun as judge and jury.
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She silently said a prayer as she slipped out of the borrowed car. The bitter cold snapped her into the harsh reality of what she was about to do. It still didn’t matter, though. She would do anything, even pull the trigger if it meant bringing home the little boys. She stood by the decision to park the car on the next block over, but it made the walk a chilling one. Shoving the gun into the back of her jeans once again, she climbed the slick wooden steps leading to the front door. Her hands were frozen when she pounded on the door. The small patio trembled when the man moved to the front door.

Seconds later, it was jerked open, and the stranger from before glared back at her. Suddenly, she was questioning her every decision, but the cold metal of the gun reminded her of why she was there. Emily wasn’t going to lose another child. Without thinking, she grabbed the gun and pointed it at the man, forcing her way into the small trailer as he backed away. Instantly, she recognized the fear in his eyes as he lifted his hands in the air. Emily closed the door behind her. She didn’t need the neighbors seeing her holding the man at gunpoint.

“Take it easy, lady,” he stammered.

“Where the hell is my son?” Emily snapped. “I saw you watching me. I know you’ve kidnapped before. Where the hell is my boy?”

The shock on his face might have fooled someone else, but Emily wouldn’t believe for a second that he didn’t know who she was or why she was there. A man like him, with a criminal record, would never change. The system would always be flawed, and his release was a testament to that. He didn’t deserve to be back on the streets. George Towers was a nuisance to society; no matter Rose’s opinion on the system, she had her own.

“I don’t know a damn thing about any kidnapping. Now, I don’t know who in the hell you think you are, but this is harassment.”

“You don’t think stalking me is harassment? If you want me to believe you had nothing to do with my son’s kidnapping, you’re going to have to do a lot better than that. I know you were watching me, and I know you have a history of kidnapping charges on your record. Now, do you expect me to believe that in this little town, you don’t know anything about that?”

“I don’t give a shit what you believe,” George snapped. “Those charges were trumped up to begin with. I had a simple custody dispute with my ex, but she called the cops on me during my own visitation.”

“That might be true, but I still want to know why the hell you were watching me.”

“I’ll tell you right now that those charges were crap. I wouldn’t lie about something like that. I love my kid, but that didn’t stop her from getting me arrested. As far as the reason I was watching you, it’s kind of complicated.”

“I don’t care how complicated you think it might be. I want you to explain it.”

George sighed. “I did time with Devon Shay. You know, the man who hit you with his car.”

Emily paused. “I know who that dirtbag is, but what does that have to do with you watching me from the street? Did he send you to spy on me?”

“Not exactly. See, we did a lot of time together, and we talked about everything he went through. He asked me if I would talk to you about appearing at his parole hearing on his behalf. I just didn’t know how to approach you having the record that I have.”

She was completely blown away by what the man said. She hadn’t heard the name Devon Shay so much as whispered in years and for good reason. The son of a bitch had ruined her life once. With a little digging, the man’s story would be easy enough to verify. Plus, as much as she hated to admit it, Emily could see from the look in his eyes that he was telling her the truth. He had to know that his presence there would cause a ruckus. It was no wonder he’d been worried about approaching her. Her stomach lurched.

If he didn’t have anything to do with the kidnapping, it meant she was no closer to having her son home than hours ago when he was taken. Before she could process the new revelation, the trailer was flooded with flashing red and blue lights. Emily cursed under her breath, her eyes darting to the window where she could see a half dozen cars pulling up outside. Within minutes, they would be storming the trailer, and she would be trapped, no closer to her son and nephew. There had to be something she could do.

How would she find the boys if she was locked up at the police station? Derek would never hold it together without her there. Jemma would spend all her time focused on trying to free Emily while the real kidnappers got farther away with their children. She felt like the world was starting to spin again, and there was nothing she could do to stop it. Only the stranger watching her, his hands still raised, seemed to care that she was spiraling out of control.

“Great, now it looks like they think I had something to do with your son, too,” George muttered.

“They are here on my lead, but I doubt they’re going to arrest you. Actually, they’ll arrest me before they even think about arresting you.”

“Well, shit, if that’s the case, you should get out of here before they find you here. I have a back door in the trailer. There’s still time for you to slip out before they knock down my door.”

Emily opened her mouth to speak, but she was stunned. Why would the man offer to help her after the line of questioning she had just put him through? The thought paused in her mind before she pulled herself together.

“Why are you helping me after everything I just did?” Emily asked.

“To be honest with you, I have two reasons. One, I know the police will do anything to convict someone, even if they have no proof. It’s basically what happened to me, so screw them. Secondly, my little girl was taken from me by her mother.”

“I know how you feel, but it doesn’t really answer the question.”

“When she took my daughter, it was the hardest thing I ever had to go through. I had never felt the type of pain that I felt from that before. I wouldn’t want any other parent to have to go through something like that. If doing this helps you get your son back, I’m willing to deal with the consequences.”

Emily nodded. “Thank you so much. I don’t know what to say.”

“Just go find your kid, lady.”

She was completely blown away by the man’s generosity. At that moment, Emily understood he was just a parent like her, fighting for the right to be with his child. The police wouldn’t see it that way. From the number of resources they seemed to be dedicating to tracking her down, Emily had no faith in their abilities. Just as she heard the heavy footsteps outside, George pulled back a curtain to reveal a back door to the trailer. Without another word to show her appreciation, she quickly jogged through it when it opened. Someday, she would show him her gratitude.

Racing through the backyard, Emily heard the officers pounding on George’s front door. She ducked behind the privacy fence as soon as she stepped into the narrow alley. It wouldn’t be long before they realized she’d escaped out the back. Her footprints in the snow would give her away. All she needed was a few minutes to make it back to her car. Starting the engine with the remote on Rose’s key fob, Emily’s heart raced as it came into view. Seconds later, she was climbing behind the wheel and slipping the vehicle into reverse.

Emily didn’t turn on the headlights until she was off the road where the officers were gathered. As soon as she did and they flooded the road, she gunned the engine. They might have been back at square one, but she knew Rose and the others wouldn’t stop looking. Immediately, she dialed her husband’s number and told him to open the garage door. They had to keep the car and her presence there out of sight. She could explain everything else when she made it back in one piece and without a string of cop cars following her home.
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Emily made it back to the house and parked the car in the garage minutes later. She wasn’t surprised to see that Martha and Ben had been moved to Rose and Jemma’s house. Their kitchen was larger and offered more room for them to work. Emily hated to admit it, but she was happy they weren’t there anymore. The less they knew about what the foursome was participating in, the better it would be in the long run. If they were questioned by the police, Emily didn’t want either of her in-laws to be forced to lie for them.

Slipping into the house, she quickly shared with the others what she had learned about George. Rose started to look into his story right away, hacking the prison system and learning he was, in fact, roomed with Devon Shay. At the mention of the man’s name, the color had drained from her husband’s cheeks but was quickly replaced with a flush of rage. There was no question that they’d never help the man escape prison, but he still had nothing to do with their children’s abduction. That meant it was something that could wait for another time.

“We are right back at square one,” Derek muttered.

“No, we aren’t. The police found the boy’s backpacks, and they’re sure there is DNA on them. We will find out who took them soon,” Jemma said.

Emily knew her sister well enough to know when the woman was lying. She didn’t think for a second that the police would be quick about getting the results. They had already shown they’d rather waste time tracking her whereabouts.

“Do you know what the hell Grove’s obsession is with me?” Emily asked her husband.

“Yeah, he made that pretty clear when you didn’t show up at the station. He doesn’t like that you are taking charge of the situation. He likes being in control, prick always has,” Derek said.

“Well, he’s going to have to get used to it in this case. I’m not about to sit around, waiting for them not to do their job properly.”

“You asked me why he has it out for you, and now you know. I’m not disagreeing with you. I’m just telling you.”

“I know, but it’s ridiculous. You’d think he’d want to have as many eyes on the case as possible.”

“Maybe, but it doesn’t matter to him. He just wants—”

“I’m in,” Rose said. “Sorry, but I thought you should know I hacked into the police files. Unfortunately, it looks like the fibers and DNA they found on the backpacks are still backlogged.”

“What in the hell are they doing over there?” Derek snapped. “They’re not about to put this case on the back burner. I’m going to give them a piece of my mind. I’m really starting to see what you’ve been talking about all along, Emily.”

“You can’t do that, though I’m glad you’re starting to see what I’ve seen this entire time,” Emily said. “There’s no way you can give them any hassle over this because you’re not supposed to know about it. If they find out that Rose hacked their system, we’re not going to be able to find them at all.”

Rose smiled. “Sorry, hon. We can’t let you give them hell when it puts us in the line of fire like that. Though I have done a search on all my old aliases, and nothing has come up. No one is looking for me, so that’s another lead taken care of.”

“I guess that’s a good thing, though I’d be happier if we had some kind of trail to follow,” Emily said.

“You and me both, but at least we know who it’s not so far.”

Derek scoffed. “What in the hell are we going to do, then?”

Emily didn’t know how to answer her husband. She knew he was worried, just like the rest of them, but none of it added up. It made no sense that the kidnappers would take both of the boys. She hated herself for thinking it, but if Cameron were the target, and it seemed likely, they would let Arthur go if they were smart. They had no leads to go off of, and the sun would be coming up soon. The world would continue to turn. Before she could let herself be consumed by the pain of heartbreak, there was a knock at the door. Everyone froze.

Immediately, Rose closed her laptop and unplugged it, tucking it into her bag beneath the table. Derek went to the door but didn’t answer it as Emily raced to the window. Peeking outside, she let out a sigh of relief and signaled for Derek to open it. He did so and quickly ushered the newcomer inside. Emily wasn’t thrilled to see Cathy standing there, but it was better than the alternative. The police didn’t have anything on her, but Emily was certain they were gunning for her to slip up.

She wasn’t going to give them the satisfaction of tossing her into a holding cell. Eventually, they would have no choice but to call in the federal government, given how close they were to the border. If there was a chance that the kids were taken across that divide, they would have twice the red tape to combat. Emily wouldn’t let any laws or borders stop her from getting the children back. How could anyone think that laws would come before a child’s life?

“I’m sorry to just show up like this, but I wanted to help in any way I could. I thought you could use an extra volunteer,” Cathy said. “I was going to come earlier, but I got into it with Carter again, and it took forever to get out of there.”

Emily sighed. “Again? What happened this time?”

“He just didn’t want me going out. Carter said we don’t get enough time together as it is, but I just had to make myself useful somehow.”

“I appreciate your wanting to help, but if you need to be at home right now, I understand.”

“Oh no, nothing like that. He might want us to get married eventually, but I’m my own woman. He might not like it right now, but I’m still going to do what I want to do. That’s why I’m here now. I want to help out or volunteer in some way that helps get your boys back home.”

“Well, all the volunteers are working out of Jemma and Rose’s house. We moved things around a bit. So, Ben and Martha are over there now.”

“Why aren’t they running everything out of your house?” Cathy asked.

“Trust me, there is a lot more room over at their place than there is here. We figured with the number of people willing to help, it would be better to do it over there. Plus, I don’t know if I could handle all the people who would be running in and out.”

“I understand that,” Cathy replied, looking around the room. “What’s with all the computer equipment here? Looks like you’re getting ready to launch a shuttle mission.”

“Honestly, it’s better if you don’t know,” Derek said.

Emily could tell that her husband’s curt reply had cut the woman. As much as she wanted to invite Cathy into the fold of secrecy, it would only spell trouble for their new friend. There was no reason they had to make her an accomplice in their illegal activities. Taking the woman’s arm, Emily led her back outside and away from the others.

“Listen, I can’t tell you how much I appreciate everything you are doing for us, but this isn’t something I want you to get tangled up in. Derek’s parents are right across the street, and I’m sure my mother-in-law can help you work things out with—”

She shook her head as if she hadn’t been listening. “No, things between Carter and I are over for good. It was a mistake for me to try to be with him here. That’s actually why I came to talk to you. I don’t think this is the right place for me.”

Emily ground her teeth together, her jaw clenched. She didn’t have time to think about the shop or Cathy, let alone her problems with her relationship. It was ridiculous that she was even standing there, talking when her little boy was missing.

“Cathy, I need to get back inside,” she growled. “My son is missing.”

The woman pursed her lips. “Of course. I shouldn’t be keeping you. I’ll just see if Martha can use my help instead.”

The woman turned and headed down the sidewalk that led to the road. Emily let out the breath she’d been holding as she made her way back inside. When the others saw her return alone, there was a collective sigh of relief. Cathy and her problems would have to wait for another day, one when they all had their children back home safely.
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Emily paced back and forth, walking down the hall to the bedroom door and back to the kitchen again. When she thought she could stand still for longer than a few seconds, the anxiety would grip her again and she’d start the trek all over. Rose was typing away on her computer, working to find any lead that might give them hope. Derek was also working on his phone, updating his parents across the street and checking with them for any information. The entire investigation had reached an infuriating standstill.

There was nothing they could do. It was impossible that someone had taken their children and simply disappeared into thin air. The border patrol was on red alert, looking for the boys. There was nowhere that their faces wouldn’t be recognized though that thought did little to bring her comfort. Whatever the kidnappers’ intentions were, she didn’t want to think about why they’d taken two boys from a rural community. The hills could be dangerous in the best of conditions, fatal given the dropping temperatures. They had to find the kids.

“Isn’t there someone we can call or bribe to speed up this process?” Emily asked.

Rose shook her head. “No, it looks like the lab is run by a skeleton crew after budget cuts. No one will even be in the lab for another three hours. If we are lucky and Grove pushed it to top priority, we are still four to five hours away from having a lead.”

“So, there is nothing we can do,” Emily whispered.

“We can all get some sleep. I know it’s not what any of us want to hear or do, but even a few hours might sharpen something in our brains,” Derek said.

Emily snorted. “No way. I couldn’t sleep if I wanted to. Not with our little boy out there somewhere—”

Before she could finish the sentence, there was a heavy pounding on the door. From the intensity of it, she knew it wasn’t Cathy again. Emily moved to the door and looked out the side window. Her heart was racing as she glanced back at the others.

“It’s Grove,” she hissed.

Immediately, they jumped into action, covering the tracks of their illegal activity. With Cathy’s departure an hour before, they hadn’t accomplished much. Seconds later, Emily opened the door with the others gathered in the living room across the hall. If they could draw the man’s attention away from the kitchen, they might make it through the visit without any damning questions about what they’d been up to. Grove gave the kitchen and dining room a cursory glance, but with the lights off everywhere but the hall and living room, it was impossible to see anything beyond where Emily and Derek were standing and blocking the hall.

“Officer Grove, what can we do for you?” Emily asked. She knew he had good reason to be there. Even if he arrested her or told her to come in for questioning, she would understand it.

He glared at her. “I’m a little surprised to see you here. You’ve had a busy night.”

She ground her teeth. “Do you have something to share, or are you just here to interrogate me again?”

“I do have something to tell you all. I have good news, but not great news. One of the missing boys has been found on the edge of town. From the sounds of it, he was drugged and dumped. What I’ve been told so far is that it looks as though he’s been beaten up, but otherwise, he seems unharmed.”

“Oh my God,” Emily said. “Do we know which one it is?”

Grove sighed. “I wish I had more information, but a woman just brought him in, and that’s all I know. We’ll find out soon, but I wanted to get the information to you right away. I rushed here as soon as I was informed.”

Emily felt a bit of relief, but she knew one of them was still out there. While they had no idea which of their boys had been found, she was thankful that at least one of them was going to be in the clear. A list of questions popped into her head. She wanted to know everything the kid could tell them. Her heart had been racing from the time Grove had pounded on the door, but now it was thumping harder and faster than before.

“So, we don’t know anything other than one of them has been found?” Derek asked.

“That’s right. I’m more than happy to give you an escort to the hospital. I’ll run with the lights on so we don’t have to stop. I just wanted to make sure you got there as quickly and as safely as possible.”

“Thank you, Officer. We’re going to take you up on that offer. We’re ready to go now.”

“Like I said, just follow as close behind me as you can. I don’t plan to stop for anything other than the hospital’s parking lot.”

Everything that happened next was through a haze. Her heart was pounding. It was the only noise she could hear. Everyone around her spoke and asked questions the officer wasn’t able to answer for them. She grabbed her coat and purse, following the others to the driveway and into the passenger seat of her husband’s truck. Rose helped Jemma into the passenger side of her car, racing to the driver’s side and quickly following the pickup and cruiser through the streets. When they pulled up in front of the hospital, Emily shook uncontrollably.

Derek took her hand as he parked the car. Did he feel the same way she did? Were her sister and Rose fighting the same awful battle? She wanted them both to be there waiting for the four parents, but it wasn’t possible. No, given the choice, Emily wanted to walk through the doors and see her son sitting on the bed. She wouldn’t stop fighting to find Cameron, but it was her son that she wanted to hold more than anything. Emily felt like she was going to be sick once again. Guilt coursed through her.

“Hey, no matter who is in there, it’s going to be okay,” he whispered. “We are going to get through this and find them both, no matter which one is inside.”

“How can you say that? I hate myself for how I feel right now,” Emily said.

“You shouldn’t hate yourself at all. I mean, what kind of person am I if I’m thinking the same thing you are? I want them both to be safe, but at least we know one of them is. If it’s not our boy, we’ll find him. That much, I’m sure of.”

“If it’s not Arthur, I don’t know if I can handle it. I’m not even sure I want to go in there and learn the truth.”

Derek sighed. “We’re going to get through this together. If it’s not him, then we’ll figure it out.”

“I’m not going to be able to hold it together, Derek. What if it’s not our boy? What are we going to do? I just want to find him so I can hug him until the world stops spinning.”

“I want it to be Art just as bad as you do, but either way, we’re not going to stop looking for the other one. We’re a big family, honey. Whichever one is in there, we’re going to support, and I know it’s going to be the same the other way.”

“I just keep thinking about how bad I feel for hoping it is my son. How do I explain that?” Emily asked.

“You don’t have to explain it. It’s only natural to want your child to be safe. I promise there is nothing wrong with it.”

“Are you sure?”

Derek sighed. “I know I’m not a bad person, but I want it to be Arthur, too. I’m hoping with everything inside of me that he’s behind that door. Though I know if it’s not, we’re all going to do whatever it takes to find him. This isn’t over for any of us, no matter who is in there.”

She nodded, willing her legs to work as she opened the truck door. Rose and Jemma were waiting for them just inside the emergency room doors. Together, they walked the rest of the way into the hospital. As soon as the doctor saw the group approaching, she broke off her conversation with Officer Grove and walked over to greet them. Time seemed to stand still as she spoke, leading them to the closed door that held one of their sons on the other side. The door opened, and the little boy on the bed looked up at them as the world around her went dark. It wasn’t her son.
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“He was heavily sedated. We are still working to isolate what was used, but we got him started to a saline drip right away, which seemed to flush him out,” the doctor said.

Emily was sitting on a chair in the corner. She could no longer cry, the tear ducts having since gone dry at the sight of her nephew. It was unbelievably conflicting for all of them. There was the joy in knowing Cameron was back home safe with his mother, but the constant pain in her chest was a reminder that Arthur was still out there somewhere, waiting for his parents to save him from whatever torture he was enduring. Why would they let one of the boys go and not the other? They were racing against the clock. Whatever information Cameron had, they needed to know it immediately.

“Did you see who took you?” Emily asked him.

The boy’s eyes darted from his mothers to his aunt as he shook his head.

“What about where they took you from? Did you see what kind of car they had?” she asked.

“I-I don’t know…It was just a black car—”

“Ford? Dodge? What did the emblem look like?” Emily pressed.

“Honey,” Derek softly said. “Sweetheart, Officer Grove already said he would question him in a bit when the drugs were out of his system.”

“We don’t have a little time, Derek. Cameron is the only lead we have,” she snapped.

Suddenly, the room went silent. She could feel everyone’s eyes on her. When Derek asked her to join him in the hallway, Emily didn’t protest. Almost immediately, she regretted the harsh words. It wasn’t the child’s fault that the kidnappers had set him free any more than it was Arthur’s fault for being the one they had kept. As soon as they were out of earshot of the others, Derek started in on her.

“Just what in the hell do you think you’re doing in there?” Derek scolded her. “Do you have any idea what that kid has been through?”

“I don’t, but I also know we’re fighting the clock here. With every hour Arthur is gone, we come closer to the chance of never finding him. I just want to find our boy.”

“Don’t think for a moment that I don’t feel the same way you do, but Cameron is just a child, and he went through a horrible experience. None of this is his fault. We don’t need to question him like he’s done anything wrong.”

Emily sighed. “I know, but it doesn’t make any sense. Why was he given back, but Arthur wasn’t? What kind of game is this bastard playing?”

“I wish I could give you an answer, but I can’t. I have no idea what this person is thinking. The only thing I know is that one way or another, we’re going to find him. I don’t care what we have to do. We’re bringing him home.”

“I just don’t understand it. We don’t have enemies, and there isn’t anyone we’ve made angry enough to kidnap our child.”

“I know we haven’t. Not any I can think of anyway.”

“Exactly, yet here we are, and Arthur is nowhere to be found. Why haven’t they reached out to us? Why would someone want to hurt our child?”

Derek sighed. “I don’t know, sweetheart. I don’t have the answers to any of those questions. I know that I did just see Grove going into the room. Hopefully, we can get some answers soon. As soon as he gets to talk to Cameron, we should know more.”

She didn’t think, quickly racing past her husband and into the room where the others were waiting. Grove turned to look at them when they burst in, but it was obvious that Rose and Jemma weren’t going to ask them to leave again. They, too, understood the pain of losing a child, even if Cameron was back safe now and their child was still missing.

“All right, son, just start at the beginning, and we’ll go from there. Start at the accident,” Grove said.

Cameron’s eyes darted to Jemma’s. She smiled and nodded at her son, letting him know it was okay to share what had happened. He couldn’t feel Emily’s horror, the dread with each second that passed without her little boy. She fought the desire to rush him for answers. There was a reason her husband had pulled her out before. Emily wasn’t going to miss anything because of her short temper.

“Mom picked us up from school, and we were driving home. She went around the corner, and it was a little slick but nothing bad, not like yesterday when the roads were really icy.”

As he told the story of seeing the figure in the road and the fear of the car skidding off the side into the tree, Emily felt the poor child’s horror and didn’t want to think about what her son was enduring. There wasn’t much to go off beyond that. There had been two individuals, the one in the road and the one who had grabbed him. The cloaked figures had worn makes and covered his mouth with a cloth, making her think both children had been subjected to chloroform.

“I woke up in the bathroom,” Cameron said. “I didn’t know where I was, but when I tried to get out, the door was locked.”

“Was Arthur in the bathroom with you?” Grove asked.

“No, but I could hear him on the other side of the door. He was there, but I couldn’t see him. I just wanted to go home.”

“I know, son. It’s going to be all right now, but I need you to tell me as much as you can remember if we’re going to catch the people who did this to you. Plus, you want to help us find Arthur, right?”

“I want to do anything I can to help.”

“Good. Now, just tell me everything.”

“Well, Art wasn’t in there with me. At least, I don’t think he was. Anyway, I tried to turn on the light switch, but I never found it. It was like there was no switch at all. Then I tried the window, but it was locked, and I couldn’t get it open.”

“That’s good. Are there any other details you can remember? Even the smallest thing might be able to help.”

“There wasn’t much in the room.”

“That’s okay. What about noises or smells? Anything that stood out to you?”

“After I think a few hours, I smelled a funny-smelling smoke. It wasn’t like anything I had ever smelled before. Then, I heard people arguing in the other part of the house. It seemed like after I smelled the smoke, I got really tired.”

Grove smiled. “That’s okay. Anything else?”

“No,” Cameron replied. “I fell asleep a short time after that. The next thing I remember, I woke up in the hospital. I don’t remember anything after the smoke.”

“It sounds like they used a nerve agent to knock him out the second time,” Officer Grove muttered.

“That’s it?” Emily asked Cameron. “You don’t remember anything else? What about their eyes? Did you see what color they were? Were they both men? Woman?”

“Emily,” Derek warned, “if there was anything else he remembered, you know he would tell us.”

“I’m sorry, Aunt Em,” Cameron whispered. “I didn’t see anything, but when they were yelling, I kept hearing a name. There was a man and a woman, I’m sure of it.”

“That’s wonderful, sweetheart,” Emily said. “What else? You said you heard a name?”

He nodded, scrunching his forehead as he tried to recall what he could. Even knowing that it had been a man and a woman fighting with each other was still something they could use. Who would want to take and keep their little boy? She focused on Cameron, giving him an easy smile to show him that he wasn’t in trouble. As the room filled with tense silence, they all waited for him to speak.

“She was yelling something at him, something about the way he kept talking to her and questioning her. I don’t think she wanted me to go with them. He wanted to…he wanted to throw me in a lake, but she wouldn’t let him. She said it wouldn’t help him…it wouldn’t help Shay.”

Emily gasped, the color draining from her face as her eyes darted to her husband. She could see the rage building inside of the man, his hands balling into fists as he looked in her direction. At that moment, it all made sense. Her son had been taken for a reason, taken by a monster they knew well. Devon Shay had more to do with the kidnapping than they ever could have anticipated.
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Despite being asked the same questions three times by Grove, there was nothing more that Cameron could recall for them about his ordeal. The name still rang in her ears. Shay. She didn’t know how or why the man had taken the boys, whether he had an accomplice, but Emily was going to find out. Thinking back to the conversation she’d had with George, Emily wondered if she’d been wrong. Has the kidnapper slipped through her fingers once already? No, it was impossible. Rose had done an extensive search on the man since his arrival in the community. They could account for his whereabouts at nearly every moment in time, thanks to security footage around the village.

The only option they had was to go right to the source. She knew it would take Grove hours, if not days, before he could get the approval to drive two hours south to where Devon Shay was rotting in a prison cell. They weren’t bound by the same rules and regulations as the authorities. It didn’t matter what she had to do or whose palms she had to grease. Emily was going to have a conversation with the man who had ruined their lives once before. If he was involved in Art’s abduction, she would make him suffer until she had her little boy back in her arms. Derek seemed to sense that something was running through her mind as he squeezed her shoulder affectionately.

“Why don’t we head back to the house and give these guys some space?” Derek said.

Emily nodded, unable to form words as they moved out of the hospital room. She wanted to hold her sister and nephew and tell them how happy she was for their reunion, but Emily was terrified that if she spoke, all the pent-up rage and heartbreak would come spilling out. Instead, she dutifully followed her husband into the hall and out to the parking lot where their pickup was waiting. It wasn’t until they were alone in the confines of the cab that she let it all go.

“I know it’s hard right now, but we can’t give up hope. No matter what happens, we’re not going to stop trying to find our boy,” Derek said.

“I know, and I’m not going to stop hoping. I will tell you that I’m going to go down to the prison and have a little conversation with Devon Shay. We’re going to get to the bottom of this, one way or another.”

“Look, that’s a terrible idea. We need to go home and wait, just like the police said we should. Let them handle the questioning of that man. There’s no need to rile him up and get him angry for no reason. Especially if he does have something to do with this.”

“Arthur doesn’t have that kind of time. Every passing moment is just making it harder to find him. Now, you can come with me to the prison, or I can go by myself. Either way, I’m going down there.”

“That’s not reasonable, Emily. We should do what the police say. They probably already have someone on their way there to talk to him.”

Emily scoffed. “I don’t care if I’m being unreasonable. This is our son we’re talking about, and I’m not going to stand around and do nothing while the cops sit on their hands. I’m not trying to make friends. I’m trying to get Arthur back home.”

Derek sighed. “I don’t want to fight with you, sweetheart. It’s all just so overwhelming, and I don’t know how to handle it.”

“I can tell you one thing that’s going to help you get through it.”

“Yeah, what’s that?”

“Going to find our son. You’re more than welcome to drive to the prison, but if not, I’m going by myself. It’s your choice.”

A tense silence filled the vehicle as Derek jerked the shifter into gear. She could tell from the way he drove that he was angry at how the conversation had ended. Emily didn’t care that he was upset. Maybe he would forgive her, or maybe he’d hold it against her, but at least she’d be able to move forward, knowing she had pursued every possible avenue in the hunt to find her son. It wasn’t until they were pulling into the driveway that the reality of things started to settle on her shoulders.

“So, you aren’t coming with me, then?” Emily asked.

He sighed. “We can’t go to the prison looking like this, and if I’m not mistaken, you’ve got a loaded gun tucked into your jeans. That’s not something they’ll let you stroll through with, either. It’s better to leave it here, grab showers, and change before heading out.”

Her heart swelled with love for the man. “I guess that means you’re coming. Are you sure? I don’t want you to feel like you don’t have a choice.”

Derek snorted, his angry eyes finding hers. “Of course, I don’t have a choice. You’ve made that clear. I can’t very well let you go down there and confront the man who killed our daughter alone.”

She cringed, his harsh words cutting through her like a sharpened blade. Derek wouldn’t let her face Devon alone, but it would cost them both dearly. Their relationship was once again teetering on the edge, just as it had been the last time they had seen the bastard.

“I know I’ve made you feel like you don’t have a choice here, but you do. Either way, I really appreciate that you’re going with me,” Emily said.

“Well, I’m not doing it for you, okay? I’m doing it for Art.”

She sighed. “It’s easy to see you’re upset, and it’s understandable. We just can’t let this tear us apart, Derek. This is hard on both of us, but we need each other to make it through this.”

Derek scoffed. “It’s not my fault I’m feeling this way. You’re the one who keeps making all the decisions without giving a second thought to how I feel or what my opinion is. You say we need each other, but you’re the one going above and beyond to make me feel like my opinions don’t matter.”

“You’re right, and I know it’s because I’m so worried about Art. I can’t stand the thought of him being with some strangers and not at home where he belongs. I’m really sorry for excluding you from the decisions.”

“I know you are, but what are you going to do to make things right?”

Emily took a deep breath. “I promise it’s going to be better. I’m going to do better. I’ll make sure we talk about everything before going forward from now on.”

“That’s all I’m asking for here,” Derek replied. “I just want to know that whatever input I might have to offer is going to actually be heard.”

“I promise it will. I never meant to hurt you, honey.”

“I know. Thank you. I don’t want this to be what tears us apart. As long as you’re willing to do that, we’re going to be okay. Now, we need to get moving. I suggest we make getting showers and changing clothes a quick routine.”

Emily nodded and was happy they’d taken the time to talk. As always, Derek pointed out what he needed from her, and she was happy to comply. Emily knew that when they were both stressed, she had a habit of shutting down on him and everyone else. It was a defense mechanism she’d used ever since the loss of her parents. They were a team, and Emily understood that meant working together and not shutting out her husband. He was a brilliant man. Giving his hand one last squeeze, she reached for the truck door and headed for the house.

They were back in the familiar rhythm that came with living together for over a decade. Derek grabbed a shower while she went to the kitchen and made them a large pot of coffee. She filled both of their large travel mugs and a third, just to be safe. Tossing a bottle of caffeine pills into her purse, she pulled out the gun and went to the back bedroom. It didn’t feel right to leave it behind, but she had promised Derek that she would compromise, which meant leaving her little pistol at the house.

By the time Derek was done in the shower and she was stepping in, they were almost ready to go again. She climbed out of the steaming water, feeling like a new woman, and just in time to hear the doorbell chime and Martha’s familiar voice as she conversed with her son. Her heart still raced each time the phone rang or someone came to the door. She quickly got dressed and ran a brush through her wet hair. When she joined the trio at the front door, Emily was ready to face the demon of their past.
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While Rose and Jemma had been reunited with their child, they hadn’t stopped hunting for Arthur. Her sister-in-law called them minutes after they’d left the house. Emily had been keeping the two apprised of their movements via text. The information had proven useful, as Rose was able to call in a few favors at the prison and get them on the list for approved visitors. Within hours, they would be face to face with the man who had killed their little girl and nearly taken her life. There were still times on long car trips when Arthur would wake up in a cold sweat, with flashbacks of the accident coming for his subconscious at night.

How long would this new turmoil linger in his mind? Emily felt the waves of failure coursing through her once again. How could she let her son get kidnapped by a man in prison? She hated herself for failing Arthur, for failing herself and her husband. Even as she started to spiral, Derek reached across the seat and took her hand to comfort her. She wanted to believe he felt the same, but it was impossible. Derek was everything, the rock that kept them together. He could never feel guilty about what had happened.

“Sweetheart, you can’t retreat into yourself like that. Talk to me, please,” Derek said.

“I don’t know what to say,” Emily said.

“Well, you’re looking out the window like the world is burning.”

“That’s because it is, and it’s all my fault. He’s gone because I didn’t protect him. I should have picked him up from school myself. I never should have let him out of my sight,” Emily whispered.

“You can’t do that to yourself. These bastards are targeting us, not you. We are in this together, and no matter what, we will get our boy back,” Derek said.

They drove in silence for some time. Bit by bit, more traffic appeared on the two-lane road as the world around them woke and people headed off to their jobs. Thankfully, the Davises knew what was going on and had already closed the shop, diverting all their employees and resources to the search for the missing boy. She couldn’t let the guilt over that detail consume her along with everything else.

“About how much longer is it until we get to the prison?”

“We still have about fifteen minutes until we get there,” Derek said. “Are you still feeling all right about this decision to see him? I know your mind has to be spinning right now.”

“It really is, but I don’t see any other choice. It’s hard to believe we’re really doing this. After all this time, I hoped I wouldn’t have to see his face until his parole hearing. Even then, I didn’t think I would have a conversation with the bastard.”

“I understand. I never wanted to see the man’s face again. I was really hoping that after all this time, I wouldn’t have to.”

Emily sighed. “Well, at the very least, it’s a beautiful sunrise. Not everything about the day has to be ugly. I wish Arthur was here to see it. He’s always been fascinated with the sun coming up and going down.”

“Arthur would love it, but it won’t be much longer. We’re going to get him home.”

“I know, but I can’t help but think about the things he’s missing out on already. He’s such a curious kid. I know he’d love the beauty of the world right now.”

Derek smiled. “He’s amazing, and we’ve raised him to be strong and smart. He’s going to get through this.”

“I hope so,” Emily muttered.

“I don’t need to hope. I know he’s going to. He’s not going to miss any more sunrises. We’re going to find him before the sun goes down today.”

“Now, that is something I hope you’re right about. I just want to hold him and never let him go.”

“Well, we might break a record for the longest group hug. I don’t want to let him out of my arms, either.”

The pounding in her chest grew more intense with each passing second as the prison compound came into view. The fencing stretched on for miles, the harsh spiked coils at the top reminding the passersby of what monsters lurked on the other side. She would never forget the last time they’d seen it. The memory still haunted her. Emily had desperately wanted to confront the man after years of therapy. Derek, being the wonderful man he was, had driven her to the front gates. She never had made it past them, though, unwilling to face the demon beyond the metal bars. Now, they had no choice but to speak to him.

“Are you sure about this?” Derek asked. “We can get Rose down here in an hour. She’s got to be much better at interrogating someone than we are.”

“No, her son is back home with her. Let them enjoy the moment. I promise you that I can handle him. He doesn’t get to ruin our lives all over again. I won’t allow it. I’m ready for Devon Shay,” she growled.

Derek said nothing as they slowly turned into the prison, its gates locked and not budging for the small pickup. A man approached the driver’s side, and Derek rolled down the window. Emily had no idea what the process was but was happy she’d left the gun behind as a set of guards with German Shepards moved around the vehicle. Handing her driver’s license to the man at the window, Emily watched him disappear into the guard station. Moments later, the gate opened, and they were ushered through but instructed to keep their IDs out.

“Everything seems so dark and intense. I mean, I guess we’re not supposed to see great big rays of sunshine, but it’s worse than I imagined.”

Emily nodded. “You’re right about that. It’s not something I ever thought about before, but it definitely seems to be the harsh reality of prison. It’s almost intimidating.”

Derek didn’t respond as he pulled into a parking spot and brought the truck to a stop. She couldn’t help but look around the property. Everywhere she looked, there was nothing but a fence and razor wire. It looked like something out of an old movie scene, but this wasn’t a film set. As the two got out of the truck and headed to the main entrance, her heart was pounding. Not only was the place unreal, but they were about to be face to face with the man who had ruined their lives.

“I need to see both of your identifications,” the guard at the counter said. “Who are you here to see?”

“Devon Shay,” Emily replied.

“Are you family or friends?”

“Neither. We’re here to ask him a few questions.”

The man nodded and typed their information into the computer. After a few minutes, they were guided through a metal detector and handed a list of rules. The guard seemed nice enough, but there was an attitude behind his mannerisms that she noticed right away. Emily chalked it up to the idea of having to deal with hundreds of people and inmates every day. They were quickly rushed through a pat down, and it couldn’t have been more uncomfortable for her. A moment later, they were directed to a small conference room and told it would be a few minutes.

Her heart was still pounding when the door closed and locked with them inside. She didn’t know what to expect but was incredibly thankful that her husband was there with her. He took her trembling hands in hers as the moments dragged on.

“You know it’s not too late to wait in the car. I can always talk to the son of a bitch on my own, honey,” Derek said.

“No, I am going to sit here and wait for him, and when we talk, I’m going to tell him I hope he rots in this place forever. I’ll do everything in my power to make sure he never sees the light of day again.”

“Don’t forget he knows where our son is at.”

“Of course, I haven’t forgotten,” she snapped.

Derek fell silent. Instantly, Emily felt terrible.

“Derek, I’m sorry. I’m just—”

Before she could finish the apology, a loud buzzing filled the room that made her jump. Seconds later, the door opened, and the inmate was led into the room. His hands and legs were shackled and would remain so throughout the conversation. The guard sat Devon Shay down at the table, cuffing his wrists to the metal loop in front of them before stepping away to the door. Emily glared at the man sitting across from them, the rage inside her threatening to boil over as she drew a ragged breath. She was ready.
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“Honestly, I wasn’t expecting you two to show up when you got my invitation. Glad George was able to talk with you—”

“Shut the hell up. The only reason we are here is that you kidnapped our son. Where the hell is he, Shay?” Emily hissed.

The man went white. “I-I don’t know what you’re talking about. If you haven’t noticed, I’m a little preoccupied at the moment. The only thing I’ve got control over is when I close my eyes at night.”

“I don’t believe you,” she snapped.

Every word out of the man’s mouth was a lie. He’d always been a laced-out addict with a few binges of drunk driving in the mix. The last time she had seen the man face to face was the day he had killed their little girl. The courts had allowed her to testify from her hospital room. She hadn’t needed to lay eyes on the man who had destroyed their perfect world. Nothing he said could be believed or trusted. Emily was already wondering if their first stop shouldn’t have been back at George’s place. Her instinct about him felt spot on, but it had been wrong before, and now they were gambling with her son’s life.

Drawing a ragged breath, Emily turned to her husband for support and to calm herself down. If she wasn’t careful, she’d be in handcuffs before they left the prison. She hated Devon Shay. He was a killer and a deadbeat who didn’t deserve to still be breathing. Emily knew they wouldn’t get anywhere with the man if they didn’t play their cards right, and that meant keeping her flaring temper under control. He had to know where their little boy was. Why else would Cameron utter a name he knew nothing about? They were always guarded in the conversations they had about that fateful time in their history and it was never around the children.

Derek sighed. “Our son and nephew were both taken. Several hours later, our nephew was found on the side of the road. Now, the boy is doing all right, but it was traumatizing for him, obviously. When the police questioned him, he told them he overheard his captors talking and that one of them mentioned the name Shay.”

“Well, I hate to be the one to break it to you, but my name is pretty common. Hell, I’m locked up in here with a couple of them, and we aren’t related at all.”

“Maybe so, but you’re the only one we know, so it’s pretty evident to us and the police that you’re involved somehow.”

Devon scoffed. “I think you’re getting ahead of yourself here. Since I’ve been locked up, I’ve changed my life around. I found God, and I go to church regularly in here. I know I’ve made mistakes I can never make up for, but I’m sober now.”

“Being sober and wanting payback for being thrown in prison are two different things,” Derek said.

“I don’t blame you for being here. The choices I made in life are what put me here. I’ll never forgive myself for taking my son’s life or the life of your little girl. I never meant to hurt anyone, but I did, and now I have to live with that for the rest of my life.”

Emily shuffled in her seat. “If you think we’re going to believe you’re a changed man just because you’re saying it, you’re wrong. I don’t believe you for a minute.”

“That’s fair. I’m not asking for forgiveness; I know that’s probably not going to happen. Being responsible for someone’s death isn’t something I will ever get over. Though, it was harder for my wife. She took our son’s death hard, and she basically went crazy after that.”

Emily had forgotten about the other boy who had lost his life that day. He was little more than a blip in her mind. It was a harsh truth but an honest one, nonetheless. At the time, she’d been so stricken with grief over her own loss that she hadn’t given the other parent much consideration. After all, what kind of woman would let her child be driven to a hospital by a man laced out on pills and booze? As far as Emily had been concerned, Mrs. Shay was just as culpable as her incarcerated husband.

“Your wife isn’t the one who killed our daughter,” Emily snapped. “What the hell does she have to do with this?”

“I’m telling you, she lost it after our son died. Granted, he was always a sickly thing. I don’t think the folks at the hospital would have been able to help him much, not with all his issues, but he was her world.”

“It was her child, you murderer. Of course, he was her world!” Emily snapped.

“The boy was frail, all right? I told her to call a squad, but she wanted me to drive him. When she got like that…there was no fighting her.”

“So, you’re trying to tell us that your wife is behind this?” Derek asked.

“I ain’t trying to make you believe anything,” Devon growled. “I’m only telling you what I know. I’ve been locked up here and ain’t seen no one on the outside except George a few times when he visited. Hell, I didn’t think he’d ever actually ask you folks to come down.”

“George has to be a part of this, then,” Emily said.

“No, ma’am. George wouldn’t hurt a fly. He’s a damn saint. If your nephew said ‘Shay,’ I’ll bet it was my ex, Shelly.”

Emily couldn’t believe what she was hearing. The only lead they had was now dead once again. The more time that passed, the more desperate she felt. Her son was slipping through her fingers, and the guilt threatened to pull her under. Part of it was fatigue alone, but she wouldn’t rest until they found Arthur and the bitch who had taken him.

“Okay, let’s say we take your word for it and your wife is behind this. Any idea where we can find her now?” Derek asked.

Devon sighed. “Honestly, I haven’t seen or heard from her since I signed the divorce papers two years ago. I don’t know where she would be, but I can tell you that she planned to keep my last name.”

“So, you have no idea where she could be or where she would go after the divorce was finalized?” Emily asked.

“Well, I know she had family up in the hills north of the border, but I don’t know if she would have gone there or not. You know, her family is just as crazy as she was. I wouldn’t be surprised if they were all involved somehow.”

“They would help her with something like this?”

“They wouldn’t even think twice about it. When it comes to her family and the law, they all think they are above it. Now, I ain’t no saint, but they are an evil group if I ever met one.”

Emily scoffed. “You’re far from being a saint.”

“I know that, but I am trying to change my ways. I wish things wouldn’t have happened the way they did, but I can’t take it back, and there’s no way to make up for the things I did.”

“No, there’s not,” Derek said. “Thank you for answering our questions.”

“I sincerely hope you find your son. I’ll make sure to pray for him.”

“Emily, is there anything else you’d like to ask him? I think we have what we came for.”

She shook her head, unable to speak. The woman was a ghost in the wind if they couldn’t track her down fast. The only person who could find the former Shelly Shay was Rose. They had to get back to her sister’s house. Without another word, Emily looked at the guard and gave him a nod to signal they were done. As Devon was led away, he pleaded with them to speak at his parole hearing, but it wasn’t something Emily could think about. Truthfully, she still had nothing but anger and hatred for the man.

The idea of helping set him free made her sick to her stomach. As the couple stood and headed back for the exit, she followed after her husband to the waiting pickup and her phone. Minutes later, they were on the road and she was messaging Rose everything they’d learned from the incarcerated man. If anyone could track down Shelly Shay, it was going to be her.

The road unfolded in front of them as her eyelids grew heavy. She hated not having her son in her arms but knew she was no use to him if she couldn’t even keep her eyes open. Before long, Emily slipped off to sleep as her husband drove them home.
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She didn’t wake again until Derek was softly saying her name. The truck was parked in the driveway, and all she could think about was falling back asleep. It was nearly nine in the morning, but she felt like she’d been awake for years, not days. Moving in a state of daze to the door, Emily didn’t protest when her husband carried her to the bedroom and gently laid her down. Yet Emily couldn’t sleep, not until her husband promised to wake her as soon as they had any news. She knew her sister-in-law and Jemma were working round the clock to get any information they could on Shelly Shay, but she still hated herself for needing rest.

Somehow, it was a relief that the woman might have taken her son. As it would for any parent, her mind had immediately gone to the darkest place imaginable, given the terrible men and women lurking in society’s shadows. If Shelly were the kidnapper, at least she was a crazed woman with a mission to keep the boy alive. After all, she hadn’t killed Cameron, despite the risk he posed to the criminal’s devious plan.

She managed to sleep for two hours before bolting upright in a state of panic. Nothing had changed, and Derek had not given her any update, but she could hear muffled voices coming from down the hall.

Immediately, her mind raced to their recent visit to the prison. If Grove was there to put her under house arrest, as he’d threatened to do, she wasn’t going to let that happen. Grabbing the gun and clip from the safes once again, Emily quickly snatched her emergency bookbag from the closet and set it on the bed next to the weapon. Creeping to the door, she opened it a crack and peeked out. If the police were there, she’d be taking the back window out. Relief coursed through her when she saw Cathy and Derek standing in the kitchen, talking in a hushed whisper so as not to wake her. As soon as Cathy saw the door open, though, she smiled and waved at her friend.

“What are the two of you getting into?” Emily asked.

Cathy chuckled. “We were just talking about Devon, Shelly, and I think he said the other one’s name was George. Is that right?”

“Yeah, George. I guess they were friends while being locked up,” Derek said.

“That’s right. We were just talking about them and the case. Trying to piece together anything that would give us some kind of clue as to where they could have taken Arthur. From the sounds of it, you guys have some pretty decent leads.”

“Derek shouldn’t have told you any of that,” Emily said.

“I just thought talking it out with someone else might jar some ideas.”

“Well, we should be telling the police what we found out before letting anyone else know about it.”

“We’re all friends here,” Cathy said. “There’s no way I’m going to tell anyone else what I’ve been told. I just want to help you find your son, especially after how good you’ve treated me since I got here.”

For several minutes, there was no speaking. Emily could feel the tension in the air, even if she was the main reason for it. She was furious Derek had told the woman anything. It wasn’t his place to go around sharing their conversation with Devon with everyone. After all, they had done it before going to the police. While she didn’t care that they had gone above the law and it wasn’t like they were doing anything wrong, it was still something they should have told the chief first.

“If you both would excuse me, I need to use the restroom,” Cathy said, getting up and walking toward the bathroom.

Derek handed her a cup of coffee. “This should boost you up. Is everything all right?”

Emily didn’t know how to answer the loaded question. She hated that Derek had told Cathy about the leads. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust the woman, but she knew how quickly good gossip could spread in the small town. They couldn’t risk the wrong person finding out and fleeing with their son, especially if the kidnappers had friends in Canada. Emily didn’t need a psychologist to know she was projecting her feelings and misplaced anger on her husband’s shoulders. His soft eyes told her she was already forgiven as he took her coffee and added to it. She hated herself for lashing out at him.

“Did you get any sleep?” Derek asked.

She nodded. “A little. Enough to get my brain moving again.”

“I dozed for about an hour on the sofa before Cathy showed up. She said she got called into work. I guess Rhonda is running a volunteer station out of the shop and needs an extra set of hands.”

Emily cringed. “Great, now I feel even worse for snapping at her. She’s been amazing, just like the rest of the community and our family. Why do I keep pushing people away?”

“Don’t beat yourself up, sweetheart. I think everyone understands what we are dealing with right now. No one is going to hold your short fuse against you,” Derek said.

Before she could thank him for being so amazing once again, the bathroom door opened, and Cathy returned to the kitchen. Emily wasn’t going to let her leave without trying to apologize. It wasn’t like her to be so short and angry with everyone.

“Well, I should probably get going,” Cathy said. “I don’t want to keep Rhonda waiting for me again.”

“Thank you for stopping by. Actually, I’d like to thank you for everything you’ve been doing. The stopping by and checking on me and just being here to help with the search…I can’t tell you how much it means to me. I’d be lost without your support.”

“Trust me, I don’t mind. I love this town and how it just feels like a family. The sense of community here is more than I could ever have asked for. If you hear anything or need anything, please let me know.”

Emily smiled. “We will keep you posted on anything we hear. Again, thank you.”

“It’s no big deal. You’re the closest thing I have to family here. Anything you need, I’m happy to help. I just want you to find your boy and bring him back home.”

“We’re doing everything we can to make that happen.”

“You’re going to find him, and everything is going to be all right. The little I have seen of that boy, he’s got your strength. I’m sure he’s giving those bastards all the hell they can handle.”

“I hope you’re right.”

“I know I’m right. Arthur is going to be all right. Just wait and see. Now, I better get going. Like I said, if you need anything at all, don’t hesitate to give me a call.”

“I promise you’ll be one of the first to know anything we know. Make sure you give Rhonda our love, too.”

“Will do. I’m sure she’ll be happy to hear it.”

Emily chuckled. “I bet she will.”

Derek led her to the front door as Emily took a seat at the kitchen table. Her phone hadn’t rung or vibrated since she’d gotten home, but Emily was certain that was Derek’s doing. He likely had messaged everyone they knew to tell them she was sleeping. Now, the silence was threatening to consume her. Unlocking her phone, she found Rose’s number and quickly sent her sister-in-law a message. It was well after twelve in the afternoon. They should have gotten word back by now about something.

Even the forensics should have been back. Had the police forgotten about the missing boy so fast? Immediately, her phone started to vibrate, but she didn’t need to check the reply from Rose. Seconds after it was sent, Emily saw her sister and Rose jogging across the street. Martha was standing in the doorway of the woman’s house, keeping a watchful eye on Cameron, no doubt. Emily could understand the fear both women had in leaving behind their son, even in the safety of their own home. When Arthur was back in her arms, she was never going to let him out of sight again.

The door opened seconds later, and the pair settled at the kitchen table with Emily. Derek had ducked into the back bedroom but had since emerged. She could tell from the look in his eyes that he wasn’t happy about the gun and bag sitting on the bed, but there was no time to talk about it now. Whatever Rose had discovered, she knew it was crucial from the way she acted. They were close to something, and Emily could sense the feeling that Arthur was going to be home soon.
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“How is Cameron holding up with everything? I saw you guys made it back from the hospital.” Derek asked the women.

“He is doing an okay job of adjusting, but I know he feels guilty about Arthur still missing. We’ve tried to talk to him about it, but it is just going to take some time,” Jemma said.

Emily still couldn’t believe Cameron was back home with his parents. She hated herself for the envy that grew inside her at the mention of her nephew. It wasn’t his fault that he had been returned, nor was it his fault he had been taken to begin with. Having more of the details was helpful for Emily to process. She understood it wasn’t a random act of violence. Instead, she was confident that Shelly was behind the incident. Yet they had not seen the woman, nor had they seen anyone lurking around beyond George.

All the knowledge in the world, though, didn’t do her any good when it came to finding her son. The only way they were going to get him back was to be one step ahead of his kidnapper. While they had gotten off to a great start, there were still details that needed to be filled in before they could locate and rescue Arthur.

“I do have some good news,” Rose said.

“Tell me we have a new lead on Arthur,” Emily said.

“I’m sure it’s going to help. See, the police station was sent a copy of the lab reports from the DNA about twenty minutes ago, and I was able to snag a copy of it.”

“So, we have a lead on who took him?”

“Not only do we have a lead, but we have a name. The DNA came back to a woman named Shelly Shay. I don’t have much on her yet, but I’m digging into it as we speak.”

“That’s Devon Shay’s ex-wife. He told us she had lost it after the death of their son when he hit our car and killed our daughter. Do we have any information about her? Maybe an updated photo or address?”

Rose sighed. “That’s what I’m working on now. Now that I have a name, I’ll run a background check and everything else I can do to find out where she is.”

She couldn’t believe they had a DNA match for the woman Devon had told them about. When they had gone to see him at the prison, she had thought they would be confronting the man involved in taking her son, but now they were looking into the woman he was once married to. Emily thought about how the turn of events had taken place. Hopefully, within moments, they would be able to get a location on the woman.

As she was lost in thought, Derek took her hand, bringing her back to their current situation. She squeezed his hand, knowing she wouldn’t be able to keep going forward if it wasn’t for the man she loved. Suddenly, Rose looked up and smiled.

“I don’t have a picture or address for Shelly, but I do know her family has property about forty miles from here.”

“I had no idea she was so close,” Derek muttered.

“Honestly, it’s a solid lead. If we had known about this yesterday, I can only imagine how it would have changed things. I will keep doing more digging into Shelly and any connection she might have to the area, but the property is definitely a good start,” Rose said.

A wave of guilt coursed through Emily once again. She hated herself for not making the connection earlier, or rather, not following through with it. She should have known Devon and his wife were behind the abduction. As much as she wanted to believe the man in prison had no influence over his ex, Emily couldn’t be sure of anything anymore. Alerting the police to the new development in the case brought its own set of problems. The information that Rose had located was not public knowledge. Chief Grove would know right away that they were breaking the law to continue the hunt on their own terms.

She couldn’t risk the chief of police shutting down their operation. It was a dangerous move, but one Emily didn’t hesitate to make. One look at her husband and she knew a battle was coming. He would never agree to going to the cabin location without telling the police what they were doing. Emily adored her husband, but he wasn’t one for breaking the law. Watching Rose zoom in on the property in question, Emily’s heart started to race. There on the screen was a small cabin. While she knew satellite images were rarely updated, at least in the image, the cabin looked to be in good shape.

There was some relief in knowing that if her son was there, at least he was warm. The frigid temperatures outside continued to plummet as the day wore on. It was almost noon, but the bitter cold had barely climbed into the positive degrees. Derek had fallen silent behind her as they all watched Rose work. Minutes later, the woman was scribbling down the cabin’s address and tearing the paper from the pad in front of her. When both Emily and Derek made a play to grab the sheet, her heart raced.

“From what I’ve been able to find so far, the taxes are completely up to date. It looks like the place is used as a hunting retreat,” Rose said.

“That’s great information. You just keep doing what you’re doing.”

“I planned on it. I’m not going to stop until we have Art back home.”

“I know, but can you see if there is any property in her name or someone related to her where she could have taken Arthur? If her DNA was on the backpacks, she had to have taken him somewhere close.”

Derek sighed. “You have to remember that we can’t be sure that Shelly is the one who took him. Just because it’s her DNA doesn’t mean she’s the one. I think it would be a good idea to talk to George again.”

“We know he didn’t have anything to do with the kidnapping,” Emily snapped. “The only thing he wanted was to talk to us about Devon. Why would he stick around after Arthur was taken if he was a part of it?”

“That’s not fair. I’m just saying the man might know something more about what happened.”

“He can’t offer us anything more than we already know. There’s no sense in wasting time on the man when I know he didn’t do anything.”

Derek glared at her. “Look, I don’t want to argue with you about this, but if you don’t mind, would it be okay to take this conversation to the bedroom where we can have a little privacy?”

“Fine,” Emily replied.

Watching her husband turn away from the trio and storm to the back bedroom, Emily gave her sister and Rose an apologetic look. She hated that an argument was coming with her husband, but it wasn’t his fault. If there had been any way for her to keep him in the dark and to keep him on the right side of the law, Emily would have taken it. As it was, Derek was going to have to make a decision on where he stood. If he wanted to alert the police to the new information and wait for them to arrive, he was welcome to do so. As for Emily, she wasn’t going to stop until Arthur was back in her arms again.

It wasn’t that she was unwilling to compromise, but she needed him to talk to her, if that was even going to be a possibility. There had to be a way they could continue searching for their son and keep a low profile without telling the chief of police what was happening. It broke her heart that Derek was being pulled into their illegal mess, but he would be grateful for the women’s intuition when Arthur was back with his father. The love she had for her husband and son was unlike anything Emily had ever felt before in her life. Nothing would stop her from reuniting the two once again.

Immediately, when she crossed into the bedroom, she noticed that her gun was no longer on the bed. It was one more thing she had forgotten and one more thing Derek was going to be upset about. Drawing a ragged breath, Emily braced herself and prepared to stand her ground. He had to understand that she wasn’t just fighting for Arthur; she was fighting for their family to stay intact.
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“There is no way I am going to let you go to that place without backup,” Derek snapped.

“That’s not your decision to make,” Emily replied. “If that woman has our little boy, we don’t know how long she will stay stateside. We are the best chance he has at coming home. You know how long the chief and his men are going to take to get out there. It could be too late by then.”

He paced back and forth in the small bedroom, lost in thought, as he shook his head. It wasn’t a decision any parent wanted to make. The law would take at least a few hours to circle back to what the foursome had already found. They weren’t moving fast enough, and Emily knew it. Derek struggled with everything they had discovered. Part of him still believed that following the law and doing what Grove told them would bring Arthur back to them. She adored the faith he had in the government and the blind faith he placed in the nation’s leaders, but Emily knew the truth.

Their hands were tied by the red tape that kept monsters like Devon Shay alive despite his crimes. Before the argument could go any further and Emily could plead her case, there was a soft knocking on the bedroom door. They had been so heated, so consumed by the bickering, that neither had heard her sister at the door until she popped her head inside. She quickly ducked the rest of the way inside and closed the door behind her. When she finally spoke, it was in a hushed tone that instantly alerted Emily to the fact that something was going on.

“Hey, listen, I hate to break up the argument here, but Grove is here…and he brought company,” Jemma said.

“What’s he doing here? Did something happen?” Emily asked in a panic.

“All I know is that he is in the living room waiting for the two of you. He wouldn’t tell me anything, but he brought along a woman who looked like she was from the federal government.”

“What do you mean?”

“She’s dressed in one of those pants suits the feds always seem to be wearing. I just figured she had to be from one of the other agencies.”

“You should have made them wait outside and come to us first. With everything Rose is doing, I don’t want her to get caught up in anything.”

Jemma sighed. “I really didn’t have a choice in the matter. The man basically forced himself through the door and told me to tell you he was waiting for you. Rose was able to close everything down before he made his way inside, so at least we don’t have to worry about that.”

“That’s good. I should have known Grove would pull something like that. I’m really sorry for jumping down your throat like that. I’m just stressed out,” Emily said.

“Don’t worry about it. I want Arthur home as much as you do, but that guy is a real prick.”

“Thank you for everything.”

“You’re welcome. I think you two need to get down there as soon as possible. Whoever this woman is, she won’t talk to anyone but you and Derek. We already tried to get information from the two, but she was adamant. She’s not going to tell us a damn thing until they talk to you.”

Her eyes darted to Derek. The look in his gaze had changed. He was now just as frightened and enraged as she was. Their house was their private sanctuary. No one was allowed inside without their permission, but now the government was sitting in their living room. Giving his wife a nod, they both headed down the hall after Jemma. The look Emily exchanged with Rose when they joined the trio in the living room told Emily what she needed to know. Rose had gotten everything locked away before either of the officials had worked their way inside. It was a small relief in a sea of worries.

The woman had a harsh expression on her face, but her demeanor bothered Emily beyond reason. She glared at the couple with a skeptical look in her eyes. It was obvious the woman had formed her own opinion on the situation. Balling her hands into fists, Emily forced herself to smile and greet the woman, offering introductions to Derek and herself.

“I am Agent Miller. I will be taking the lead in the investigation,” she said.

“Is there a reason why you’re being brought in now? I feel like if the federal government wanted to help, they would have been here yesterday when two kids were missing,” Rose said.

Agent Miller glared at the woman. “The law is clear on timing. We were required to wait twenty-four hours before the local government could hand over control of the investigation. Considering one child has been found by the boys in blue already, I’d think you’d be happy with their work.”

Emily ground her teeth, fighting the urge to snort in mockery at the notion that Grove and his team had done anything useful. She wasn’t going to stir the pot.

“I’m not here to pull any punches with any of you. Simply put, I know you’ve been doing things on your own, and that’s going to change now. I’m demanding that you turn over any information you have for my team and me. Anything electronic needs to be handed over as well. That includes any laptops or computers in your possession,” Miller said.

“I’m not turning over a damn thing to you without a warrant,” Rose said. “I know my rights.”

“Yeah, and so do I,” Emily added. “I think you need to get the hell out of my house until you have the proper paperwork. What gives you the right to come in here and demand anything from us?”

“Well, you should also know that this is considered not cooperating with a federal investigation. I suggest you listen to what I have to say, or else things could go very badly, fairly quickly.”

“Don’t get me wrong, we’re willing to cooperate. I’ve just seen enough things like this go bad that I want you to do your due diligence first. I want a warrant before we hand you anything we have. If you can’t produce one, how do we know that anything is actually going to be used to find my son?”

The woman glared at her, but Emily stood her ground. Between her and her family, they had given the police every lead they had used up to that point. She wasn’t turning anything over to some woman who had just gotten there. After a few moments of tension between them all, Miller shrugged.

“If that’s the way you want to play this, that’s your right. I’ll be back with all the proper paperwork, but you should know this is only slowing us down on finding your son.”

“Well, if you’d do your job the right way, maybe you would have found him by now instead of coming and harassing the missing child’s mother.”

She didn’t need to be facing her husband to know he was not happy with the outcome of the conversation. While they might have ruffled some feathers at the federal level, Emily wasn’t comfortable giving them free rein to her house and electronics without some kind of paperwork in place. Immediately, Rose jumped into action as soon as the pair of officials were outside of the house again. She opened her laptop and quickly closed out of everything, running a code so fast that Emily couldn’t see it. Whatever she did, the monitor switched from the live feed to a blue screen like her laptop.

“They are going to be back with a warrant, and when that happens, I’m not planning on giving them anything. Jemma, stay here while I run to the house and get out backup phones—”

“You have backup phones?” Emily stammered.

Rose nodded. “Yeah, for some reason, I have very little faith in the government. It’s time for the two of you to make a decision. I can either clear out all the information and make it look like we never found the property, or we can tell them everything. Either way, I am leaving it up to you guys. I will say this, though. If you guys are going to get out of here and get to the property before the police come back, you need to go now.”

Emily turned to her husband as her sister-in-law headed for the door, jogging across the street to their house on the other side. She knew Rose was right. The time had come for them to make a decision. While it was clear in Emily’s mind, Derek was struggling with it. How could she make him understand it was the only chance they had to get their son back?
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Knowing they didn’t have much time, Emily impatiently waited for Derek to make his case. He was welcome to stay behind and wait for the officers, but Emily wouldn’t be with him. She still had the address written on a scrap of paper tucked into her pocket. Jemma had gone back to the kitchen to wait on Rose’s return and give the pair a bit of space. Derek was sitting on the sofa, his head in his hands as he contemplated their next move, but it was clear to Emily.

Emily cleared her throat. “We need to get out of here. That agent made it clear she wouldn’t be gone long.”

“And do what, Emily? Go track down whoever has our son? That’s insane. We are not police officers, and we are not investigators; we are just the parents. I think we need to let the officials do their jobs,” Derek said.

“Do their jobs?” she hissed. “Are you kidding me? They can’t even ‘do their jobs’ when it’s a fucking parking ticket, Derek. The only hope our son has is us. We need to go, and we need to do so right now.”

“What is your problem? This is how things work, Emily. We’ll tell them about the cabin, they’ll get a warrant, and we’ll have our answers.”

“A warrant based on what?” she asked.

“They have Shelly’s DNA now on the backpacks. They are going to be looking everywhere for her.”

“They have her DNA. Not her family’s, not her parents, not the cabin owner’s. There is no other link but Devon. They haven’t even gotten down to interrogate him yet. It will be too late by the time they get to Arthur, Derek,” Emily said.

“I know that, and I can’t say that I disagree with it, but we’d be breaking the law. Now, I don’t know about you, but I don’t think we’re going to do Arthur any favors by getting ourselves thrown in jail.”

“You don’t think the kidnappers are breaking the law? What do you think they are doing right now? Arthur is with them, and he’s probably scared and wondering what we are doing to bring him home.”

“That’s not fair, Emily. We’re not criminals, and you know damn well that I want to find the people who did this and make them pay for it.”

“Nothing that’s happened in the last few days has been fair. Our son being taken from us wasn’t fair. I am, however, being fair enough to let you come along with me. I’m giving you the choice to go with me or stay here, but I’m sure as hell not sticking around here, waiting to see what this agent has in store for us.”

Derek sighed. “Do you really believe this is the only way to get our son back? You don’t think the feds and local police can handle this without us interfering?”

“No. They can barely handle the local things that happen on a regular basis, and they seem to have it in for you and me as it is. Now, I think we can find him without them. At the very least, we’ll find Arthur before they do.”

“If you truly believe this is the only way, then I’m with you until the end.”

Emily took a deep breath. “I don’t think there is any other way around it. This is the only way to find our son before it’s too late.”

“Well, I’m with you, sweetheart. I’ll follow your lead on this.”

Emily couldn’t believe Derek was actually on her side. She was beyond ecstatic that he had come around and knew what a sacrifice it was for him to make. Snatching her keys from the table, she called back for him to grab the bag from the bedroom before jogging it to the kitchen, where her sister was eavesdropping. Now that they had a plan in place, Emily and Jemma worked on sorting out the details. Martha and Ben were content at the house across the street. They would stay there with Cameron as long as it was needed.

Jemma and Rose planned on staying at Emily and Derek’s house long enough to keep an eye on the officials when they returned with the warrant. If everything went as planned, they would find Arthur at the cabin along with his kidnapper. Before the end of the day, he would be back home with them where he belonged, and the law enforcement would be out of their lives once again. Rose wasn’t going to stop digging into Shelly’s life, either. Any information or possible hideouts Rose found, she would forward to the new phones the couple had in their possession.

“Those phones are entirely clean and untraceable. You can use them to get ahold of anyone you want to, and no one can trace them to try to locate you. There’s no way the police or feds can trace your location with those.”

“Yeah, they might not be able to trace the phones, but my truck is pretty recognizable. Local cops won’t need to trace anything when they see that thing rolling through town.”

“You’re right. Maybe you shouldn’t have shelled out for the fancy rims and tires,” Rose said.

“Maybe, but I never thought I would have to be hiding from the police, either.”

“Fair enough. You should definitely not be seen driving that thing. You’re going to have to take my truck if you want to get around town without being noticed. I already took the GPS out of it, and it’s got new plates as well.”

“That was fast. How’d you manage to get through all of that so quickly?”

Rose laughed. “You really think after everything I’ve done throughout my life that I would be caught dead driving something around that can be tracked so easily?”

“Well, no, but…”

“I took all that crap out years ago when I bought the thing. I would never chance having to take care of it at the last minute. Now, you have the phones and the car. You should be able to do anything you need without being bothered, as long as you don’t do anything too crazy.”

Derek laughed. “You make that sound easy. Have you met my wife?”

“I might be crazy, but I’m not reckless.”

“Just be careful. The two of you need to get going as soon as possible.”

“Let’s go,” Derek said.

“Leave your phones behind. I’ll wipe them clean of everything related to the case. I’ll also back them both up on my hard drive before I pull it and stash it. That way, all your photos are still available, no matter how long they hold on to everything,” Rose said.

Pulling her sister and Rose into her arms, Emily thanked them again for everything they were doing. She was blown away and thrilled that her sister-in-law had planned ahead with everything. With the new phones in their hands and the bag slung over Derek’s shoulder, the pair headed out to the waiting car. Even though only twenty minutes had passed since the police had been at her door, Emily could feel the pressure to get out of there. She hated that they didn’t have any other leads and briefly wondered if she should call George to tell him what they had found so far.

Her faith in the man had continued without wavering. He had helped her escape once, and the police hadn’t arrested him in the process. Surely, if he had been guilty of something, they wouldn’t have let him go. Yet Emily didn’t want to pull their new friend into the mess they were creating. It had sounded like he was just starting to get his life back on track; he didn’t deserve to be tugged down the rabbit hole with the rest of them. Plus, she was still unsure who all the police were watching. They didn’t need to know the foursome had phones and a way to keep in touch. When the police finally caught up to them, she was certain they wouldn’t let them go again.

When they climbed into her sister-in-law’s car, Derek immediately took her hand as they peeled away from the house. It felt good to have him there and know he was on her side despite his hesitance to break the law. She could tell he was struggling but trying to be strong for her. It was more than she ever could have asked for. It didn’t take long before the small village faded in their rearview mirrors as they made a beeline for the cabin. As they drove, Emily prayed they would find her son there, unharmed. With winter settling in and the bitter cold nearing a dangerous low, all they had left was hope.
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The ride to the cabin was wrought with tense silence. She hated that Derek was so uneasy about going there without backup, but Emily was confident that the sound and sight of law enforcement would spook Shelly if she were there with Arthur. It wasn’t a risk she was willing to take. It was hard to fathom how much their lives had changed in such a short period. Rose’s contact at the prison had promised to call the instant someone else stopped by to talk to Devon, be it law enforcement or anyone else.

So far, not a single soul had reached out to the man, despite the obvious connection between the kidnapper and her. She knew the police had the information and had since made the connection. It was once again a perfect example of how little they could do behind their badges. As the miles passed slowly, Emily tried not to think about what they would do when they arrived. Derek would still have the gun on him. They hadn’t had time before to talk about her leaving it out, but she knew her husband wouldn’t forget about it, either. It didn’t matter. As long as he had hold of it, they didn’t need to bring it up for the time being.

They made it to the cabin almost an hour after learning about its existence. At first glance, it didn’t appear anyone was inside. The only sign of activity was the footprints in the snow. As they pulled up, Derek killed the engine. Instantly, the world was plunged into silence. Emily’s hands were trembling as she fumbled with the phone and handle of the door. The racing in her chest only served as a reminder as to why they were there. With a glance at her husband and a reassuring nod, the pair slipped out and moved in the direction of the cabin.

Even in the midst of everything happening, Emily could see how beautiful the place could have been. She couldn’t help but see the property’s potential, though the current owners had obviously spent a little time sprucing it up. As they approached the front door to the cabin, she immediately saw it was closed. Trying the handle, she found it locked.

Emily looked at her husband, and without hesitation, Derek took a step back and used all his force to kick open the door. Though his strength didn’t surprise her, his willingness to break in did. She had never known him to break the law as he had just done, but she was thankful he was on her side. The two made their way inside and started to look around. Emily could tell that there was no sign that anyone had been there, which came as a shock to both of them.

“Honestly, I thought we’d find something that would tell us they had been here at least,” Emily said.

“Don’t give up yet. Start looking around. I’m sure there is something here. Look for any clues we can use. They might not have been here, but it’s possible we’ll still find something that can connect things.”

“But there’s no chance they had our son here. What are we looking for?”

Derek shrugged. “I have no idea, but there’s still a chance that something here will help us find Arthur. Even the slightest clue as to where they would have taken him.”

“You’re right. Maybe something here tells us where they could have taken him next.”

“That’s right. We’re going to find him. I can feel that something here is going to help us do that.”

While Emily was heartbroken their son wasn’t there, she knew Derek was right. It was possible Shelly had held Arthur there for some time before moving. If they could find any scrap or sliver of information to point them in the right direction, she would take the small win. There were only three rooms in the small abode. One was clearly a bathroom, where Derek was looking for anything that might help them. Emily moved through the small kitchen and dining room to the bedroom and looked around. While outdated, the place appeared to be kept in good order.

Nothing was out of place. Running her hands along the made bed, she saw a notepad sitting on the end stand next to a pencil and lamp. It was blank, but Emily could make out the faint indentations of scribbling on the pad where a sheet had been ripped off. Grabbing the pencil, she carefully ran the edge along the notepad, slowly reliving what had been written there before. Her stomach lurched. It was an address she recognized almost immediately because Emily had been there before.

“Derek!” she yelled.

He darted into the room, looking around frantically for whatever had made his partner yell for him. She handed him the notepad, her heart still racing as the world around her spun. Why would the woman who kidnapped their child have the man’s information written down? It didn’t make any sense, or perhaps, it made more sense than she cared to admit. Emily had been certain her instincts about the newcomer to town were right, but now, it was starting to look like she had everything all wrong.

“Whose address is that?” Derek asked.

“I’d recognize it anywhere. That address is for George. There has to be something more going on here.”

“I think you’re right. George has to be involved one way or another.”

“It’s really the only thing that makes sense. Whether he’s involved with her or not, he knows more than we thought.”

He sighed. “I wish I didn’t think that was the case, but you might have been wrong about him.”

“I think so, too. We need to get over there before it’s too late. He might have already tried to leave town,” Emil said. “We can’t waste any more time.”

“The police are a lot closer than we are. They would be able to get there long before we could. We should just give them a call and let them handle it before he gets away.”

Emily shook her head. “That bastard already fooled me once. I don’t want to get them involved until we know something is going on this time.”

“Yeah, but wouldn’t it make more sense to just have them go and talk to the man?”

“Normally, I would agree with you. This time, though, I think I want to see the look on his face for myself. I promise if we find anything that tells us he’s involved with kidnapping Arthur, we’ll think about calling them.”

“Well, I think we need to get moving, then. If we don’t want him to take off on us, we should go.”

“You’re right. Thank you for making me look around for clues. If you hadn’t done that, we might never have known anything about George.”

“It’s all about working together, honey. We’re going to find our son. Now, let’s get over to that address.”

Emily raced after her husband, back out the door and into the bitter cold. They made short work of tromping through the cold to the waiting car, and minutes later, they’d returned to the main highway leading back to town. She gave Derek directions to get back to George’s place as they drove, but the conversation was silent otherwise, save for the chime on both their phones. Derek didn’t look at his as he drove, but Emily read the group message from Rose out loud.

“The suits made it back about ten minutes after you guys left. They were pissed you were gone. I told them you just needed some alone time and handed over your phones. They were suspicious, but there was nothing they could do about it. Let me know what you find—Rose.”

Derek snorted. “What are we supposed to tell them? That we are headed back to town empty-handed again?”

“We aren’t going back,” Emily growled. “We are going to George’s to find out where our son is. I can’t believe I trusted that man. No wonder he wanted me out of his house so fast.”

“But the police were there. They searched his place and didn’t find anything. You said it yourself; Rose did a complete background on him. You talked with him. I just don’t see how he’s linked beyond being Devon’s cellmate.”

She sighed and shook her head, unable to give him the answers he wanted. Emily didn’t know how George tied into it all, but they were going to find out. When the road where George lived came into view, Emily instructed her husband to pull off on the side of the road. They didn’t want to be spotted, especially not now that the law was on their tail again.
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They moved with quiet determination through the streets until they arrived at the man’s front steps. She knocked quickly on the door, impatiently waiting for him to answer as she looked around. Anyone could see the couple standing there. All it would take was a quick conversation with the local law enforcement and they’d be trapped in their house again. After a few seconds without a response, Emily pounded on the door once more. It was obvious the man was there.

His car was sitting in the driveway where it had been the last time she’d stopped in on him. Plus, Emily knew he was on close watch from the parole board and hadn’t yet found any work. He was definitely there, but had the police gotten to him? Was he already dialing Chief Grove’s number? For a third time, Emily knocked and called out to George. Her eyes darted to Derek’s. They were both incredibly uneasy over being there.

“What do we do now? You got this guy’s number?” Derek asked.

She nodded and pulled out the new phones they each had, thankful Rose had pre-programmed them all with the contacts in their original phones. Emily pressed the send button and listened as it rang on the other end. Her heart started to pound, hearing it ring on George’s end from inside the trailer. There was no answer beyond the door, nor was there any movement. They had to get inside and find out what the hell was going on and why George seemed to be wrapped up in the middle of it.

“So now what?” Derek asked.

Emily wasn’t going to give up. Dropping to her knees, she inspected the old lock on the door. It was not something she was accustomed to doing, but Rose had given her a few crash courses in picking locks after they’d gotten locked out one day months ago.

“What in the world are you doing?”

“Look, I know this is going to come as a surprise to you, but I know what I’m doing, for the most part.”

“I’m not going to mention that we’re breaking the law even more.”

“I think you just did.” Emily chuckled. “Whatever it takes, right? You told me we would do whatever it took to get Arthur home, and this is something we have to do. One way or another, we need to get in there and see what in the hell is going on.”

Derek chuckled. “I didn’t say I was opposed to it. I was just reminding you that this is being added to the list of laws we’ve broken. Besides, who taught you how to pick locks?”

Emily laughed. “I still have a few tricks up my sleeve. No matter how long we’ve been together, I hope I can always surprise you.”

Emily worked the lock as Rose had taught her. While she wasn’t as seasoned at picking them as her sister-in-law, she still managed to get the lock to pop after a few minutes. As soon as she felt the last pin fall in place and the lock clanked, she reached up and opened the door, looking back at her smiling husband.

“Well, consider me impressed. I think you’re managing to surprise me more and more today.”

“Good. Now, let’s get in there and see what we can find. There has to be something that will tell us what this guy knows.”

Derek smiled. “You know, I never thought I’d be married to a Bonnie, and I certainly am no Clyde, but I have to say that I’m curious to know what other hidden talents you might have been keeping a secret from me.”

As Emily stood, she gave her husband a playful wink. She adored the relationship they had. It went without saying that he took the lead in stepping inside. Instantly, though, Emily regretted their decision to pick the lock and enter the home as she gasped. Lying on the floor in a puddle of drying blood was George Towers. The gunshot wound to his chest was clearly the cause of his death. She couldn’t believe what she saw, her stomach rolling as the putrid stench struck her senses. With the heat cranked all the way up, the body had quickly started the decaying process.

“Oh my God,” she stammered. “What…what do we do?”

“We call the police, Emily, and we wait for them to get here. I understand skating around the law, but this is different. You know we have to call them, right?”

“I know,” Emily muttered.

She didn’t like the idea but knew it was their only choice. Whatever the man’s connection to the kidnapping, it was obviously enough to get him gunned down. Granted, he’d had a sordid past. It didn’t necessarily mean it was connected. She didn’t want to think about what that meant for Arthur if it was. A crazed woman she could handle, a cold-blooded killer, was another game altogether. Her head spun as she watched her husband step back out of the trailer. She followed suit, listening to him talking to Chief Grove as he paced back and forth in the bitter cold.

When he ended the call and stopped at the porch where Emily was standing, she saw the color had gone from his cheeks. Things had gone from bad to worse in a matter of minutes. How were they going to find Arthur in time?

“I called them, and they said they were sending officers out. Of course, Grove said to stay put and not go anywhere. We’re not to touch anything, either.”

Emily sighed. “To be honest, I never thought we’d find anything like this. What do you think is going to happen next?”

“I have no idea,” Derek said. “I can’t imagine that they would, but there’s a chance we can be thrown in jail for breaking and entering. It’s not the most likely scenario, but like you said, he’s kind of had it out for you, and you haven’t made the situation any easier.”

“Do you think we should call a lawyer? I mean, I don’t want to be sitting in a cell while our son is out there somewhere.”

“Let’s just hold off on doing anything rash. We’ll see what Grove has to say about it first before we contact a lawyer. If he starts asking too many questions, then we’ll have no choice but to call. I would give Rose and Jemma a heads up on what’s going on.”

“That’s a good idea. I’ll make sure to give them a fair warning about the situation.”

“While you’re doing that, I’ll message my parents and tell them. I don’t want them worrying about something if it does go down that way.”

Emily shook her head. “You don’t really think they’d arrest us after what we’ve found, do you?”

“I wouldn’t think so, but the situation isn’t looking good. I know we shouldn’t be here according to the law, but I think we have good enough reason to be checking in on the man. I think we’re going to be all right. Just give them a heads up before the cops get here and try to stay calm.”

Emily nodded and quickly pulled out her phone, finding her sister’s number in the contacts as she typed out a text message. While it would have been better to call her, she didn’t want to alert anyone to the new developments that might be listening in. The more they uncovered, the more Emily questioned who she could trust. George had been on that list of trusted people, and now he was gone. She didn’t know if he had been a victim or an accomplice in the abduction, but the answers weren’t going to come unless they continued to push.

Before a decision could be made, their world was flooded with sirens and lights. There wasn’t time to come up with a plan for finding Arthur. They’d barely managed to get texts sent off to those they cared about before the phones were confiscated and the pair were led to the back of a waiting police car. She didn’t know if they were under arrest or not, but no handcuffs were used. As soon as they were alone in the cruiser, she turned her attention back to her husband.

“What are we going to do now?” Emily asked.

“Hell, if I know. I never thought they’d put us in the car. Look, Grove is headed this way. I’m sure we’ll get some answers.”

The chief climbed into the driver’s side of the cruiser but didn’t answer when Derek asked him what they were doing. When her husband got no response and the vehicle pulled away from the scene, Emily understood. He was taking them into the precinct where escape would be impossible. Instantly, she was consumed with rage. They were not the criminals.
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Chief Grove refused to talk with either of them for the entirety of the drive. He quickly deposited them in the same interrogation room as before, but she was relieved when they weren’t processed through booking. At least there was some silver lining to the ordeal. With each passing second, though, she couldn’t help but feel torn apart again over the loss of her son. It was infuriating that they were looking into the happily married couple and not out hunting down Shelly Shay. The woman had to be behind George’s murder, but would the police see it that way as well?

So far, they had proven mostly useless. Now that they had the federal government involved, though, things might progress with a little more speed and order. From the other room, she heard her phone ringing, and the rage returned. It could be Rose or Jemma calling with news, yet they were locked in a room. She let out an exasperated sigh and shook her head. Instantly, Derek wrapped a comforting arm around her shoulder. He was only trying to help, but it did little good. She was already ready to snap someone’s head off if they didn’t start getting answers soon.

The chief must have sensed she was near her breaking point as he sauntered in moments later. He had both of their phones, the new and the old, in separate plastic bags. Without ceremony, he dropped them on the table between them before sitting down. She was quickly tiring of his games and was near the point of telling him so. The lawman had nothing on them. They’d broken no major laws. At most, he could hold them for a few hours for picking the lock, but even that wouldn’t hold up in court given their duress. He was a fool.

“You both have a lot of questions to answer, and I have a million that I’d like to ask,” Grove said.

Emily sighed. “We haven’t done anything wrong here. We’re simply trying to find our son. Is that a crime now?”

“No, but I’d like to know what in the hell you were doing there to begin with. Why were you trying to get into George’s house?”

“Well, we found something that could lead us to Arthur. We were going to ask him a few questions since we knew he’d be willing to help us out. Nothing wrong with that, as far as I know.”

“What kind of lead were you following? I think you’re holding back from telling me something, and I don’t like it.”

Emily scoffed. “I’m answering all your questions. If you don’t like it, stop asking. Now, I’ll tell you what we found, and that’s a name: Shelly Shay. We went to talk to her husband, and he thought that she and the kidnapping might be connected. We only came to see what George would know about the woman.”

“That’s interesting. You never told us about this lead. So, is there anything else you’d like to get off your chest right now?” Grove asked.

“No, I think that’s everything.

“Good, because I’d hate to find out that you were trying to hinder our investigation more than you already have.”

“What in the hell are you talking about?” Emily snapped. “I want you to find my son, and I’m just doing everything in my power to do it myself, since you obviously can’t handle it. You know what? It doesn’t matter at this point. Are we under arrest?”

“Not yet, but I will say that after I drop you off at home, you better stay there. If you choose to go out on your own, I’ll have to place you under arrest. I can’t keep trying to find your son while I have to send people out to clean up your mess.”

“Are you telling me we are under house arrest?” Emily growled.

Grove grinned at her. “Trust me, if I could make it official, I would. If I so much as catch you looking out the front door, I’ll drag you back here and hold you on breaking and entering charges. Do I make myself clear?”

“Crystal,” she snapped. “What about our phones?”

“Oh, you can have all four of them back just as soon as I’m done running them for information.”

“You can’t do that—”

“Do you really want to push me?” Grove asked.

Emily wanted to do more than just push him. She wanted to shove him right off his chair and beat him black and blue, but Derek’s hand found her arm, and she drew a deep breath, shaking her head in compliance instead. When the chief stood and held open the door for the pair, Emily let Derek take the lead as they headed back for the cruiser once again. This time, it was another officer who drove them home. At some point, Rose’s car had been returned to their driveway as well. She didn’t want to know what Martha and Ben must have thought, watching the couple emerge from the rear of the cruiser.

She moved silently into the house after Derek. Once they were safely alone in the confines of their home again, she let out all the rage she’d been holding in. How could they possibly think that keeping the couple under house arrest, under guard, was going to solve anything? She had a few choice words for the federal agent in charge of things. Nothing was going to stop her from finding Arthur. There had to be something they had missed at George’s house. Getting Derek to agree to another expedition was going to be impossible.

“I know this is going to sound bad, but I think we should come up with a plan,” Emily said.

“What do we need a plan for?”

“To get back into George’s house. We need to get a good look around that place.”

Derek scoffed. “Have you lost your ever-loving mind? There’s no way we’re going to get back in there. The police already went through everything.”

“Maybe, but you’re just lucky we didn’t get frisked when they came after you called.”

“What are you talking about? It’s not like I’m carrying my Glock right now, and even if I was, they couldn’t arrest me for it.”

“Come on, Derek. I know it’s under your shirt. It would probably be a good idea to put it back in the safe. If they had found it on you after breaking and entering, they could have thrown you right into jail. We don’t need that.”

“Seriously, Emily. I don’t have the gun on me. I don’t know why you think I would take that chance when I knew what we were getting into. Besides, I never took it out of the safe.”

“It’s okay, but I’m just saying we should keep it in there from here on out. With everything going on and the police on our ass, we can’t take the chance of getting caught with it. I’m just saying to put it back in the safe.”

“I honestly have no clue what you’re talking about. I never took anything out of the safe.”

“I know you didn’t. I left it on the bed. When you came back out of the bedroom, it was gone. I don’t care, but I really think we should leave it here from this point forward,” Emily said.

“Okay, so first of all, I didn’t pick up the gun. Are you telling me it’s missing? Secondly, we aren’t going anywhere, Emily. We’ve already gotten ourselves into enough trouble. We just need to hold tight, keep making calls, and let the professionals find Arthur.”

“That isn’t possible, Derek. If you didn’t take the gun, then where did it go?”

He shrugged. “Maybe one of the agents took it when they came to the house with the warrant.”

She shook her head. “No, it was gone before that.”

Emily went to the back bedroom and started to dig through the bedding, but the gun wasn’t there. Her heart had started to race, only making matters worse. Did she misplace it in her exhausted state? Had her sister or Rose moved it, thinking they were helping? Suddenly, there was a knock on the front door, and Emily quickly stood from where she’d been looking beneath the bed. Darting past her husband, she went to the door and quickly opened it. Martha and Jemma stepped inside, both with matching looks of worry in their eyes.

As she quickly explained that they weren’t under arrest but they no longer had phones, Rose disappeared in the direction of her house once again to get them back online. Emily wondered just how many burner phones her sister-in-law had lying around. She glanced outside just long enough to see an unmarked police car with two officers inside stationed a few houses down. They weren’t going to make it easy on her.
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“This is ridiculous,” she growled. “We are not children, and Grove said we weren’t under arrest. How long are we expected to sit here in our house like prisoners?”

“For as long as it takes them to find our son, Emily. You heard Grove. If we go anywhere, he’s going to lock us up,” Derek said.

“Jesus, you’ve always got to follow the rules, don’t you? Do you think the kidnappers followed the rules? Last time I checked, I didn’t give anyone permission to take my son.”

“Emily…”

“Just leave me alone, okay? I just need some space.”

Their family had left them alone moments before with a fresh set of phones and numbers. It amazed her that Rose was so well prepared. They wanted to help Derek and Emily, of that she was certain, but there was nothing left for them to do. Rose was still working on finding Shelly, but the woman was a ghost. While her facial recognition had been picked up years prior, there hadn’t been any sign of her for some time. The argument wasn’t going anywhere. It had reached a stalemate long before.

When she Rose and stormed away from him to the back bedroom, Emily was shaking with anger. She didn’t care that Derek was upset with her, nor with the way she’d spoken to him. Why did he have to have such ridiculous blind faith in the police force? Didn’t he understand that they were useless? They had to find Arthur; it was the only thing she could think about. The need to get her son back consumed her, and it would for as long as he was gone. It didn’t matter if days, weeks, or even years passed. Emily would be reunited with her little boy come hell or high water.

As the thoughts of finding her son consumed her mind, she nearly lost track of everything going on around her. When she found the person responsible, she was going to make them pay. Emily quickly pushed the thoughts from her mind when she realized there was still work to be done. Finding Arthur wouldn’t be easy, but she was determined to do so. Suddenly, her phone rang, and she answered it without looking.

“Hey, Emily,” Rhonda said. “I was calling to check on you and see how you are holding up.”

“The best I can. We’re staying busy trying to find him, but each lead seems to fall through the cracks.”

“I understand that, but you have to keep your head up.”

“I’m doing the best I can.”

“Say, I was wondering if you’ve heard from Cathy. I know she was trying to help you all with the search, but she didn’t show up, and she said she would. I noticed the two of you had gotten close, and I figured I’d see if maybe you had heard something.”

“I haven’t heard anything, but that is odd. Have you tried to get ahold of her?”

Rhonda sighed. “I’ve tried a few times, but I know her relationship has been kind of rough lately. I figured I would head over there and check on her. I just want to make sure everything is all right with her.”

“I wouldn’t mind going over and checking in with her. I could use a little time away from the house.”

“Are you sure that’s a good idea with everything you have going on right now?”

Emily chuckled. “If I don’t get out and do something soon, I’m going to lose my damn mind. I feel useless right now, so having something to do would be perfect.”

“All right, just let me know if you figure anything out. I’m worried about her.”

“You and me, both.”

Sitting on the bed, Emily looked around the room. She wanted to get out of there, but Derek would never support helping her escape. No, if she wanted to find Arthur, she needed to start acting like the kidnapper and giving no regard to the law or others. Jogging to the adjoining bathroom, she quietly opened the medicine cabinet and grabbed a bottle of Tylenol. She poked her head out, assuring herself that Derek was nowhere around, before opening the toilet and flushing down all the pills. Emily knew it was their last bottle. It was on the list attached to the front of the fridge. With the bottle and lid still in her hand, she rejoined Derek in the living room.

“Would you mind running down to the pharmacy and grabbing a bottle of Tylenol? I’ve got a horrible headache. I’m sure if you tell them where you’re going, they’ll let you go.”

It was a lie. She didn’t think for one moment that the men parked out front would simply let him pull away. No, they would follow him like good little worker drones. At least, that was what she hoped would happen. Derek leaped to his feet, the spark in his eyes telling her he was happy to have a mission again.

“Yeah, of course, sweetheart. I thought we had a few more in there, but with the number of people coming in and out of this place the last few days, I guess I’m not surprised we’re empty. Do you need anything else? Are you going to be okay here alone?” Derek asked.

Emily nodded. “I’ll be fine. I think I’m just going to try to lie down for a while. There is nothing else that we can do, right?”

“We can keep the hope alive and pray, my love,” Derek said.

“My hope for finding our son is never going to go away, but I’m done with the praying. It doesn’t seem to do anything but make me feel worse about him being gone.”

“The only thing we can do is stay strong, honey. That faith can get us through anything.”

“Well, I, for one, am done listening to everyone else. It’s always the same thing over and over. Keep the faith and pray. If I have faith that a bullet won’t kill me, it doesn’t change the fact that one can. If God was something real, he would never allow something like this to happen to an innocent child.”

“Come on, Emily. You know as well as I do that things don’t work like that. There are evil people in the world, and bad people do bad things.”

“Maybe you’re right, but shouldn’t he be able to stop the evil in the world? What good does it do anyone?”

“It’s just a test. Whether for us or someone else doesn’t matter. God has a reason for everything he does.”

Emily sighed. “I think I just need a little time to myself. I’m tired and worried about Arthur.”

“We all are, sweetheart. I’ll give you some time to think things over. We’re going to find him. I just know it in my heart.”

“That part I know is true.”

Derek smiled. “That’s my girl. Now, I’ll head over to the store for you. I’ll be back soon.”

“Thank you, dear. I know I can be a handful at times. Thank you for putting up with me.”

“There’s nothing else I’d rather do when you need me.”

Emily let her husband pull her into his arms. His tender-hearted kindness nearly brought her to her knees, begging for forgiveness for the deception, but she couldn’t stay. Nothing could keep her at the house. She needed to get out and clear her head, and checking on Cathy was the perfect excuse. Derek wouldn’t understand. He’d want to know why she couldn’t wait for him, but he would get over it. Emily would make him see that sometimes, she simply needed to be alone. It was when she did her best thinking, and checking on Cathy was the perfect excuse. The poor woman was probably fighting with her boyfriend again. It was the kind of relationship Emily had always steered clear of, but now, the woman was a friend and obviously needed someone.

When she heard the front door open and Derek slip outside, Emily raced back out of the bedroom and peeked out the front curtain. He’d stopped at the unmarked car, presumably telling the men where he was going. And just as she’d suspected, the officers followed after him moments later. If she was going to make it to Cathy’s house on the other side of town, she was going to need to call in a favor. Grabbing her phone, she dialed the man’s number and spoke only with his promise that the conversation would stay between the two of them. Ten minutes after watching her husband pull away, she was sneaking out the back window of the bedroom and through the yard to the waiting pickup in the alley. Behind the wheel, a man she trusted with her life and the secret he now carried.

“Ready?” Ben asked.

Emily nodded. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”
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She hadn’t hesitated to call her father-in-law. Given his military background and how much he adored his grandson, Emily knew she could count on him to help her. Derek would be livid, but his father had a way of making him see things differently. As they moved through the alley and out onto the main road, Emily quickly gave Ben the address to Cathy’s house and left it at that. He’d been in the area for decades and knew every road better than anyone else in the village. It helped that the rental was owned by friends of theirs as well. When they had several miles between themselves and her house, she relaxed some. No one would be looking for Ben’s truck.

“Thank you for doing this,” Emily said.

“Hell, you don’t need to thank me. My little buddy is out there somewhere. It feels good to be doing something besides talking to folks on the phone and looking in the woods. We all know he ain’t out there. I think Martha’s just trying to keep us all occupied.”

“The two of you have been amazing. I don’t know what we’d do without you.”

“You’d find him with or without our help, of that, I’m sure. There is nothing like a mother’s love and determination. To be honest, I was a little surprised we were just going to check on your friend. I thought for sure you had a hot lead to chase and I was your wheels,” Ben said.

Emily chuckled. “Well, after this, we can see what else we can get into. I should only be in there for a minute. She’s got a flare for the dramatics, unfortunately.”

Ben sighed and nodded in agreement. He hadn’t interacted much with Cathy at the cookout days before. The elderly man didn’t have the time or patience for drama anymore. He kept his farm and his family at the forefront of everything he did. It was one reason Emily had called upon him in her time of need. He, too, would stop at nothing to bring back their little boy.

“You know, the girl seemed all right overall. She’s a very chipper kind of person, and that’s a good thing if you ask me.”

Emily grinned. “A bit too chipper at times. She can definitely talk your ear off, though I sense a ‘but’ in there somewhere.”

“Not really. Cathy is okay, but I wouldn’t trust her to handle many things at once. It just seemed like she is a good fit around here, and that’s a hard thing to find with people not from around this place.”

“Fair enough,” she replied. “I am wondering, though, what do you think about this whole kidnapping?”

“It’s downright awful. Not just because it’s Arthur but because I would have never thought something like this could happen in this town. Hell, the cops haven’t handled too many cases like this to begin with.”

“That’s true, but I’m more curious about whether you have any of your own ideas about what’s going on.”

Ben sighed. “I hate to say it, but with everything we know about the case so far, it just feels like it has to be someone we know. I don’t have any one reason for thinking it, but that’s what it feels like.”

“But how can it be someone we know? We’ve already had the police up our butt about all the people we know, and they came back empty-handed.”

“I can’t explain it. It just feels like it is someone who wants Arthur for themselves. Not in an inappropriate way, but in the way that he would be their son.”

Emily sighed. “Is it wrong that I’m hoping you’re right in that aspect?”

“No, it’s not. Your frame of mind is that you want your son to be safe, and if he’s with someone who wants to treat him like their own, he will be.”

“That’s my hope is that he’s safe and sound other than being gone from home.”

Cathy’s rental came into view, and right away, Emily noticed the woman’s car wasn’t parked in the driveway. It was strange, considering she’d told Rhonda and Emily that she would be at the shop to help the woman with the volunteers. There was nowhere else Cathy would have gone. Grabbing her phone, she dialed the shop number. Rhonda answered it on the first ring.

“Did Cathy make it in or get ahold of you yet?” Emily asked.

“No, not at all. If she had, I’d have told you. Did you go to her house?”

“I’m here now, but her car isn’t in the driveway.”

“Well, I know her boyfriend took her car a few times. He might have it with him now,” Rhonda said.

“All right, I’ll go knock and see if she’s home and let you know.”

“Thanks, Emily. Have you heard anything?”

Her heart lurched. “No, not yet.”

There was a long pause. “I’m sure we’ll hear something soon. Everyone is out looking for him.”

“Thanks, Rhonda. I’ll call you in a bit,” Emily said.

She ended the call and frowned at her father-in-law before climbing out of the truck. He waited inside with the motor running in case they needed a quick getaway. Emily knocked on the door but got no response from the other side. She quickly dialed Cathy’s number, but it went straight to her voicemail. Emily pounded on the door again, calling out her friend’s name, but she heard nothing on the other side. Reaching for the knob, she was a little surprised to find it unlocked. Poking her head inside, she called out again for the woman. Her purse was sitting on a corner stand along with the house keys.

“Is everything all right, Emily?” Ben asked, startling her in the process.

“Damn, Ben. I didn’t even hear you sneak up behind me. Scared the hell out of me.”

“To be fair, I wasn’t sneaking up on you, but I do have a soft step.”

Emily chuckled. “Still, you startled me. Well, to be honest with you, the door was unlocked, so I went ahead and opened it. Nothing looks out of place, but her keys and purse are sitting by the door. Isn’t that kind of strange?”

“Well, if she’s not here, that’s very peculiar. I’ll stand by the door and keep an eye on things. Why don’t you go on in and take a look around?”

“Are you sure that’s the right thing to do?”

“With everything this woman has been through in her relationship, it couldn’t hurt. The police will just think you’re doing a wellness check, so they won’t care about you looking in on her.”

Emily nodded and proceeded to enter the house. She quickly made her way to the kitchen, looking for any sign of foul play. While she didn’t know Cathy or her boyfriend very well, she knew how bad things could get in a hurry. As soon as she entered the kitchen, Emily knew someone had been there just moments before. On the counter was everything someone would need to make sandwiches, and her heart started to race.

Quickly glancing over the rest of the room, nothing was out of place and no signs of someone being abused. The whole thing made her shiver. Emily turned and rushed back to where Ben was waiting for her.

“Ben, there’s something strange going on here. I don’t know what, but something doesn’t feel right.”

“Well, see what else you can find. Follow that gut,; it will never steer you wrong.”

She moved past him and down the narrow hall. The bathroom door was open, but the light was off. It looked just like it had the last time Emily had been there. That time felt like years ago, when Arthur was with them, and they were happy. How she longed for the petty arguments and bickering between Derek and herself over things that didn’t matter. Their family was being torn to shreds now. A shiver traveled down her spine at the thought but also because of the chill in the house. Emily had to presume that, like most struggling families, the heat was lowered during the day when no one was there.

Emily moved to the bedroom door, knocking on it softly in case Cathy was sleeping. When she got no reply, she slowly turned the knob. She gasped. The sight of Carter’s body lying lifeless on the carpet sent a familiar chill through her. Her stomach rolled as she yelled for Ben. Seconds later, her father-in-law was kneeling over the man, his fingers pressed to the corpse’s body to confirm what she already knew. No living being was that color of gray, and the pool of blood surrounding him was already starting to dry. She moved on instinct alone as she pulled out her phone and dialed the number for the police station. No matter what was happening or what laws she’d broken, Emily knew they had to call in the murder.
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Cathy was connected to the chaos somehow, and Emily was going to figure out what that connection was. The missing woman was no longer an afterthought. Instead, she had become a suspect in Arthur’s abduction. Emily didn’t know what she was supposed to do with herself after making the call to the station. She moved through the house in a daze, walking behind Ben as they headed for the front door. It was only a few minutes before the sirens and cruisers flooded the otherwise quiet street.

Derek wasn’t far behind them. The look of anger and hurt in his eyes nearly crippled her as she was cuffed and led to the back of a police cruiser. This time, she knew it wouldn’t be as easy as a promise not to stir trouble. She had crossed a line, and worse, she had dragged Ben down with her. Thankfully, it didn’t look like her father-in-law was getting the same treatment as Emily. He was standing outside the residence, talking with the police casually. They wouldn’t be hauling him into the jail with her. Good. Derek was going to need his parents’ support after the mess she’d made of things.

Her mind was racing. Had Carter and George been shot by the same person? Did Shelly fire the gun? If so, was Cathy now her hostage as well as Arthur? If the deranged woman had been watching them before the abduction, she likely saw Cathy spending time with the entire family. Arthur was comfortable around her. She’d be able to keep him calm for the insane woman who had taken Emily’s boy. They left her in the back of the cruiser for over an hour before a female officer finally climbed behind the wheel. Emily didn’t bother to ask any questions; she knew the woman wouldn’t answer if she did.

When she was carted into the police station, her fingerprints were taken, and she was left in an interrogation room, though much smaller than the one before. Her hands remained cuffed, but Emily wasn’t worried. She’d play along as long as needed. In the chaos of what had happened earlier, no one had bothered to read her the Miranda rights. When the door opened, Emily was surprised to see the federal agent walking in. The woman sat down across from her, a file in her hands.

Agent Miller smirked. “Looks like you’ve been a busy lady. From the sounds of things, you’ve been a little bit of everywhere over the last few days, and I’m starting to feel like you have a complete disregard for law enforcement.”

“Well, for the record, someone needs to be out looking for my son, and it doesn’t look like the law is really all that concerned with doing it.”

“Let’s start off with why you decided to go to the prison. What reason did you have to go there in the first place?”

Emily scoffed. “First off, I think Shelly Shay has something to do with Arthur’s abduction. Devon said she was torn up about the death of her son and it sent her into some psychotic spin. He’s the reason we even started looking into that lead.”

“So, you’re telling me the reason you went to the prison is because of Shelly?”

“No, after a few other leads, we thought it would be a good idea to see what Devon had to say. We thought he was involved, but it turns out that we might have had that wrong when he started to tell us about his wife.”

“Now, in your quest to find answers, you decided to kill Carter West and George Towers. You thought the two were connected and murdered them both to get your son back? Help me to make sense of all of this.”

“I didn’t have a damn thing to do with those murders, and you know it,” Emily snapped.

“I really don’t know anything. You have a tendency to go rogue and not include the police. So, Detective, tell me what you think really happened.”

“I think Shelly and those two were connected to this together, and now she’s trying to cover her tracks.”

The agent fell silent, watching Emily to the point that she started to fidget in her seat. It was impossible not to feel uncomfortable beneath the woman’s judgmental gaze. Moving slowly, the agent opened the folder and turned it around to face Emily. The pictures made her stomach churn. It was the autopsy of George Towers. Instantly, her gaze moved to the written report from the corner. The man had been killed with a small caliber weapon.

Without saying a word, the agent flipped over the page. It was a photo and preliminary report on Carter West. Emily had no idea what the woman was showing her. She had almost no experience with the reports. The only time she’d ever seen one was when her daughter had died. It brought back a flood of memories and emotions as she drew a ragged breath and closed the folder, shoving it in the agent’s direction.

“I don’t know what sick game you’re playing, but I’m about ten seconds away from walking out of here,” Emily growled.

The agent smiled. “I don’t think that’s going to be happening anytime soon, Mrs. Adams.”

Emily felt like she was going to be sick.

“It might come as a surprise to you, but we already have a preliminary match to the weapon used. We were able to trace it back to the type of pistol used, and it was used on both men.”

“Okay, so what does that have to do with me?”

“I was wondering if you’d be able to provide the thirty-eight-caliber pistol that’s registered in your husband’s name so we could run ballistics. We spoke with Derek already, and he said he hasn’t seen the gun in weeks.”

“That’s not possible. I just had it this morning. Why would he say he hadn’t seen it in weeks when he knows I had it?”

Miller sighed. “Look, I’m not here to play games with you, but I would like to have some better answers than that. You’re going to have to do better if you want me to change my mind.”

“What in the hell do you mean by that? Change your mind about what? Do you really think I had anything to do with those two men being murdered?”

“Honestly, I do. I think the abduction of your son was more than you could handle. I also believe you killed those men while trying to determine what happened to your son. Between you and your husband, you’ve each done your part to cover up your tracks to keep us off your trail.”

“I wouldn’t have hurt them if they were involved. You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“I think I’ve been doing this long enough to tell when I’m being lied to. I think they told you something you’re trying to keep us from finding out. You murdered those men out of anger and spite.”

Emily didn’t know how to reply to the woman. Despite being fingerprinted and held in the interrogation room, she hadn’t been charged with anything as far as she could tell. They were quickly working on building a case against her. She had to find Shelly before the woman had a chance to escape the country with her son. How she managed to get her hands on a gun of the same make and model as Emily’s was baffling. It was infuriating that she had more questions than answers.

“Am I under arrest?” Emily asked.

Miller glared at her. “No, not yet.”

“Then I can leave any time?”

The woman gave her a curt nod.

“Good, because the next time you or one of your officers drags me down here without actually charging me, we are going to have problems. I’ve got a half dozen attorneys ready to come down on you and them with everything they’ve got. I didn’t kill anyone; I didn’t do anything wrong, and I’m getting tired of being accused of it. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to go find my son.”

Emily lifted her still-cuffed hands in the woman’s direction. Miller glared at her as she fished out the keys and uncuffed Emily’s wrists. She stood, rubbing her raw wrists before storming to the interrogation room door. It opened from the outside. As soon as she stepped into the main lobby, her heart eased some. Derek was there waiting for her, and judging by the look on the man’s face, something had changed. He quickly ushered her outside, holding her close in a way that put her at ease. She regretted having gone behind his back. Hopefully, he would forgive her, and they could get back to finding Arthur. Emily wouldn’t rest until he was home.
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“Ican’t believe I let you talk me into this,” Derek whispered. “You know they’ll lock us away and throw out the key if we get caught.”

“Then I guess we shouldn’t get caught.”

He rolled his eyes at her. “So, any other great advice you feel like giving?”

“Not really. I think we’re in a good place. The Jones are out of town for the week, and the car is pretty inconspicuous.”

“Honestly, I had no idea Mom still had the Firebird in storage. I thought she got rid of it years ago.”

Emily chuckled. She’d known all along that Martha still kept the old car in storage. Both Ben and her son thought it was silly to keep around with how rarely it was driven, but Emily could sympathize with the woman’s sense of nostalgia. After all, Emily still had the first motorcycle she’d ever purchased tucked away in the barn. Now that the couple once again needed an inconspicuous vehicle to use, Emily was grateful for her mother-in-law’s old muscle car. The yellow police tape stood out against the serene landscape around them. It came as no surprise to Emily that they still had George’s trailer sectioned off. She had no qualms about adding trespassing to her list of crimes.

“Are you sure about this?” Derek asked.

She nodded. “If Shelly went after George, it was because he knew something. He was a good guy. I’d stake the investigation on it.”

“Well, that’s good to hear, since we are truly staking everything on it. If we get caught in here, the investigation is over. We’ll be locked up and, like it or not, the law will be the ones looking for Art.”

“Then I suggest we don’t get caught,” Emily said.

The pair moved quietly through the quickly darkening street. With the cold months came short days and sparse sunlight. They ducked into the trailer just as another chilling gust moved through the neighborhood. Despite the stench of death, she was happy to be inside and out of the weather. They needed to work fast.

“I’m going to go to the bedroom and see what I can find. Why don’t you take the living room and kitchen?” Emily said.

“What are we even looking for?”

“I really don’t know, but anything that stands out to you and can connect Cathy, Shelly, or George to the area.”

“It’s like looking for a needle in a haystack. Do you really think there’s going to be anything here that can help us make that connection?”

“Maybe, maybe not. I’m willing to do whatever is needed to find some kind of evidence. I know there has to be something here.”

“All right,” Derek said. “I’ll see what I can find, but I doubt anyone would just leave something behind that proves any kind of guilt.”

Emily sighed. “We’re not looking for anything that makes anyone guilty. We just need to prove that they are connected somehow. Just do your best to find anything to help us do that.”

Derek shrugged and started to look around. She knew they didn’t have much time to search, especially since they weren’t supposed to be there in the first place. In her heart, she knew there had to be more to what was going on, but she really had no idea what to look for. The only thing she knew for sure was that there was something the police had missed. After watching her husband go through a few desk drawers, he turned around and groaned.

“I really wish we had a better idea of what we are looking for.”

“Any pictures, titles, deeds, or something of that nature? If we can tie any of them together, it’s going to give us a big lead.”

“You better get to the bedroom and start looking. Just be careful, all right? We don’t have a lot of time.”

She nodded and headed for the back room of the small abode. All along the narrow hall were photos of a little girl. Her heart ached for the child, a daughter who would never know just how much her father adored her. Emily made a vow to herself at that moment. Once she found Arthur, she’d try to find George’s daughter and tell her how amazing the man was. The bedroom looked much like the rest of the small home, outfitted with mementos of his daughter and their life before his sentencing, but little more.

His GED hung on the wall above his bed—a proud moment that, from the dates, appeared to be accomplished while incarcerated. Emily opened the first nightstand next to the twin bed and found a Bible, along with an inexpensive watch. She turned the watch over in her hands. It was engraved with his name and his daughter’s, apparently a gift from the girl. Emily moved to the other nightstand but found it empty. She rifled around the rest of the room before deciding there was nothing for her there.

With an exasperated sigh, she squatted down and hoisted up the mattress, but the only thing it relieved was a pile of dust beneath the bed. Cursing under her breath, she dropped it again. The trailer trembled slightly as she turned in time to see Derek jogging in her direction down the hall. He had something in his hand. Immediately, he handed the photo over to her.

“It’s a picture of George and his daughter. Judging by the outfit he’s wearing and the surroundings in the background, I would have to say it was taken at the prison while he was locked up.”

Emily sighed. “That would make a lot of sense, actually. The girl’s mother probably let them stay in contact for a while after his initial incarceration. It’s something, but I don’t see how that has anything to do with what we’re looking for.”

“Look closer at the photo.”

She clicked her tongue and looked at the man in the picture. For someone who was locked up, he was a happy man. Emily wondered what a man went through during something like that. He had a genuine smile, and she could see how happy the man was to have his daughter there for a visit. Switching to the man’s daughter, she saw a lot of the same features. Without a doubt, she was George’s daughter. Other than the obvious joy the two had when the picture was taken, she saw nothing else out of the ordinary.

Frustrated, Emily handed the image back to Derek. As her husband stood there, looking at her, she couldn’t help but feel as though she was missing something right in front of her face. As she looked back at the image still in Derek’s extended hand, she scoffed.

“Why don’t you just tell me what in the hell I’m looking for? They look happy to be in each other’s company.”

“I’m sure they were, but that’s not what I want you to see. Look closely at the woman in the background,” Derek said. “Does she look familiar to you?”

Emily took the picture and looked at what he was talking about. Squinting to see it more clearly, she gasped and looked back up at her husband, who had the same look of disbelief on his face.

Derek nodded. “That’s definitely Cathy.”

Emily couldn’t believe it, even with the proof in the palm of her hand. Cathy had never mentioned knowing George before, but in the photo, it wasn’t George she was visiting. Grabbing her phone, she quickly snapped a picture of the photo and sent it to Rose before dialing her sister-in-law’s number.

“I need you to find a way into the prison’s digital records. There is a time stamp on the photo I just sent. We need to know who Cathy is visiting in that photo,” Emily said.

“You’ve got it. Give me twenty minutes or so,” Rose said.

“Perfect. We’ll be back at the house by then. Do you want to meet us there?” Emily asked.

“Yeah. Hey, there is something else. I don’t know how it’s connected, but the locals just put out an APB on Cathy’s car.”

“Good,” Emily said. “I hate to admit it, but we might have been wrong about her. She’s tangled up in all of this somehow, and until we know what that is, we need to play it safe. Finding her is our number one priority. Keep me posted.”

“You’ve got it. See you soon,” Rose said.

Emily ended the call and gave her husband a reassuring nod before the pair headed back outside. They walked to the waiting car and quickly pulled away from the neighborhood. For the first time in hours, she felt like they were on the trail to finding Arthur again. Still, she prayed she was wrong about Cathy and that, somehow, Shelly had coerced the poor woman into cooperating with her crazed plan. If they didn’t get Arthur and Cathy out of Shelly’s clutches soon, Emily knew her friend might pay the ultimate price.
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“I’ve pulled all the records for that day, but unfortunately, they scrub the digital records after twelve months to keep costs low and reuse storage. I haven’t looked through them yet. It literally chimed that my contact sent them on the walk over here,” Rose said.

“We are just grateful you’re willing to do all this,” Derek said.

“You can say that again. I don’t know where we would be without you,” Emily said.

“Listen, I’m still impressed that you got Derek to break the law not once but twice. I think that’s going to be a story for the record books.”

Derek rolled his eyes at the pair of women, but he knew it was all in good fun. He’d proven he would do anything to get their son back the same as Emily, no matter the dangers or risks. The couple watched Rose set up her laptop and the screen jump to life. Minutes later, she was accessing the file and list of names. It was everyone who had signed in on the day in question. After a cursory glance, her stomach clenched.

“Cathy isn’t on the list anywhere,” Emily muttered.

“No, but Shelly Shay is,” Rose said. “Look, she logged in a few minutes before the picture was taken and left a few minutes after. It doesn’t look like she met with anyone; she just dropped something off.”

“The divorce papers,” she whispered. “Oh my God…”

Her mind was racing a mile a minute as she pieced it all together. Emily couldn’t believe it, but everything was starting to fit together. It was no wonder they couldn’t find Shelly Shay. She no longer existed. Suddenly, Rose’s phone lit up with Jemma’s name on the screen. She quickly answered the call on speakerphone.

“What’s up, honey? I’ve got Derek and Emily here with me as well,” Rose said.

“Good, they should hear this, too,” Jemma said.

“What’s going on?” Emily asked.

“I just got word that Cathy’s car was spotted outside of town. There’s an old farm on Mill Creek Drive, and that’s where it was last seen.”

“Great, but which farm is it? I know there are a few on that road, though it’s been a bit since the last time I was over that way.”

“It’s the Gibson’s place.”

“Okay. I know that one well. My parents know a bunch of the people who live that way. There are a few of the houses I’ve been to over the years. It won’t be hard to find.”

“Well, you might want to head over there soon. I know the police and federal agents are clear on the other side of town. It’s going to be at least forty minutes before they will make it there, so you have a head start on them.”

“We’re only about ten minutes from there,” Emily said. “What if something happens before the police can get over there?”

Derek smiled. “That’s why we’ll be there. Whatever we have to do, we’re going to go through it together.”

“Like I said, there’s no chance the police are going to get over there before you, but I’d make it quick if you want to catch her. I’m sure she’s not going to stay in one place for long with the way she’s been staying off the radar,” Jemma said.

“Thank you, honey,” Rose said. “I’m glad we left you over there to collect information.”

“That’s what we’re here for. You guys just need to be careful and keep me updated.”

“Will do, sis,” Emily replied. “Thanks for everything you’ve been doing. As soon as we know anything, we’ll be sure to let you know.”

Rose quickly ended the call and looked at them.

“So? What are you guys going to do?” Rose asked.

The couple exchanged a single look, and Emily knew they were on the same page. Thanking Rose once more for everything, she grabbed their jackets and raced out to the firebird to fire it up. Derek emerged from the house a few minutes later. From the length of his jacket and the way he walked, she knew he had his shotgun tucked beneath the coat. Her stomach rolled, knowing he might have to use the weapon to save their son’s life. There was no discussion about it as he set the gun and box of ammunition in the back seat before climbing in behind the wheel.

They moved through the streets at breakneck speeds. She was grateful that law enforcement was distracted on the other end of town. Even the two officers who had been stationed outside their home were now gone. It wasn’t long before they reached the farm in question. Derek shut off the car’s lights long before they reached the driveway. It was easy enough to see though, the tall floodlights filling the drive with and eliminating light that reflected off the snow. Emily grabbed her husband’s arm, gasping when she saw the familiar car parked next to the house.

“That’s Cathy’s car,” Emily said.

Derek nodded in agreement, bringing the firebird to a stop outside the house. Despite the area around them being illuminated, the house inside appeared dark. Neither of them hesitated to jump from the car. She jogged up the steps and softly knocked on the front door as Derek grabbed the shotgun from the back seat. Inside, Emily could hear movement and someone speaking, but their voice was too muffled to hear much of what was being said.

“I think you should let me go in first. I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

“Okay, but be careful,” Emily replied.

Derek nodded and stepped inside. While he slowly moved into the building, she was right on his tail. In an instant, Emily saw the owner of the house on the floor. He had been tied up, and his mouth was covered in tape. She quickly rushed to the man’s side and removed the tape. A moment later, she was untying the old farmer.

“What happened?” Emily asked.

“I was just sitting here, minding my own business, when this crazy woman came in, waving a gun. I thought about fighting her off, but she took me by surprise, and I’m just too old these days.”

“Better that you didn’t do that. Where’d she go?”

“I have no idea, but the bitch took my truck. I didn’t stand a chance.”

“Well, it’s all going to be okay. You just sit tight. The police are already on the way. This woman is the same one who kidnapped our son,” Derek said.

He scoffed. “I’m sorry to hear that, but it didn’t seem like she was in the right mind, if you ask me. She kept going on and on about finally having her son back.”

“Her son?” Emily snapped. “She really is out of her mind if she thinks Arthur is her child.”

“I’m just telling you what the woman was saying. A few times, she almost acted like she was talking to herself. Seemed pretty happy to have her kid back and mentioned something about heading to Canada. For a crazy woman, she acted like she had a plan in mind.”

Emily was trembling as she pulled out her phone, quickly scrolling through her messages with Rose until she found a picture of Shelly. It was an older one, but it would serve her purpose. They were so close to getting answers that her body shook with anticipation. Every second counted now in the final hunt for Arthur and the witch who had taken him. She turned her phone around to show the image to the farmer.

“Is this the woman?” Emily asked.

The man pursed his lips and shook his head, his eyes darting from the image and back to Emily again. Her heart was racing. It didn’t make any sense. Shelly was the one who had taken their little boy, of that she was sure. Sliding her finger across the screen, Emily found the picture of Cathy from the prison and showed it to the man. His eyes lit up.

“That’s her! That’s the hussy who did this to me! Are you gonna find my truck? You said she took your boy, too? Hell, forget the truck. We need to get to the border right away,” he said.

She didn’t know what to say as her eyes found Derek’s. Was it possible that Cathy was a willing accomplice in Shelly’s plans? She knew she wouldn’t get the answers they desperately needed until they were able to find and confront the woman. There wasn’t much distance between where they were and the Canadian border. If they were going to stop her before she made it across, they would need all the help they could get. Immediately, Emily dialed her sister-in-law’s number and waited for her to answer. It was time to bring out the drones.
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The couple didn’t need to have a conversation to know what needed to be done. Racing after her husband, they made a mad dash for the car waiting in the driveway. Seconds later, they were peeling down the snow-covered driveway in the direction of the highway. There was only one road leading in and out of the border security checkpoint. Unless Shelly planned on trying to make it across on foot, the route they were taking was her only choice for making it into Canada. Emily knew there was always the possibility that Shelly had deliberately misled them.

It was a risk they were going to have to take. There didn’t seem to be any reason for Shelly to head farther south to try to flee the country from Mexico. Not as long as she had ties to the northern nation. She hated herself for letting Shelly make it so far with her little boy as it was. Guilt coursed through her, making Emily wonder if she had truly done everything in her power to get Arthur back. There was no question the police had slowed her down a good bit, but it was her fault for taking so long to get Derek on board.

Her mind was a minefield, the guilt threatening to take hold. Emily tried to remind herself that she wasn’t to blame, that only Shelly held that honor, but as a mother, she couldn’t shake the feeling that she could have done more. It didn’t matter that it wasn’t logical or that Derek would tell her she was wrong. Only the weight in her heart counted at that moment. When her phone rang, Emily jumped. She had been lost in her own thoughts. She quickly snatched it, seeing Rose’s name on the screen and answering the call on the speakerphone.

“I’ve got drones on their way to the border. We should have a visual of the area soon. Also, I have contacts at the border checkpoint who are keeping a lookout for the woman and Arthur. With any luck, we should know something here shortly.”

“That’s a good start. I just hope we get a sighting of them,” Emily said.

“Should be able to soon, but that’s not it. There’s more. I finally was able to get some confirmation on a few things, and I have figured out why Cathy and Shelly have never been seen together.”

“I’ve been wondering about that. What did you find out?”

“Well, they are actually the same person, so it makes sense that they would never appear together. It explains why I was able to find records of Shelly leaving the country months before she actually disappeared. Shortly after, is when Cathy reappeared.”

Emily sucked in a deep breath. “How were you able to figure that out?”

“I was able to contact the travel agent she used and had a conversation with her. After a little probing, the lady told me that Shelly had been bragging about going on the trip to get complete facial reconstructive surgery.”

“I don’t understand. Why would she go down to do that?” Derek asked.

“I’m sure if you really think about it, you’ll understand. She wanted to change into another person. After the surgery, she would be unrecognizable,” Rose said.

“I guess I’m just not getting it. I mean, I understand she wouldn’t want to be able to be spotted, but why exactly would she do something like that?”

“It means Shelly is Cathy, that she’s been playing us all along,” Emily stammered. “Oh my God…the little boy in the car with Devon…he would be Arthur’s age now. You don’t think…” Her voice trailed off; she didn’t want to think about everything it implied.

How could Shelly and Cathy be the same person? They had talked about the intimate details of their lives. Cathy had blended in both at work and with her family. She felt used, manipulated. What sort of deranged monster changed everything about herself simply to kidnap another woman’s child? Hadn’t Shelly and her ex-husband done enough to Emily and her family? How much longer would the torture last? Derek’s foot pressed harder on the gas pedal, the muscle car lurching forward at a dangerous speed.

Derek shook his head. “I don’t know what to think anymore. I’m still trying to wrap my head around all this. We let that woman into our house.”

She completely understood how disgusted her husband felt. His speed was a testament to how furious he was over the situation. The only thing that mattered now was getting to the border and stopping Shelly before she did something they could never come back from as a family. There had been so much death, so much turmoil at the hands of Shelly. Emily didn’t know how much more she could take.

Emily gasped. “My pistol!”

“What about it?” Derek asked.

“When I left the gun on the bed, it was right before Cathy had come over to check on us. That’s the reason it went missing. She must have seen it and picked it up before she left. I wondered why she had been in such a hurry to leave after she had just gotten there.”

“So, that means Cathy, or Shelly—whoever she is—must have been the one who killed those men.”

“Exactly. Cathy used my gun to kill George and Carter. She must have been planning on framing me the whole time.”

“Just because it was your gun doesn’t mean you were the one who pulled the trigger. Their deaths are not your fault.”

“Right now, it doesn’t matter. We’ll deal with that when the time comes. Honestly, I’m just disappointed I never connected the dots that she was actually Shelly.”

“That surgery fooled everyone, sweetheart. She went through the whole process to change how she looked. All the way down to her body type. Hell, even her eye color and hair weren’t the same. Whatever she had planned, she did it right. There was no way anyone would have been able to recognize her that way.”

“It doesn’t make it any easier to believe. I should have known something was off from the beginning.”

Derek sighed. “There was no way you could have known.”

“Shelly came into our lives and pretended to be this Cathy lady, all to get close to Arthur. The entire situation was just so she could get closer to us and then kidnap our son. How am I supposed to feel?”

“Angry, but not like you were to blame. She fooled us all. We’re going to track her down and get our boy back.”

“I can’t believe Carter and George are gone because of my gun.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure,” Rose said, still on the line. “I did some digging into Carter once I realized Shelly and Cathy were the same person. I think he might have been her accomplice. I played a video he had on his social media profile for Cameron, and he recognized Carter’s voice as one of the kidnappers right away.”

Emily ground her teeth. “Well then, I don’t feel quite so bad about Carter then. Please tell me I wasn’t wrong about George, too.”

“No, George was everything he said—a good guy who had a bad run of luck,” Rose said. “I’m going to get off here and watch the drone footage. As soon as I see anything, I’ll let you guys know. The cops are on their way.”

“Thank you, Rose, for everything,” Derek said.

She ended the call as the car fell silent once again. She could feel the rage emanating from her husband and understood it well. He had always done an amazing job of protecting their family. They both had. Yet they had let the danger, the deranged woman, walk right through their front door. They had let her spend time with their family and their son. She had manipulated and played them all.

“We are going to find him,” Emily promised. “We will find him, and he’ll be back home in our arms soon. I know it seems like this is never going to end right now but look at how far we have come in such a short amount of time. If we had left it up to the police, we would still be at home chasing our tails now. We are just a few miles from holding our little boy again. We’ll find that bitch, I promise.”

“When we do, I am going to wring that woman’s neck,” Derek growled.

Emily took her husband’s hand and squeezed it affectionately. She knew the slight but heartfelt touch would ease his anger some. They had to stay focused and not let the rage cloud either of their judgment. Arthur needed his parents to be sharp, to be hot on his trail if they were going to bring him home safe.


44
[image: ]


They were three miles from the border when she saw the tracks moving through the snow and off to the right. In her gut, she knew it was the pickup carrying her son, but the idea of turning off the main road and possibly risking losing him at the border was overpowering. It wasn’t until her husband saw the change in her expression that she brought it up. Instantly, the car was skidding on the road, spinning around until it was facing the opposite direction. Derek crept along, looking for the pull-off and tracks that his wife had noticed. As he did, Emily quickly texted Rose to have her divert the drones to their area.

It was nothing but wild national forest for miles between the small border town and the Canadian line. They didn’t have to search for long before she saw the pull-off once again. There was no way they were going to make it down the trail in the small car. The snow was deep enough that it nearly covered the front bumper of the car as it was. Well, she didn’t like the idea of trying to track the truck on foot. Emily didn’t have to worry about it for very long. No sooner had they stepped out of the vehicle than she heard the familiar buzzing of drones above them. She saw the glowing lights of approaching police vehicles as she grabbed a flashlight from the center console and stepped out into the frigid night.

It didn’t matter if the stolen pickup truck was a four-wheel drive or not. The kidnapper and Arthur wouldn’t make it very far with the layers of snow on the ground. The trails could be dangerous in the best of conditions if you didn’t know what you were doing. Emily knew the smart thing to do would be to wait for the quickly approaching officers, but her instinct told her they were running out of time.

“We really need to go after them. There’s no telling how far they’ll get or what Shelly has planned for our son.”

Derek sighed. “I know, but at least we know she isn’t planning on hurting him.”

“Maybe not, but with what she was willing to do to herself to change her life, I don’t want to chance them getting away. Unfortunately, one of us needs to stay here and let the police know what’s going on.”

“There’s no way I’m leaving you behind. If I’m going to follow her, you’re coming with me.”

“I know you wouldn’t leave me behind, but there’s no time to waste. That’s why I’m the one following her up there. You need to stay here and talk to law enforcement. They need to know what is happening.”

“That’s certainly not going to happen. Do you really think I’d be willing to let you go on your own?”

Emily scoffed. “I can take care of myself, Derek. It makes more sense that I follow ahead anyway. I am lighter on my feet, and I know the area a lot better than you do. If anything, I might be able to reason with the woman. I’m sure with the way her son died that she has something against men. It will just be better overall.”

“I don’t like the idea of you going out there alone. We already know what she is capable of when she killed those two men.”

“I’ll be fine, and it’s the only way we can do both. I’ll make sure to be careful, but I need you here to talk to them when they arrive.”

“Fine, but you’re not going out there without the shotgun. That’s the only way I’ll feel comfortable with it.”

Emily knew what a struggle it was for her husband to relinquish control. She was eternally grateful that he was such a wonderful man and able to see reason when it counted. If there were any other way but to split up, Emily would have gladly taken the path that meant they could stay together, but their son needed both of his parents to be working toward finding him. For the moment, at least, that meant Derek had to stay behind to lead the search of approaching officers and federal agents. There was no time for a long and passionate farewell as Derek jogged to the car and quickly pulled out the shotgun, along with a handful of shells. He handed the weapon to his wife, kissing her forehead as he slipped the spare shells into her coat pocket.

“Don’t do anything stupid, got it? I can’t live without you,” he whispered.

“I won’t, I promise,” Emily replied. “There is too much on the line. I’ll see you soon, my love.”

Without another word, Emily slung the weapon’s carrying strap over her shoulder and set off down the trail. She kept her hand over the flashlight, assuring the dim light wouldn’t travel far. Emily had no idea how long she had walked far, but the road, car, and her husband had disappeared beneath the veil of darkness some time ago when she noticed a difference in the tracks she was following. The gravel path had frozen long before the rest of the city, making the slow climb up the hill a treacherous one. Thirty minutes after her journey had started, Emily found the stolen pickup jackknifed against a tree.

From what she could see, the vehicle had started to slip, and the driver had overcorrected, spinning out the tires and instead making the truck slip farther into the rut it had created. Now, the kidnapper and her son were traveling on foot. She found the footprints in the heavy snow quickly and started to follow them just as her phone vibrated in her pocket. Emily quickly answered Rose’s call, whispering in case the kidnapper was near.

“Hello,” she said in a hushed voice.

“I wanted to let you know that we’re picking up two heat signatures on the drone. Right now, they’re about half a mile from where your phone is pinging.”

“Great. Can you send the coordinates to my phone?”

“I already have the information on the way to you as we speak. Emily, I want you to be careful out there.”

Emily chuckled. “I was already planning on doing that, but I’ll make sure to keep my eyes open.”

Rose sighed. “That’s good, but not what I meant. According to the area and demographic of where she’s holding Art, they’re near a pretty high-up cliff.”

“How high are we talking?”

“Looking at the map, it’s easily a fifty-foot drop from where they are right now. I already contacted the forest rangers, and they’ve got the whole area closed off to everyone. The only people they’re going to be letting through are the police, but they are aware of the situation.”

“Why did they have it closed off?” Emily asked.

“I guess they’ve been having a deterioration problem. The whole place is unstable, and they’ve had several rockslides. I’m just letting you know to watch your step out there. I want you and Art to both come back home in one piece.”

“Well, I appreciate the heads up on that. I’ll be safe, I promise.”

“You’re welcome. Now, if I get any more information about anything, I will let you know as soon as I know. Go get our boy back.”

“I will, but it’s not going to be easy.”

“If anyone can handle the pressure, it’s you. You’ve got this, and you have your son’s back. Everyone knows you’re the strongest woman they know. Don’t let anything stop you.”

Despite the fear that welled inside of her both for her own safety and that of her son, Emily started off in the direction of the coordinates that her sister had given her. She no longer knew what Shelly’s game was, only that she had to get her son back safe. The minutes passed slowly. Emily didn’t dare use the flashlight the closer she got to the GPS location, but the soft glow from her phone was enough to follow the tracks. Beneath her, she could hear the ground shifting and groaning as the ice melted and refroze, expanding and encouraging the fractures to give way. Her heart pounded.

Suddenly, she heard something else and quickly shoved her phone into her pocket. As the darkness surrounded her and her eyes adjusted to the change in light, Emily saw something else, something that filled her with a terrible mixture of joy and utter fear. Her son was fifty yards ahead of her, his shivering body placed precariously close to the ledge as Cathy ranted on, waving her flashlight and gun around without a care in the world. Emily knew the woman was completely insane. Now all she had to do was get her away from Arthur before his body gave out and he tumbled over the edge.
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Emily knew she had to act fast. She saw no other way but the direct approach as she stepped away from the forest surrounding the small clearing. Suddenly, the woman’s flashlight centered in on her, burning and blinding her eyes as she lifted her hand to shield herself. In a split second, Cathy had grabbed hold of Arthur and was now using him as a human shield. Emily moved slowly closer to the pair, praying with each step that she could get within reach of her son. The closer she got to the edge, though, the more her stomach trembled with fear for both of them. The darkness beyond was unlike anything she had ever seen before.

“Mommy!” Arthur yelled.

Her heart pounded, tears jumping to her eyes at the sound of her son’s voice. Every fiber in her being wanted to run to him, to hold him close. It was only when she heard the familiar click of her pistol’s hammer that Emily was snapped back to the reality of their situation. Instantly, her joy was replaced with a rage unlike any other.

“Emily, drop the gun, or I’m going to have to kill the kid. Neither of us wants that, but I’m not letting you have him back,” Cathy said.

Emily did what the woman told her to do. Though she didn’t want to submit so easily, she could tell Cathy was not bluffing. The woman had lost her mind, and it wasn’t a chance she was willing to take with her son’s life on the line.

“Now, you’re going to stay where you are. It’s too late for you to save him. He’s mine now, and I’m taking my son and leaving,” she said and then looked at Art. “Hear that, honey? We’re going to be a family again.”

“Art is not your family,” Emily seethed.

“Of course, he is. He’s my son, and he’s finally coming back home to where he belongs.”

“He’s not your son. Your name isn’t Cathy; it’s Shelly. I hate to be the one who has to remind you, but your son died a long time ago in a car accident. Don’t you remember?”

“No, he didn’t. My son is right here. Now that we’re back together, we’re going to be a happy family. Just like before he left.”

It was clear the woman was lost in her own delusion. As she continued to rant about who she was and the life she had created for herself, Emily did her best to come up with a plan. It didn’t matter if Cathy took her over the edge right along with her as long as Arthur was safe. Saving her son was the only thing that mattered. Listening to the forest around her, Emily suddenly realized they were no longer alone in the wilderness. The agents, both police officers and federal, along with her husband, she could only presume, were in the forest. They were lurking and waiting to take action. A surge of joy coursed through her. All she needed to do was get her son away from the madwoman.

“I wish I could tell you that your son survived, but he didn’t,” Emily said.

“You’re lying to me,” Cathy snapped. “Little Dakota is my son. Why are you doing this to me? We’ve been apart for too long, and now you want to take him from me again?”

“That’s not what I’m doing. That’s not Dakota. His name is Arthur, and he’s my son.”

“I’m not letting you take him away from me again. If we can’t be a family again, then my son is going with me to the grave. I can’t take another minute of this life without my little boy by my side.”

“Look, I don’t want anyone to go to the grave. I’m not going to try to take him from you.”

Cathy snickered. “Then what in the hell do you want? I just want to take my son home and start our lives. I have so many plans to make up for all the time we’ve missed. Dakota always wanted to go to Canada, and now we’re going to make that happen.”

“I don’t want anyone to get hurt. The only thing I want you to do right now is to step away from the cliff. We wouldn’t want anything to happen to either of you, would we?”

Cathy watched her every move, slowly backing away from the cliff, with Arthur in her grasp. It was all Emily wanted. A bit of distance between her son and certain death. Suddenly, a twig snapped from somewhere in the forest, and Cathy spun around, waving her gun in the direction of the noise as she searched for the source. Arthur saw his split second of opportunity and seized it, much to Emily’s horror. He broke away from the woman, darting for his mother as Cathy swung the weapon back around. A single shot rang out, echoed only by Emily’s scream for her child.

Just as Arthur collided with his mother, Emily saw Cathy lurch backward, the gun now lying on the ground in front of her as she gripped her torso. Blood spilled out onto the snow, the floodlights of drones and flashlights illuminating the area as Cathy stumbled. Her eyes darted to Emily for a split second before the woman tumbled over the edge, her screams echoing through the forest before coming to a sudden stop.

As she pulled her son into her arms and the tears started to fall, Emily vowed never to let him out of her sight again. Suddenly, she felt Derrick’s familiar arms wrapping around both of them as the area was flooded with police officers and federal agents. None of it mattered, though, as Derek scooped Arthur into his arms and wrapped a hand around Emily’s shoulder. Together, the trio started to walk back down the path, a family reunited once again.


EPILOGUE
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The sun was beating down while Emily squinted through its beams. The waves crashing on the beach let off a soothing sound. It was the first day of the vacation they so desperately had been waiting for, and she couldn’t have been happier. Art and Cameron were on the edge of the water, splashing around and enjoying the life they deserved. She smiled when each of the boys took turns being thrown into the water by Derek’s parents.

Jemma and Rose were beside them, and each of their smiling faces melted her heart. After months of planning and everything that had happened to the boys, they were finally able to relax and enjoy themselves as a family. The dream vacation they had wanted for a long time was finally there, and nothing was going to ruin it. As Emily continued to watch the others laugh and play, she noticed her husband walking up to her side. Though she didn’t look directly in his direction, she could feel his presence.

Finally, she glanced up and smiled. Derek was grinning from ear to ear as he handed her a drink. The man knew how to make her happy. That was something she could never deny. He took a seat in the empty chair next to her under the umbrella they had shoved into the sand. No matter how much evidence was around her, she couldn’t believe they were finally at their destination.

“Before I got here, you looked like you were off in deep thought. Care to share what’s on your mind?” Derek asked.

“You know, after everything we have gone through and everything those boys went through, it’s hard to believe we made it through it all.”

“We were a pretty tough family to begin with. I’m sure Arthur probably picked that up from you.”

Emily chuckled. “You may have had a helping hand in it, too.”

“Well, maybe just a little. You know, if you had asked me a long time ago if I thought we would be where we are today, I would doubt it. I’d never believe we could have come this far. It’s not that I ever doubted what we had, but it’s hard to think that we can be this strong.”

“Yet here we are.”

Derek smiled. “We finally made it. So, is that the only thing you’re thinking about? I feel like there’s still more on your mind; after all, you are a woman. There’s always something else.”

“Well, I’m wondering how the Davises are doing without their best tech and service writer being there. It has to be tough going a few weeks without the two of us there.”

“I’m sure, but if they couldn’t handle it, they wouldn’t have pushed so hard for us to go.”

“That’s fair.”

“You know they are just a phone call away. I’m sure they won’t mind you checking in on them.”

Emily laughed. “Nope. As much as I love them and the job, I am happy being away for a short time. I have been wondering about something.”

“Yeah, what’s that?”

“Are you sure you’re not upset that we decided to wait to have any more children? I know it’s something you want, but I am happy we’re taking some time before we move forward.”

“No, I’m perfectly happy with the decision. Besides, it gives me more time to keep you and Arthur for myself. I’m looking forward to us doing some traveling together, and a change just isn’t what we need right now.”

Emily smiled at the man she loved and took a sip of her drink. It was pure joy in a glass to her, knowing that Derek had told the bartender exactly what she wanted. The man had a way of making her happy that nothing else in the world could do. Though she was enjoying the time she was getting with her family, her mind floated back to the decision they had made to wait to have more kids.

It was a mutual decision between the two after Art had been saved. Shortly after the whole ordeal, they had started taking their son to therapy. It was only natural to ensure the safety of her young child’s mind, and she knew it. Though he seemed to be doing fine on his own, the therapist soon asked that they join the sessions together. At first, Emily was against it. She would do anything for her son, though, and she soon gave up and agreed to the family session.

Together, they had all decided that the best thing for them was to get out of the state for as much time as they could. The more they discussed those topics, the more she learned about her family. They all three wanted to travel and see as much of the world as possible. She had no problem saying yes to those kinds of terms. After all, she wanted to travel just as much as her husband and Arthur did. They had decided to travel as often as possible for a few years before they would move back home and take over Martha and Ben’s farm. They had already put their own house on the market, too. Emily smiled as she thought about their plans.

“Did you see that we already have a bidding war on the house?” Derek asked, pulling her from her thoughts.

“Either great minds think alike, or you’re reading my mind,” Emily replied. “I was just thinking about the house.”

“Seriously. There is price war going on.”

Emily laughed. “I know you’re just trying to get out of painting the kitchen. I’ve learned your methods, mister.”

He smiled. “Maybe, but I can’t wait to get out on the road with you and Art. It’s going to be so much fun.”

“That’s good. They said the RV should be done by the time we get back. I’m excited to get on the road, too.”

“Do you have any regrets about taking off like that?”

“The only regret I really have is that it took our son getting kidnapped to show us what we really wanted. It’s hard to imagine that kind of pain is what it took to open our eyes.”

Derek sighed. “You know, I’ve always had an idea of what I wanted in life. It doesn’t matter where we go and what happens as long as I have my beautiful wife wrapped up in my arms forever.”

“Oh, honey. If you’re trying to get laid later, it’s already a sure thing.”

He laughed. “Is it?” He laughed.

“Of course it is. We’re on vacation on this beautiful beach. Why wouldn’t I give you everything you’ve ever wanted?”

“Hey, I’m just testing the waters here. I’m a happily married man.”

Emily laughed. “You’re cheesy, and I love you all the more for it.”

Derek smiled, and she leaned in and kissed the man. Emily put down her drink and stood up, stretching her arms out before taking off in a full sprint toward her family and the ocean. Arthur saw her coming and grinned as the others all cheered her on. Slowing down, she glanced back at her waiting husband. Her heart was filled with love the moment he smiled at her. She knew their lives would never be the same, but that was perfect. As long as she had Derek and Arthur by her side, she would never feel alone in life. The three of them were starting an adventure together, and Emily was looking forward to seeing where the next chapter of their life would lead them. She knew, at that moment, they were all going to be all right. Where one door closes, another one opens.
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