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“Isaid sit, Peppermint, not lick.” Rose wiped the dog’s slobber off her cheek but smiled still.

“You really don’t listen, do you? Mom said that training won’t do any good, though. She said you’re old as dirt, but I don’t think that’s true. Dirt’s like, really old.”

Before she could continue, the massive beast lurched away from her, breaking free and racing across the enclosed yard. It was chilly out, but neither the child nor rescue mutt cared. The fresh snowfall was enough fun to cancel out the chill in the air. Instantly, Peppermint bound away from Rose. She didn’t know much about animals yet, but her mother had once told her that Peppermint was almost a teenager, which didn’t seem very old to her at all. Yet the gray now covering his snout, the same color as her grandfather’s, told her it was different for dogs.

“Peppermint! Find your ball, and we can play catch!” Rose yelled out.

At the mention of his bright-red ball, the dog started to dig through the four inches of fresh snow covering the ground. Rose giggled before kicking up the white fluff in front of her. Reaching down, she formed a snowball in her mittened hands. With great concentration, she sucked in a breath and let out a whistle. It was nothing like her mother could do, but she was only just learning a new trick. Peppermint, despite his age, heard the faint noise from across the backyard and perked up instantly.

Stretching her arm back, she positioned herself to throw with all her might, and Peppermint took his position, ready to tromp through anything just to please his person. Rose tossed the compacted ball of snow through the air, watching in amazement as Peppermint raced forward and leaped a few feet into the air. She’d only managed to launch the projectile five feet, but the faithful dog made a show of catching it as it burst into pieces, nonetheless. After tossing a few more to him, they both went back to searching for his favorite toy. Peppermint was much better at tracking than she was as he sniffed along the fence line.

“…but you’re going to find out soon enough!”

Her father’s voice carried through the doors and walls of their once-happy home. Rose cringed when she heard the front door slam around the other side of the house. She knew her dad was leaving again. Things had gotten rough, though her mother did her best to hide it from her. Rose tried to shake it from her mind. Her mother was amazing and always kept her safe.

It was hard not having her father around, but she understood enough to know her parents didn’t want to be together anymore, and Rose was okay with that. At first, when her dad had left a few months before, she was confused and scared. Her mom had talked with her, though, and sent her to talk with another lady who helped a lot, too. Now, they only fought when they had to see each other. From the other side of the yard, Peppermint barked, snapping her out of the thoughts. She jogged over to him, happy once more for the distraction.

“What is it, boy?”

The instant her mother had given her permission to go outside, Rose had jumped at the opportunity. She was still missing the sun from their vacation to California a few days before, but now, Rose was happy to be back home in her own bed with her best four-legged friend. Even though it meant she had to go back to school, she didn’t mind. Rose had missed her friends for the week. Now, watching the dog scratching at a small hole near the bottom of the fence, Rose bent down to see what had grabbed his attention. On the other side of the fence, in the alley that connected one end of the road to the other, was his red ball.

“Oh, shoot. How did that happen, buddy?” Rose said.

Her eyes darted back to the house as she stood. Rose saw her mother pacing back and forth in the kitchen, her phone up to her ear. The last thing she wanted to do was go inside and get stuck in there, especially when they were so close to an epic game of fetch. Grabbing hold of the fluffy beast, Rose tugged him, using every last bit of strength in her body to pull him across the yard to where his lead line that spanned across the yard was hooked to the shed. Clipping it to his collar, she set him free and again glanced at the house. Rose didn’t see her mom and knew if she was going to save their game of fetch, she had to do something.

Racing to the gate, she climbed onto the fence and stretched out on her tiptoes to reach the latch. If her mother knew she was going into the alley, she would be super angry, but Rose was only going to grab the ball. Then she would be right back, and her mom never had to know. At long last, she reached for the latch and jumped down. The gate took some work to move because of the snow buildup, but she finally managed to get it open enough to squeeze out. As soon as she was in the alley, though, Peppermint started to bark, and she knew he’d blow their cover if she didn’t work fast. Trotting down the length of the yard, she saw the ball near the corner and focused in on it.

Just as she was about to have the trophy in her hand, a gloved figure appeared from around the other side of the fence and snatched it up. Rose skidded to a stop, her heart racing as her eyes moved upward. The man smiled at her, tossing the ball into the air a few times before catching it again. Beneath his winter hat were long tendrils of brown hair falling to his shoulders. She took a step away from him, Peppermint’s barking in the background, growing more frantic the longer Rose was gone. When the stranger caught the ball for a fourth time, he paused and extended his hand to her, offering her the ball back. She hesitated, not moving in his direction. Rose was ready to bolt back to safety in an instant.

“Rose, it’s okay. I’m friends with your dad and mom. I was heading to pick up my family for dinner when my darn battery there stopped working. Do you know what that is?”

She nodded. “My dad had cables in the garage to make them start again if you need them. Just let me go get my mom and—”

“Oh no, that’s okay. I have a tow truck coming, but I saw your ball and didn’t want to see it get run over by a car. Say, I got my kid something special for dessert tonight. It’s chocolates all the way from Italy…would you like one?”

Her eyes lit up, her stomach rumbling. They hadn’t had a snack in a while, and lunch was hours before. At that moment, her mom’s words played through her mind. Never go anywhere with strangers, Rose, and never take anything from someone you don’t know. Rose hesitated before shaking her head. She didn’t need to be getting in any more trouble. As it was, Peppermint was going to tell her mom something was up in just a few minutes anyway. All she could think about was getting back into the yard.

“It’s okay, look. You don’t even have to go anywhere. I just really want to make sure she will like them. Plus, you know me, right?” he said.

The man reached into his pocket, pulling out a wrapped truffle. He tugged off the wrapper before handing it over to her. She hesitated once more before taking off her mitten and stepping forward just enough to snatch the treat. As soon as she popped it into her mouth, Rose was happy with her decision. It was the best chocolate she’d ever had in her life. The man took a step forward, handing her the ball as she thanked him.

“I should go. I’m not supposed to be out here, but thanks, mister,” she said.

“You’re so very welcome, Rose,” he said.

She spun away from him, the ball in her bare hand, as she started back for the gate. Suddenly, the world around her started to move, and Rose had to grab hold of the fence to keep from toppling over.

“Rose? You dropped your mitten,” the man said.

Turning around slowly, the fence to her back, she watched him approach her. But there was something wrong with the way he looked. Her vision started to blur, and she felt more tired than she had ever felt before in her life. As the world around her started to fade, she felt the man pick her up. Her heart pounded when she realized they weren’t walking back to the house. The last thing she heard was Peppermint’s barking slowly fading away.
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“Are you sure we are going to be okay?” Rose asked. “I don’t think this is a good idea…”

Chloe Redding smiled at her seven-year-old daughter. It came as no surprise to her that the girl was scared of the jumbo jets pulling in and out of the airport. Their flight, set to start boarding in just a few minutes, was one she had been looking forward to for weeks. They were leaving behind the cold North Dakota weather for a few days and heading for sunny California, where Chloe’s parents and brother still lived. It was coming at the perfect time, too. She desperately needed a break from the chaos that encircled their lives.

“Everything is going to be fine. You know, back when your father and I first met, I would make this trip all the time to see him.”

The little girl frowned. “I wish Daddy was coming with us. He would love to go swimming in the ocean with us. Don’t you think?”

“Sweetheart, didn’t we talk about this? Daddy and Mommy are taking some time apart. It is nothing you did. We just both need to think about some boring grown-up stuff before we can see each other more.”

The little girl frowned but nodded. Chloe absolutely hated that the separation from her soon-to-be ex-husband had escalated to the point they’d had to tell their daughter what was going on. She saw no chance of reconciliation with the man she had married. Though it had taken several years, almost a decade, Martin had started to show his true colors, and they were nothing like the man he had been pretending to be. The custody battle between them was already intense. He had been anything but understanding when the courts temporarily granted her custody and gave him visitation.

“It’s okay, Momma. Billy Henderson’s parents are divorced, and he gets two of everything. Now he is even getting two more little sisters!”

“Two of them, huh? Are Billy’s mother and his stepdad having twins?” Chloe asked, and Rose shook her head.

“Nope! He is getting a new sister at both houses! Oh, boy, do you think I can have a little sister or brother now, too, since you and Daddy are not going to be living together anymore?”

She did her best not to cringe as she shook her head. While they were in California, Martin was supposed to gather the last of his things from their once-happy home. Her best friend, Harper, would oversee the entire thing while they were away. Chloe was incredibly grateful for the woman’s help. Each time over the course of the last two months she had tried to be civil and have a grown-up conversation with Martin, he had resorted to the tried-and-true methods of gaslighting her.

Gaslighting. It wasn’t a term she used lightly. It had taken several years of working with a therapist for Chloe to admit to herself that the relationship she shared with her husband was not a healthy one. Even then, Chloe had been adamant about trying to work through their issues and get them both help, but Martin refused to accept responsibility for his actions.

He was happy to listen to Chloe apologize and list off what she had done wrong over time, but when it came time for Martin to do the same, one might think he was the prodigal son returning from heaven. Chloe knew Martin certainly saw himself that way.

A woman’s voice came over the loudspeaker, informing the terminal that the flight headed to California was about to board. Chloe was happy with the new distraction. She didn’t want her daughter asking questions she wouldn’t be able to answer just yet. No matter what happened with her and Martin, Chloe’s sole focus was making sure Rose felt safe, secure, and loved throughout the entire process. Hearing the announcement, a wave of excitement washed across her daughter’s face.

She was on her feet in an instant, tucking away her tablet into the small backpack she carried. Between the girl’s bag, Chloe’s purse, and their carry-on, she had packed light for the journey. Ever since the first whispers of separation started lingering in her mind, Chloe had been pinching pennies. Her work as a freelance blogger had then enough to get her by when she’d first started her career a decade before, but now it was going to be a struggle. Martin’s income had always paid the bulk of their bills, but she refused to accept anything from him now.

Forcing herself to forget about his deceit and lies for the next few days, Chloe took Rose’s hand and smiled at her before they started walking toward their gate. Though it had been a tenuous few weeks, she was genuinely looking forward to spending time with her parents and her twin brother, Hank. For a split second, it felt as though there were eyes upon her. Chloe’s gaze darted around, but she didn’t see anything out of place. There was a man near the back of the terminal who was watching her as they headed toward the gate.

Ignoring the man, she turned her attention back to the line they were now waiting in to board the flight. It wasn’t unusual for men to look at her. At twenty-seven, Chloe knew she was considered incredibly attractive, a feature she didn’t enjoy one bit. She had always despised attention. It wasn’t long before they were both settled in their seats, their carry-on above them and Rose’s small bag situated in her lap. With her daughter now captivated, looking out the window, Chloe turned her attention to her phone. She knew she would soon have to shut off.

As if he knew she had a brief moment of respite, her phone vibrated, with Martin’s name appearing at the top. Chloe had no desire to answer the call, but she was actively working on communicating with the man when it came to their daughter. She had no desire to alienate him or create a deeper rift between them. Smiling at Rose, Chloe answered the phone and immediately handed it over to her daughter. She was happy to let the pair communicate but still didn’t particularly feel like talking to the man herself.

“Hi, Daddy,” Rose said. “It is so cool! We are getting ready to leave now. Mama let me have the window seat. Everyone already looks so tiny out there.”

Chloe smiled and looked out the window as her daughter continued the conversation with her father. After a few more minutes, Rose told her father she loved him before handing the phone back over to her mother. Without so much as placing it up to her ear, Chloe ended the call and slipped the phone back into her purse. She knew it was going to irritate Martin if he wasn’t given the opportunity to berate her, but she had nothing left to say to the guy. Just as she had suspected, her phone started to vibrate inside her purse almost instantly. Chloe continued to ignore it.

“Are you excited about seeing Grandma and Grandpa?” Chloe asked her daughter.

“I sure am. You said Uncle Hank would be there, too, right? I miss him so much. It has been forever since I’ve seen him. Do you think he will go swimming in the ocean with me?” Rose said.

“Of course he will. You know you are Uncle Hank’s favorite niece.”

The little girl rolled her eyes dramatically. “Mom, I am Uncle Hank’s only niece.”

“See, so you are an easy favorite for them all.”

Minutes later, the captain came over to the airplane’s intercom and started the routine of asking passengers to fasten their safety belts and turn off all electronics. Chloe did as she was asked before settling in and listening to the rest of the announcement with her daughter.

It was always such an exciting time when a child took their first flight. The pair whispered back and forth, the conversation growing more intense as the giant jet lurched forward and they started to ferry down the runway for takeoff. Chloe loved how brave her little girl was. Despite her fear, Rose’s eyes were full of wonder as the plane raced forward, climbing into the air bit by bit.

When it had leveled off high above the city, Rose seemed to relax some, and with that, Chloe did as well. For the next few days, she would not think about everything going on back at home. Eventually, she was going to need to sit down and have another conversation with her estranged husband, but the last round of talks had been anything but pleasant. Forcing herself to forget about it for a little while, Chloe turned her attention back to her daughter. Martin would not ruin their vacation, no matter what.
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As the plane touched down in sunny and beautiful California, Chloe was tickled pink by how smoothly the flight had gone. Something told her that Rose was going to be a lifelong flyer after her initial tour. Disembarking from the plane, she kept a tight grip on her daughter’s hand as the chaos of the large airport unfolded around them. Rose held onto her mother, never having seen such madness. In their small village of Mater, North Dakota, the closest she had ever been to a plane were the crop dusters that flew low overhead during the planting season. Once again, she was thankful for the foresight not to pack a bag that had to be checked.

They passed by the overcrowded lines of people waiting to get their bags when she heard a woman squealing out her name. Instantly, her eyes darted around the airport until they landed on her mother, racing through the masses and knocking people aside in an effort to get to her granddaughter. It came as no surprise that Glenda Perkins immediately scooped up Rose into her arms, holding her tight for a few seconds before finally putting her back down and embracing her daughter. Chloe loved that her parents adored Rose. It was wonderful knowing she had people she could count on no matter how chaotic her life got.

“Oh, my two sweet girls! We are so happy you are here! Although, I wished you’d just move back here so we can see you all the time,” Glenda said.

“Really? We could swim in the ocean like every day then!” Rose said.

Chloe cringed. “Mom…”

“I know, I know, you ‘like’ it in North Dakota. Okay, well, we will just have to enjoy the time we have with this little sweetheart then,” she said.

“Where’s Pops at?” Chloe asked.

“Oh, you know him. He wasn’t about to pay for parking, so he’s out waiting in the car, and Hank’s keeping away the local law.”

Chloe chuckled and shook her head, keeping a close watch over her mother and daughter as she followed the pair through the airport. Her father had made a small fortune when he’d sold off his company ten years before, yet he regarded every dollar he made with the highest respect. Everything that her parents had they’d built or saved for themselves. They were pillars in the community and deserved every last bit of respect they were given. When her world had first started to crumble weeks ago, when Chloe was still discovering all of Martin’s lies, her parents had begged her to relocate to California.

They’d offered not only to buy her home but to help her hire an attorney to get custody of Rose as well. Chloe had refused their help, though. She had money tucked back that had paid for her lawyer, and leaving the state wasn’t going to happen. No matter the problems she had in her marriage with Martin, no matter if they divorced and never spoke romantic words again, he was still her daughter’s father. She would never rip Rose away from a man she loved and adored. The issues they had as a married couple weren’t Rose’s fault, and Chloe would never make her suffer because of her parents’ decisions.

Outside the airport, Chloe saw her brother towering above the others coming and going. He saw the trio of woman and started in their direction. Rose broke away from Glenda, racing for her favorite and only uncle. Seeing her granddaughter safely in the arms of her son, she hung back and fell into pace with Chloe. Despite how much she adored her parents, Chloe had known that making the trip to California would be a harrowing one. Her parents hated Martin for how he’d treated her over the years, but it was only now that she’d come out and separated from him that they’d started to voice that opinion.

“You don’t know how happy we are to have you back home with us. I was starting to worry you might not come,” her mother said.

“Why is that? I told you we were going to come down this week.”

Glenda shrugged. “Honestly? Given how things have been going, I suspected you would need a little help financially to get down here and back. Does this mean Martin has been paying his child and spousal support?”

Chloe cringed. She had hoped the topic of conversation wouldn’t arise, but she was perfectly content with getting it over with.

“He pays child support, but I have all of it going to a savings account right now. We are getting by okay on my income, and Martin is still paying the mortgage and utilities.”

Her mother paused, taking her arm to stop her, though they were still a good twenty feet from where her father and brother were now standing, engrossed in Rose’s presence there.

“Didn’t the judge order a temporary support order for you as well?” Glenda asked.

She nodded. “Yes, he did, but I declined it, and I plan on declining it at the custody proceedings as well. I don’t want his money, Mom. I don’t want him to support us. As soon as I get a little more work in regularly, I’ll take over the household bills as well.”

“Are you kidding me, Chloe? That man should be paying for everything. He has no right to ask you not to take the—”

“He didn’t, Mom. It was my decision, and I don’t want to be indebted to him for anything, not even spouse support.”

“That prick cheated on you, Chloe,” Glenda growled.

“Would you keep your voice down?” she hissed. “This is not a conversation I want to have right now. Can we please just enjoy our time together for a little while before we get into an argument?”

Her mother pursed her lips but nodded as they continued toward their waiting family. Chloe desperately wanted to believe that would be the last time they spoke of the matter, but she knew her mother well enough to know she wasn’t going to let the issue go. Glenda now saw Martin as the enemy, and she would stop at nothing to protect her child from suffering more. Yet Chloe was a grown woman who had no desire to hide behind her mother’s coattails. She would handle Martin on her own, but for a few days, all she wanted to do was forget about their troubles and have a good time.

“We just worry about you so much, sweetheart. I don’t want to make this into a big thing, but you know we are here if there is anything you need. Your father was even talking about buying a house in North Dakota. I hear the summers aren’t nearly as miserable as the winters,” Glenda said.

Chloe burst into laughter just as they reached the others. “Mama, I love you, but you wouldn’t last two weeks in North Dakota, not even during the summer. Don’t let Daddy buy a house there. It would be a waste of money. Listen, I promise we’re fine. It’s been a long few months…hell, it’s been a long few years, but things are really starting to look up. Now, can you please just enjoy the time with Rose?”

Glenda smiled at her, stopping to pull her daughter close in the welcoming embrace that Rose had received earlier upon arrival. With her mother wrapped in her arms, Chloe felt like she was safe and home for the first time in a while. Seconds later, she felt another two sets of arms moving around her and knew her brother and father had joined in the group hug. No matter what the future held, she wanted to hold on to that moment forever. It had been too long since she’d felt so much love all at once. Chloe felt her phone vibrate as someone tried to ring through, but she ignored it once more.

There would be no reconciliation with Martin, despite his best attempts. He’d broken her trust and her heart for the last time. Going forward, the only relationship Chloe wanted to focus on was the bond between her and her daughter. That was what mattered now, not the cards, flowers, and letters that her estranged husband sent. By the time they got back, the last of his things would be moved out and they could all finally start to heal. Better yet, they could part ways and start on their own paths. As far as Chloe was concerned, hers was a road she didn’t want Martin on whatsoever, save for the future of their daughter’s happiness.
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“Man, you’re getting old,” Hank said.

Chloe immediately punched her brother in the arm. He pretended it hurt, grabbing it and falling dramatically to one side of the SUV’s wide seats, much to the delight of Rose, who was giggling away behind them in the third row with her mother. Their father, ever the taxi driver after raising two children who were both active in sports and after-school activities, smiled at them in the rearview mirror.

“Don’t make me turn this car around, you two,” he said. “Rose, you’re my second in command. You have to keep them in line.”

“Got it, Pawpaw!” she said.

Before Chloe or Hank could react, her daughter grabbed her stuffed rabbit from her bookbag and smacked them both with it gently. She giggled and pulled it back to her chest by its ears as the siblings tried to snatch it away from her again. Though Hank was her twin, he was a large man who stood over six feet tall. In the back seat of the SUV, he looked like the Hulk trying to fit in. A retired marine, Hank now ran a small private security firm and loved his life as a diehard bachelor. The drive back to her parents’ beachfront home would take just over forty minutes, but it was a beautiful morning for a ride.

“How was the flight?” Ron, her father, asked from the front.

“Not bad. Next time, I’ll definitely keep the departure time in mind. I think getting up at four this morning to make it by seven took it out of us both,” Chloe said.

“Because you’re old now,” Hank whispered. “Like our fourth-grade teacher, Mrs. Bitterman. What was she, like twenty-seven, when she started going gray?” He inched closer to her, inspecting her temple as she tried to lean away. “Oh yeah, right there. I see the silver coming in now—”

Chloe shoved her brother, grabbing hold of his nipple through the shirt and twisting with as much force as she could muster. He squealed like a little girl and tried to scramble away from her, but his seatbelt, already struggling with his muscular frame, locked in place and kept him prisoner for her long enough. She got hold of his other one and gave it the same treatment. After deciding he’d suffered enough and after several pleas for mercy, Chloe finally let go and gave her daughter a victorious wink.

“See, honey, as long as you’ve got the bigger brain, size doesn’t matter,” Chloe said.

“I want to try!” Rose said.

“What? No. Mercy, mercy!” Hank pleaded. “Mom, aren’t you going to defend your baby boy?”

Glenda shook her head. “Nope, from the way I saw it, you brought this on yourself, you bloke.”

“That’s it,” he muttered. “I’m going back to Afghanistan. The people there were nicer. I don’t like you guys anymore.”

There was a crescendo of laughter as they continued through the hopping metropolis for the highway that would curve around the coast. It had always been a beautiful drive from the airport to their seaside home. In the past, when they had traveled to her parents as a family, though, Martin had insisted on driving. It wasn’t a fear of flying that kept him on the road, but a fear of not being in control of everything. That point had come to a head months before when they’d visited her parents for their anniversary in September.

It had taken them three days to make the drive. During that time, Martin had been withdrawn and almost always on his phone, texting away despite refusing to relinquish the wheel to Chloe. The trip was supposed to be a week-long affair, but after two days, he’d taken to sulking and picking fights with her over everything. It wasn’t until weeks later, when she discovered the messages on his phone, that she realized it was all a ruse to get back home to North Dakota. His plan had worked, and they’d cut the trip short by three days.

With her tail between her legs, Chloe had made one excuse after another for the man to her family before departing. A surge of guilt coursed through her at the memory. She had missed her parents’ thirty-fifth anniversary party, a moment she could never get back. Turning her attention back to those in the SUV with her, Chloe saw that Rose had dozed off next to Glenda, who was following suit as she lay back on the seat. Turning back around, Chloe smiled at her brother and shoved him gently on the shoulder.

“Loser,” she whispered.

“Takes one to know one,” Hank said, his voice low so as not to wake the others. “So, how are you really doing?”

Chloe glanced back once more. Hearing both her daughter and mother now softly snoring in unison, she felt like she could speak freely.

“Hanging in there, by a thread, some days. I just want to skip ahead, you know? A few weeks, a few months, anything to get past all this and on with our lives.”

“Is he giving you any trouble? I know he thinks his family is something special in Mater, but that doesn’t go very far past those boundaries.”

She shrugged. “Some days are better than others. I don’t think he expected me to go into this with any kind of evidence or intelligence, to be honest. When we first separated, he made little threats about knowing the judge and all that, but once that backfired, he stopped.”

“Backfired?”

Chloe nodded. “I recorded the conversation and played it for the clerk of courts. That kind of bias in the system, since the county judge is his aunt, normally gets overlooked. Since I brought it to light, though, and had it on record, they were forced to hand it over to Logan County instead.”

“Damn, remind me not to get on your bad side,” Hank said.

“Ha, well, I wouldn’t call it my bad side. I just wanted it to be fair. After he threatened to take her and get sole custody, I went into mother mode on instinct alone. From that second forward, I did everything my attorney said, and Martin just kept getting angrier. I would have given him joint custody, but he screwed himself on that one. I had enough proof that they gave me sole custody and him visitation.”

“Did he give you any shit about this trip?”

“He sure tried, even filed a petition with the courts, but again, I made sure to have all my ducks in a row. By the time he submitted it, I already had it approved through the courts.”

Hank gave a low whistle. “Damn, and here Mom and Dad had me thinking that this prick just railroaded you.”

She groaned. “I told them it was fine, and I could handle everything. I swear sometimes they don’t listen at all.”

“They are just looking out for you. They worry; hell, we all do. I knew that jerk was crooked from the moment I met him…”

“I know,” she said.

Thinking back to the day she had married Martin, Chloe couldn’t help but feel foolish for being so blind. Her brother had tried to tell her what a dirtbag Martin really was, but she’d been young and infatuated. Her parents hadn’t stopped her from marrying the man, but her brother had tried. After everything that had happened, though, the hardships and pain she had endured, Chloe wouldn’t trade any of it to do it all again. Despite everything, she had her beautiful daughter because of Martin and for that, she would always be grateful.

Listening to her phone vibrating in her purse next to her, Chloe sighed and finally pulled it out. When she saw two texts from her best friend but another dozen from Martin, along with three missed calls from him since they’d landed, she went to her friend’s messages and checked in with her first. Afterward, she sent Martin a quick message to let him know they’d landed and Rose would call him later that night, as she always did. Immediately, her phone started to vibrate, and Martin’s name appeared, but she didn’t answer the call.

He started to text her, one message after another, as she slipped her phone back into her bag and turned her attention back to her family. She didn’t care if he was happy or angry. It wasn’t her job to take his feelings into account anymore. Smiling at the wave of relief that surged through her, Chloe knew things were finally starting to look up. They were going to enjoy the next five days surrounded by the beautiful waters, sandy beaches, and family who loved them. As far as she was concerned, it was just what they needed for a fresh start.
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By the time they arrived at the beach house, Chloe was ready to get out of the car. Rose had just started to wake up, at first appearing confused until she remembered what they were doing. The moment it dawned on her that they were in California and nearly ready to head to the beach, she was bouncing in her seat. As Chloe’s father pulled the SUV into the driveway of their beautiful three-story beach house, Chloe smiled. There was so much she missed about California, but her parents’ place was at the top of the list. No matter what she was going through in her life, she could always call it home.

Hank, for his part, owned a small apartment in the nearby village but was knee-deep in renovations on it and staying with their parents during that time. There was plenty of room for all of them, though. During their stay, Rose would even have her own room. Though it was a guest room and office, her mother had started decorating it for the young girl the minute she’d learned of their plans to come stay for a week. It was wonderful to be surrounded by the family members she loved. While her mother went with Rose to get settled, her father and she went to the back patio that overlooked the ocean view.

“Man, I never get tired of seeing this place. It’s really a paradise. Thanks for letting us crash here for a few days, Pops,” she said.

“Are you kidding me? I absolutely love that you two are here. I just wish we could get you to move back,” Ron said.

She smiled at him. “Trust me, it is incredibly tempting. I just don’t think I can do that to Martin or to Rose.”

“I don’t know why you are taking that man’s feelings into account whatsoever. He obviously hasn’t taken yours into account at all. Something tells me your daughter would be perfectly happy out here and only seeing him on holidays. He has never put either of you first.”

“This isn’t battle, Pops. It is not an eye for an eye. I don’t care what he has done; he has always been a good father to Rose. I am not going to separate them just because I am angry right now.”

“You are one amazing person, sweetheart. I don’t know many people in your situation who would be as calm and collected as you are.”

“I only learned to be this good of a person because of you and Mom, old man. Listen, I would love to move back out here. North Dakota is cold. It’s miserable, and I feel isolated in that town even after all this time, but I just can’t do it to Rose.”

“Well, the offer stands if anything changes and you two need to get out of there. I don’t care if it’s for a day, a week, a month…well, you get the idea. We are always going to have a place for you here.”

It didn’t matter how many times Chloe heard it. Knowing her parents would always be there for her at the drop of a hat made her feel warm and loved. Inside, she heard her daughter’s laughter. As it grew closer, she hugged her father and turned around right as Rose, now clad in her swimsuit, raced past them and down the steps to the beach. Glenda was right behind the little girl in a suit of her own. She looked flustered but beyond happy to be chasing the child.

“Are you two going to be joining us?” Glenda asked. “If not, that’s okay. I thought you might want a little break, sweetheart. She really is such a good girl, though.”

“She is,” Chloe said. “Honestly, I think I’d like to take a dip with you guys. Just let me go get changed.”

“Hank and I are going to pop over to the store and get some meat for the grill, maybe a few bottles of wine, too. Is there anything you guys want?” Ron asked.

She shook her head. “I’m just looking forward to some of your grilled delicacies, Pops.”

“You know, you might see if the deli is still open. I bet they’ve got that slaw that Hank loves and the potato salad that Rose enjoyed so much the last time you all visited. Of course, we had to toss half the tub after you had to leave,” Glenda said.

She ground her teeth. “Get the salad, Pops. Rose will be here the whole week to eat it, and Mom won’t have to throw anything away. Mom, you’ve gotta lay off the cracks some. I don’t want to talk about Martin or think about the past while I’m here. Is that okay?”

“Of course, honey. I’m sorry. We are so proud of you for everything you’ve done and how much you’ve grown.”

“Thanks, I love you guys. I’m happy we are here,” Chloe said.

As the group parted ways, she watched her mother and daughter on the beach for a few minutes before heading back inside. The level of trust she had in her mother was well-established. Glenda, a former diver, had taught Rose how to swim at the ripe age of four. Every time the two of them got together, Glenda would add a little more knowledge to Rose’s growing bank of information. Rose was happy playing at the water’s edge but still stayed back, so it barely lapped at her ankles. It wasn’t until Glenda or Chloe was at her side that Rose would venture in deeper, just as she’d been taught.

Maneuvering through the breezy house, she found her bedroom much the same as when she’d left a decade before. It was wonderful to be back there, knowing there was so much distance between them and the drama was unfolding in their normal lives. Unpacking her bag, she plugged in her phone to charge before getting changed. She checked her phone once more before heading out the door and back out to the patio. Despite the lateness of the season, there were still a good number of people out on the beaches. In a few weeks’ time, the waters would turn from their warm oasis to having a touch of a chill, a time of year she always loved.

The beach would still be popular, but people would come out more for the picnics and long, romantic walks across the sand. Kids would be happy wading in the cool waters instead of testing their limits a dozen feet from the shore. It was a calmer time of year, one she absolutely loved and planned to return for just as soon as she could. A flicker of anxiety coursed through her. With every passing day, she knew the time was coming when she would have to count on her income alone to see them through. No matter what obstacle they faced, though, Chloe was determined to make it on her own.

Even the thought of giving Martin the satisfaction of claiming to pay for any of her needs sent a twitch of anger through her. She shoved the notion aside, making her way down to the beach as the warm sand shifted beneath her feet. Chloe dropped her towel on the sand next to the others and tugged the hair tie off her wrist. Watching the pair playing and splashing in the water, she laughed and pulled her hair into a bun atop her head. Just as she started to walk for the water, a strange sensation moved through her that made her pause.

Her eyes moved across the beach and back around to the rows of houses facing the ocean. Over the years, Chloe had learned to trust her intuition, and now, it was telling her that someone was watching them. From the corner of her eye, she saw movement beneath the pier, jutting away from the land a few hundred yards away. The figure she’d seen moved, ducking out of her line of sight as soon as she turned to face them. Though it was too dark beneath the pier and too far away for her to make out any of the figure’s features, Chloe was certain the individual had been watching her.

“Mom! Come on! The water is so warm, and Grammy thinks she saw a dolphin. You have to help us find it,” Rose bellowed from the water’s edge.

“Okay, honey, I’m coming,” she replied.

Snapping herself out of it, Chloe turned her attention back to her daughter and mother. When she glanced back at the pier once more, the figure was gone. For a moment, she wondered if it had ever been there or if her mind, stressed and on edge from the separation, was finally starting to crack.
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“It is amazing here, and everything that I remember. It makes me never want to come back home if we are being honest,” Chloe said.

“I am not going to lie. I am more than a little jealous of you, too. Next time, I am definitely taking you up on your offer to tag along,” Harper said.

“You and I both know my parents and Hank would love that. You always give him a run for his money at poker. I enjoy seeing him get put in his place. How are things going there?”

“Everything is going good. Martin was a prick, as expected, when he came and got the last of his things, but nothing I can’t handle. He asked me a bunch of questions about where you are and what else I know about your trip. I take it you are icing him out?”

“Not really. I told him I would have Rose call him later, but I haven’t answered any of his messages or calls otherwise. I just don’t see the point in it. He Is going to have an attitude no matter what. At least I don’t have to deal with it unless I want to anymore,” Chloe said.

“Amen, sister. He didn’t cause many problems when he came and got his stuff, though, and Peppermint misses you, too, but he’s okay as well,” Harper said.

Chloe chuckled at the mention of their elderly dog, Peppermint. The rescued bull mastiff was like a sibling to Rose. The pair were inseparable for the most part. If it hadn’t cost an arm and a leg for them to fly the pooch out to California with them, they likely would have. As it was, Harper was happy to house and dog sit while they were gone. Chloe was incredibly thankful for her best friend, even if she was a little eccentric. A retired police officer, Harper had quit the force early after the sudden death of her parents two years before.

Now, she spent her time writing mysteries and living off of her parents’ trust fund. There was no question she had a knack for writing, but Chloe often wondered if her friend’s heart was in it or if she was just looking for something to fill her time. Harper had loved being an officer, and she’d been damn good at it as well. Living in the rural community, though, small-town politics played a role in everything. Her unwillingness to bend the law and look the other way for certain elite members of the town had resulted in Harper getting a lot of flak at work.

On countless occasions, Chloe had tried to talk her friend into opening a private investigation firm or something similar, but she was content writing her books. Not once had she completed a story and published it, but Chloe knew when Harper did, it would be something amazing to read. Down the hall, she could hear her daughter laughing as she played video games with Hank. The sound warmed her heart. Her phone vibrated, and she pulled it away from her ear long enough to see her attorney’s name on the screen.

“Hey, let me call you back, Harper,” she said.

Ending the call, she switched it over to the other woman on the line.

“Hey, Ivy, is everything okay?” Chloe asked.

“Yeah, everything is fine. Listen, I’m so sorry to bother you on vacation, but I’ve had Martin call me three times today trying to reach out to you.”

Her stomach lurched. “Yeah, he’s tried to call me a few times, but I didn’t want to talk to him. I’m so sorry he was bothering you. He called earlier, and I gave the phone to Rose. I was about to let her call him again. Two calls a day, right?”

“Yes, however, while you are on vacation, the fine print states that those calls need to total, at his discretion, sixty minutes in all. Given the last one was what, five? He gets fifty-five minutes on the phone with her.”

“Jesus, Ivy, she is seven years old. She hasn’t spent an hour on the phone with anyone in her entire life. How am I going to get her to do that?”

“Well, I would suggest a video call. She can show him around and really get a chance to bond. Listen, I know this isn’t ideal, but it’s what we agreed to when you wanted full custody. I’ll look over the rest of it and see if we missed anything else.”

“That son of a bitch,” she growled.

“He threatened to file a contempt of court order if he doesn’t get his hour, Chloe. Let’s just make it work.”

“Fine,” she growled.

Ending the call, she emerged from her room just in time to see her daughter besting Hank at a round of go fish. When Rose saw her mom, she jumped up and raced into her arms. Chloe bent down and scooped her up, kissing her cheek as she tussled Rose’s hair.

“Hey, why don’t you go to Mommy’s room, and we’ll give Dad a call? We can do it on video, too, so you can show him the ocean. How does that sound?”

Her eyes lit up. “Really?”

Chloe nodded and set her down, the girl scampering off to the back bedroom ahead of her. She could feel her parents’ eyes on her as she turned and sighed, moving over to the trio of adults to tell them what had happened with Ivy. The anger they all felt for her was evident, but she didn’t want to think about it at that moment. In her life, Chloe had always made a point of facing things head-on. The sooner they started the call with Martin, the faster it would be done and over with.

Making her way back to the bedroom, she pulled out her phone and found Martin on social media. As she placed the video call and handed off the phone to Rose, Chloe busied herself with putting away her belongings for the week and getting them both ready for bed. Laying out their pajamas, she listened in on the conversation while Rose talked to her dad, showed him around the room, and took the phone out onto the balcony. She wanted to tell her daughter not to give him much detail, but she knew Rose would talk endlessly no matter what Chloe said.

Plus, she refused to put her daughter in the middle of things. Before long, the conversation was reaching the fifty-minute mark, and Rose was bored out of her mind. Not long after that, she was racing down the hall to escape the conversation, and Chloe could do nothing to stop her. She wasn’t going to give Martin the satisfaction of winning, though. With just a few minutes left on the clock, Chloe would take a bullet for the team and talk to the man. His smiling face was like a dagger to the heart when she looked at him.

“Wow, you look amazing, Chloe. That sun really agrees with you. I think you’ve lost weight, too. Have you been doing something different?”

“Yeah, I dropped about a hundred and eighty pounds.”

The flicker of anger in his eyes brought joy to her heart. “One-forty, actually. I’ve been working out now that my nights are filled with therapy and arguments.”

“Good for you, Martin,” she mumbled.

A tense silence filled the air. She had a minute and a half left.

“Chloe, how much longer are we going to do this dance? Don’t you see I’m trying here? I know you don’t love me anymore, that I’m a terrible piece of shit, okay? Why are you doing this to our daughter, though? Doesn’t she deserve better?”

It took every ounce of self-control she had not to lash out at him. None of what had happened was her doing. Martin was the one who had refused to change, refused to compromise, and when things got tough, he’d run straight into the arms of another woman. She took a deep breath, her eyes flickering to the timer in the corner as she smiled. Fifteen more seconds to go.

“Well, Martin. It’s been nice talking with you. I’ll have her call you after breakfast tomorrow and before bed, like always. Don’t worry, you’ll get your hour,” Chloe said.

“Would you please not hang up on me? I want to talk to you, Chloe. This is important.”

“It is about something that’s covered in the separation and custody agreement?” she asked.

“Yes,” he said.

“Then no, go back and read it again. Anything you’ve got to say to me, you can say it through my attorney.”

He glared at her, the familiar rage now peeping through his act. “You really are pathetic. Do you know that? You think—”

Before he could say another word, Chloe gave him a wave and ended the call. It didn’t stop him from calling back twice more, but she ignored him. For too long, Chloe had suffered at the hands of his narcissistic ways, and she was done with it. The world was hers to conquer, and he was nothing but a stepping stone.
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Aweek later, as they landed at the airport, they were both a little crisped from the sun and absolutely exhausted. It had been a wonderful visit with her family, though, and Chloe was happy they’d gone. Twice more, though, on their trip, it had felt as if someone was watching them, but she hadn’t seen anything. The sensation was enough that she’d shared it with Harper, a mistake she regretted right away. The woman wanted to fly to California to keep an eye on them, but Chloe had insisted they would be fine.

After everything she had gone through with Martin, she was certain it was paranoia until the pair were standing outside the airport, waiting for the car she’d ordered to bring them back home. It was nearly eleven at night. Their flight had been delayed twice because of incoming snow in their home state. Sitting just inside the terminal with Rose asleep in her arms, she watched as the car on her maps inched closer to where they were waiting. The sensation returned, and her eyes darted around the airport. Given the late hour and cancelations, there were hardly any passengers around.

When her eyes locked on the man leaning casually against the bathroom entrance, Chloe knew he was the one watching her. A chill ran down her spine as she held her daughter close. Out of the corner of her eye, she closed out of the car app she had opened and pulled up the camera. Just as she lifted her phone and started recording, the man seemed to recognize what she was doing and started walking away from them. Still, she recorded him, something she knew he saw when he turned back, giving her a clear shot of his face as he did. Her phone pinged, letting her know their car had arrived just as the man disappeared into the airport.
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“I’m telling you, Harper. He was watching me, and the whole time I was down in California, it felt like someone was following us.”

“Shit, well, whatever is going on, we are going to get to the bottom of it. I think Carl from the division back in Wesley still works for the TSA there in Benning. I’ll give him a call to see if I can’t get ahold of the camera footage in the area.”

“Okay, do you want me to send you the video I took?”

“Yeah, you said you’re headed home now?”

“We just walked in the front door, actually. I put Rose to bed and called you right away. I think Peppermint is going to die soon, though, if I don’t let him out of the yard and in.”

“Ha, don’t let that old fraud convince you he’s hurting. I made sure the heat was on in the shed, the doggie door was unlocked for him, the radio was on, and both his toys were in his bed,” Harper said.

“Oh, I’m sure of it. He’s a funny old guy, though. Thanks for watching him this week. I’ll send you the video.”

“Perfect. Coffee tomorrow?”

“You bet. See you then,” Chloe said.

Ending the call, Chloe sent the video file to Harper right away. As she was walking to the back door to let in Peppermint, someone knocked out front. Given the late hour, Chloe furrowed her brow and headed instead for the front door. She looked out the peephole and groaned. He was the last person she wanted to see at that moment, but there was no question that Martin knew they were home. Given that their flight was supposed to land hours ago, it seemed incredibly suspicious to her that he was standing there less than fifteen minutes after they had walked through the door. She jerked it open.

“What the hell are you doing here?” she hissed.

“Jesus, I just came to see my little girl. I have weekend visitation, you know.”

“Not this weekend, you don’t, Martin. We already established that because I knew we wouldn’t be home until late.”

“Yeah, you lied to me. You said you’d be home by five. You’re lucky I didn’t call the cops. I didn’t know if you’d kidnapped my princess or what.”

“The flight was delayed twice, a detail I made sure to send to both of our attorneys along with proof, so don’t give me that crap. We just got home.”

He shrugged. “I know.”

Suddenly, Chloe felt sick to her stomach. Martin’s eyes darted away from her as it dawned on him that he’d said something he shouldn’t have. She felt the rage moving through her.

“What the hell does that mean? How do you ‘know’ we just got home?”

Martin’s eyes darted to the camera above their door but left it again. “I don’t know. It was just a guess.”

“You lying son of a bitch,” she growled. “You hacked into our cameras, didn’t you?”

“They’re my cameras, Chloe,” he snapped. “It’s all mine. I paid for all of it with my money, not yours. If I want to use my camera system to see what my daughter is doing, I sure as hell am going, too.”

Her mouth dropped open. For a split second, she was too stunned to speak. She couldn’t believe Martin had been watching them through their cameras. In her mind, Chloe raced through the monitor system. They had one at both of the doors, one in the garage, one in the kitchen, and one in the hall. The idea that he had access to them made her blood run cold. She felt violated in a way she hadn’t thought was possible again after learning of Martin’s unfaithfulness. Though he was adamant that it was only an emotional misstep, she no longer believed a word out of his mouth.

“Well, that’s going to end right now. I’m taking them down,” she said.

He glared at her. “I have a right to know what’s going on in my daughter’s life. I have a right to know what kind of people you are bringing into her life—”

“The kind of people I’m bringing in? You know she told me about having your secretary over for dinner and wasn’t there a housekeeper as well?” she shot back.

Martin glared at her. “You wanted a divorce, Chloe. Did you think I’d pine over you forever? A man has needs, you know.”

Chloe couldn’t help herself as she burst into laughter. “No, Martin. I didn’t think you’d pine, but I’d hoped for you to wait a little longer than a few months before bringing over random women to parade in front of our daughter.”

“This isn’t about her; this is about you. You’re jealous because no one wants you. You’re used up, and—”

“One more word out of you, and I swear on my life that you will never know a day of peace again for as long as you walk this earth. I will spend every waking minute of my time dragging your name through the dirt and keeping Rose as far away from you and this place as possible. We will move to California, and the only time you’ll see your daughter is through a video call.”

“You wouldn’t,” he growled.

She looked him in the eyes, searching for any part of the guy he once was. There was nothing but a cold man staring back at her, though. Chloe wanted to believe they could still find common ground, but even that felt like it was slipping away.

“I am done letting you play these little games. Do you understand me?” Chloe snapped. “If you want to be a part of Rose’s life, you better make sure you have your shit together. Don’t think for one minute that I’m going to take this lying down, either. I’ll be calling my attorney and telling her about this visit…and the cameras.”

“You’re a real bitch,” Martin muttered.

There was no hesitation after she slammed the door in his face. Moving through the house, she stormed to the small white box plugged in on top of the kitchen counter. Yanking it out of the outlet, Chloe slammed it down with enough force she was certain the box was damaged. Martin wouldn’t be spying on them any longer. He could take the cameras he’d purchased, along with everything else in the house, if that was what he wanted and it would make him finally leave them alone.

She was done trying to make peace, done trying to heal the old wounds and have a good co-parenting relationship. If he wanted to make things hard, she would walk away from the fight like she had him and the lies he spewed. The only thing Chloe cared about was her daughter. He could take everything else if he wanted. More and more, California was starting to sound like a dream come true.
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Clearly, she was going to continue to have problems with the man, and the only thing she could think of doing was to contact her lawyer, Ivy Connors. The woman had been a godsend since the beginning of her plan to leave her husband. If anyone knew what to do next, it would be her. Chloe’s hands were still shaking as she pulled her phone from her pocket and dialed the woman’s number.

As she waited for her attorney to answer the call, Chloe couldn’t help but wonder how much more she was going to have to deal with. Although the divorce process was already well underway and she was excited about the prospect of not being under his thumb any longer, he had a way of getting under her skin. Anytime she was around her soon-to-be ex-husband, he managed to put her on edge. More than anything, she just wanted to be free of him, but she knew because they had a daughter together, she would never be free. Finally, after several rings, Ivy answered the phone.

“What can I do for you, Chloe?” Ivy asked.

“I just had an altercation with Martin, and it has left me wondering what I should do next. You said I was supposed to call you if anything happened.”

“Tell me what happened and what he said.”

Chloe went over all the information she could remember, including the fact he had threatened her by saying she would regret what she was doing. The two talked back and forth over the phone about the possibility of getting a restraining order on her ex, and as much as she worried about what her daughter would have to go through if she did, she knew it was the only way to ensure her own safety.

Everything she was feeling was brand new, since she had just recently come to the understanding of what Martin had been doing to her throughout their entire marriage. She had read stories about other women who had suffered emotional abuse, but it was still something she didn’t fully understand. Chloe wasn’t even sure if the man she had married was the same person she was getting a divorce from. By the time the two had completed their conversation, Ivy promised she would file the paperwork for a restraining order, but it could take a few days before the judge would actually file the paperwork for it.

She thanked the woman and ended the call. Chloe stood in silence for several moments after placing the phone back inside her pocket, and she wondered what kind of effect everything she was doing was going to have on her daughter. Rose was a smart girl, and she could only hope that her daughter would understand why she was going through with the divorce and everything else that came along with it. As she thought about the emotional pain her daughter might have to go through, she decided to go upstairs and check on the girl.

The trip had really drained her, and on top of that, she was emotionally exhausted from having to deal with Martin. She couldn’t wait until the entire divorce had been dealt with and she no longer had to worry about him showing up unannounced. As Chloe made her way up the stairs, she could hear Rose humming a song in the bathroom. She remembered the tune as the same one she used to sing to her every night when she tucked her into bed as a baby, and it made her smile.

By the time she made it upstairs to check on Rose, her daughter was dressed and ready for bed, having just finished brushing her teeth. Chloe loved her daughter with all of her heart, and if anything good came from being married to Martin, she knew it was Rose. Her daughter was the light of her life, and when she turned the corner at the top of the stairs and entered the bathroom, her daughter smiled at her, and she smiled back. It didn’t matter how tired she felt; she was never too tired to have a conversation with Rose.

“Are you all ready for bed?” Chloe asked.

“I just finished brushing my teeth. Do you think it would be all right if I read one of my books before going to sleep?”

She smiled. “Absolutely, but just don’t stay up too late.”

“I won’t,” Rose said with a smile.

Chloe followed her daughter to her room and helped her get into bed. It was a nightly ritual and one she absolutely cherished. Every night, for as long as she could remember, she would talk her daughter into bed, and Rose would read until she fell asleep. She could remember several times she had to come back in and check on her, only to find the light still on and her daughter face first in the book she was reading. The thought brought a smile to her face as she pulled the covers up to her daughter’s chin and tucked her in.

She kissed Rose on the forehead before starting to walk out the bedroom door. Chloe stopped at the door and turned to look at Rose, who already had her face buried in the book she was reading. She chuckled softly before closing the door until it was only slightly open, allowing just enough light to keep the nightly monsters away. It wasn’t like her daughter believed there were monsters lurking in the night, but Chloe knew it was a phase almost every child went through.

After tucking her daughter into bed, Chloe felt the urge to have a glass of wine. It wasn’t something she normally did, but she was starting to feel the stress of the day weighing on her shoulders. She could have dealt with everything that had happened, except for any amount of time she had to deal with Martin. The man had become a thorn in her side, and she couldn’t wait for the day when she no longer had to worry about him at all. Making her way down the stairs and to the kitchen, she grabbed a wineglass from the cabinet and poured herself one full cup.

Just the aroma of the wine as it poured into her glass was enough to start to relax her, but she knew her night wasn’t over just yet. Peppermint was going to need to use the bathroom before she lay down for the night, so she called him over, and they both made their way to the back door, which led to the backyard. As soon as she opened the door, Peppermint bolted out into the backyard and started to sniff around. Chloe had always been fascinated by the amount of energy their large, fluffy dog always seemed to have, and she laughed when he raced around the edge of the fence.

He was a very happy dog indeed, and she loved how close her daughter had become to their furry friend. As she waited for him to finish his business, she sipped on her glass of wine and thought about the threat Martin had made. The evening air had a chill to it, which only solidified her concern over the threats he had made. Chloe wondered if it was something she needed to worry about since he had never actually caused her any physical harm. The only thing she cared about was ensuring her daughter was safe.

Chloe thought more about how Martin had spoken to her earlier that evening and knew it was possible he was much more dangerous than she was giving him credit for. When she glanced back out into the yard, she was glad to see that Peppermint was doing what he was supposed to be doing and they could head back inside soon. The night’s air was already causing her to shiver, but a thought slowly crept into her mind.

She was thinking about the idea of moving to California with the rest of her family and wondered if it would be better for both of them if they were no longer near Martin. If he was going to continue to cause problems, she knew it was in her and her daughter’s best interest to get as far away from him as possible. She loved her home, but making sure her daughter was safe from harm was at the forefront of her mind. Realizing that while she was lost in thought, Peppermint had finished up and was now standing at her feet. She turned around and opened the door as both of them walked back inside.
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It was now Tuesday afternoon, and it had been two days since the incident with her soon-to-be ex-husband. Chloe was on her way to the school to pick up Rose, since the students were being released early. She never minded the days her daughter got out of class early for teacher in-service days; it just gave her more time to spend together. After a painless pick-up, which was something that almost never happened, they were headed back to the house. The following day, after contacting her attorney, she was glad to get the news that the restraining order had been approved and was in effect.

Chloe was still struggling to figure out just how dangerous her ex-husband could be, especially knowing how emotionally abusive he was. Even though the previous two days had been good, she still couldn’t get the thoughts out of her mind. Although she was happy the restraining order had taken effect, she was still trying to understand how much it would influence her daughter. Rose seemed to be taking everything in stride, though, and Chloe was glad to see her daughter wasn’t having any adverse reaction to what was going on with her parents.

A few short minutes after picking up her daughter from school, they were just getting ready to pull into the driveway. The two of them had shared a conversation about how her school day was and what Rose was looking forward to. She couldn’t help but chuckle at her daughter’s response when she brought up the fact that she was looking forward to getting a snack when she returned home. Even on the days she would have a full school day, Chloe never hesitated to treat her daughter to something nice after a hard day of schoolwork. She was certain most parents felt the same way, and as soon as they were pulling into the driveway leading to their house, she already had the perfect treat in mind.

As they got out of the car and started to make their way up the path that led to the front porch, Chloe glanced at the camera in the corner, and it reminded her she hadn’t been able to figure out how to deny Martin’s access to them. She had spent hours going through all the settings and looking up information for the security cameras, but she had yet to find a way to keep her husband from gaining access to them at any time. It had been something that had frustrated her from the start, and although the easiest way to ensure he wouldn’t be able to watch them was to shut them off entirely, she hated the fact that she could no longer feel secure in her own home.

Over the previous two days, she had seriously thought about moving to California, and although it seemed like a great idea in theory, it was a decision she wouldn’t be able to make on her own. There were many factors she would have to think about—Rose and all her friends and classes—that she just couldn’t see it being the right thing to do at that moment.

Once the two of them were inside the house, Chloe immediately made her way to the kitchen and made her daughter a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, cutting the crust off, just like Rose preferred. She also reached into the cabinet and pulled out a pack of fruit snacks since they were one of her daughter’s favorites. Rose had wasted little time putting her things away before she was already making her way through the kitchen door and sitting at the table. She set the snack in front of her daughter and chuckled as she started to dig right in. They wouldn’t keep her from talking about her day in more detail.

“Did you know the human head weighs eight pounds?” Rose asked.

Chloe chuckled. “I think I remember hearing that somewhere. Did they teach you that in school today?”

“Well, the teacher was going over some of the stuff in class, and my friend told me she had learned that the day before. So, I asked the teacher.”

“It’s good to know you’re learning something every day. I think it is really important that if you ever have questions about something you are unsure of that you should ask the teacher.”

“What about you?”

Chloe laughed. “I don’t think I’m as smart as some teachers are.”

Rose smiled, with peanut butter sticking to her cheek. “You’re a lot smarter than most of my friends.”

“I’m also much older,” she said with a grin. “What do you think we should do with the rest of the day?”

“I don’t know. Maybe we can watch a movie or something.”

“I’ll think about it. I’m sure we can come up with something much better than that, but if we can’t figure out something else, then I think a movie will do the two of us just fine.”

Chloe always loved the conversations she had with her daughter after school. It gave both of them a chance to catch up with one another, and it also gave her a chance to hear what Rose was learning in class. The teachers in the local school district were very good at their jobs and always seemed to get the best praise from the state. She never had to worry about her daughter getting a proper education, and it was definitely something being factored in any time she thought about moving to California.

As her daughter continued to finish the snack she had prepared for her, Chloe heard a knock at the door. She instinctively reached for her phone so she could look at the security system to check on who was at the front door before cursing under her breath when she remembered she had disabled the cameras. Sighing, she walked out of the kitchen and made her way to the front door. When she opened it and realized who was standing on the other side, anger flooded through her entire body.

“What in the hell are you doing here?” Chloe asked.

“I’m trying to find out why you thought it would be a good idea to put a restraining order on me,” Martin seethed.

“Maybe if you would stop showing up here anytime you feel like it, I wouldn’t have to get one.”

“You’re just making everything worse. I just had a police officer serve me with the paperwork for the restraining order. How am I supposed to see Rose if I’m not even allowed to be around you?”

Chloe scoffed. “You’re making everything worse by being here right now. If you’ve already been served with a restraining order, then you’re breaking it by standing on the porch.”

“I want to see my daughter, Chloe. You can’t keep her from me.”

“You can see your daughter on the days you are scheduled to see her. I think it might be in your best interest to leave now.”

Martin shrugged. “What are you going to do about it?”

“Martin, don’t make me call the police. If you don’t turn around and walk down off the porch and leave, then you are really leaving me no choice.”

“Call them. You seem to enjoy causing a big scene. Why don’t you just call the police and let the entire neighborhood know what is going on? I think you would like that, wouldn’t you? You’ve been trying to make me out to be the bad guy this whole time, and all I want to do is see my child.”

Chloe was starting to see just how angered Martin was by the fact that he had been served with a restraining order. Martin was obviously not going to leave on his own, and as much as she did not want him there, she really didn’t want to make a scene in front of Rose. There was absolutely no reason to put Rose in the middle of the situation, but she wasn’t sure what else she could do. When she had spoken with her lawyer a few days before, Ivy had told her to contact the police if there was any sort of situation like the one she was standing in the middle of. Unfortunately, her phone was still sitting on the kitchen counter, and she thought about how much she wished she still had the cameras rolling.

When Martin made a move in her direction, like he was just going to enter the house without her agreeing to it, she spun around and headed directly to the kitchen. If he was going to try to make things difficult for her, then he was leaving her with no other choice but to contact the police. Close wasn’t going to let him walk all over her for a moment longer.
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It wasn’t until she had made it to the kitchen doorway and turned around that she realized Martin had followed her inside. Chloe was infuriated with the fact that he couldn’t even follow the simple rules implemented by a restraining order, and she took a few steps in his direction to place herself between him and her daughter. She had no idea if he could harm either one of them, but she wasn’t about to take any chances.

“You need to leave right now. I didn’t give you permission to come inside the house, and I’ve already told you I don’t want you here,” Chloe said firmly.

“I told you that all I wanted was to see my daughter. Let me see Rose, and I will happily leave after that.”

“That’s not the way this is going to work. You know you can go to jail for what you are doing right now, right?”

Martin shrugged, and she started to ponder the idea that he might not care about going to jail at all or thought she wouldn’t call the police. Chloe started to worry that Rose was going to overhear the conversation between them. She raised one finger toward her soon-to-be ex-husband, trying to warn him not to say another word that Rose would overhear. The motion managed to stop the man in his tracks, giving her just a moment to turn around and see that her daughter looked worried about what was happening. She made her way to her daughter’s side and kneeled beside her.

“Your daddy and I need to have an adult conversation. You’re not in any kind of trouble, but I need you to take Peppermint to the backyard and play.”

“Okay,” Rose replied.

It didn’t take her daughter long to get up from the table and call for their furry friend. A few moments later, Rose was opening the back door, and Peppermint rushed out the door first, followed by her daughter. Rose had been in such a hurry to leave the house that she didn’t close the door behind her, so Chloe made her way over to the door to ensure it was closed before turning back around and glaring at Martin.

“Do you think I won’t call the police?”

“I don’t really give a damn what you do,” Martin sneered. “I’m here to spend a few minutes with my daughter, and I don’t really think you’re being very nice about it.”

“How do you expect me to act? A restraining order is designed to keep you away from me under the punishment of the law. I don’t want you here, and there is absolutely no reason for you to be here right now.”

“Call the police, then.”

“You need to get the hell out of here before I do. I don’t want to cause a big scene in front of our daughter, but if you don’t leave right now, I will call them and have you arrested.”

Martin smiled in a way that made her uncomfortable. Although she had just recently learned what kind of abuse he had been using against her their entire marriage, it was the first time she realized he was a monster to her. There was absolutely no reason for him to be treating her the way he was, and she understood that the only way she was going to make him understand how serious she was about ensuring her own safety was to make the phone call to the police and make him leave. Chloe crossed the kitchen and picked up her phone, while Martin just stood in the doorway with a grin on his face.

“You can make any phone call you want, but it’s not really going to change anything. People around here love me, and most of them can’t believe you are doing this. We used to be in love,” Martin said.

“That was a long time ago, and it was way before I realized what you have been doing to me for all these years.”

“I’ve supported you through everything, and the only thing you can do is try to divorce me and take my child away.”

“No one is trying to take Rose from you. I’m simply trying to protect myself because you have been acting strangely.”

Martin scoffed. “Yet, here we are, standing in our kitchen together. Don’t you remember all the things I have done for you? We had a life, and you’re throwing it all away because of your therapist?”

“My therapist helped me see this relationship isn’t good for me. People in this town love you because they don’t know you. They’ve never seen what goes on behind closed doors in our house. I’m going to give you one more opportunity to leave without making a scene, but if you don’t go right now, then I will call the police and have you thrown in jail. Maybe then you’ll finally realize how serious I am about this.”

The man just chuckled, and Chloe knew she was going to have to make the call. He was right, in a way, when he said the entire town loved him. For just a moment, she wondered if the police would actually even bother putting the cuffs on him or if they would simply just give him a warning. As much as she wished to believe she would be safe with the restraining order in place, it was becoming obvious that nothing would keep Martin from continuing to show up.

Chloe glanced out the window above the sink in the kitchen, trying to make sure her daughter was far away from anywhere she could listen in. She hated the fact that the man she thought she was going to love forever was putting her in a situation where she looked like the bad guy to their child. Chloe never wanted Rose to think any less of her, but she knew it was the best thing for them both to be far away from Martin. When she turned back around and saw him glaring at her, her heart skipped in fear. There was just something about the look on his face that she had never seen before, and she knew he was far more dangerous than she had ever realized.

“You might think you have the people in this town on your side, but to them, you are just another outsider. They are always going to take my side, no matter how much you try to make me look bad.”

Chloe scoffed. “I don’t really care what you think. You might have the people of this town wrapped around your finger, but I have the courts on my side. They are going to see you for the person you really are.”

“That’s just the person you’re trying to make me out to be.”

“I don’t care,” she replied, holding up her phone. “If you don’t walk out that front door right this minute, I’m going to dial the station number and have an officer dispatched to our house. If you don’t think I will, then just stand there and watch.”

Martin glared at her. “I’m going to leave this time, but I swear you are going to regret ever crossing me. You’ve yet to see the kind of man I can be, but you’re going to find out soon enough.”

Chloe bit her tongue, knowing the situation had already gotten far more out of hand than she had expected. She glared at her ex for just a moment before looking down at her phone and starting to dial the police department’s number. It didn’t matter how much she hated the man standing in front of her; she really didn’t want her daughter to see her father arrested. Chloe was trying to wait as long as she could before pressing the send button and looked back up at Martin. He clicked his tongue and turned around, storming toward the front door.

A wave of relief washed over her, knowing the front door had just slammed behind him as he left, but she was still frightened by what had just occurred, and it was something she hadn’t expected. Chloe had never been afraid of him before, but something was starting to snap inside of him. She wasn’t sure how much she was going to take before he broke her, but she knew she wouldn’t allow it to happen. Taking a few steps toward the living room, she stopped when she was close enough to the window to peek out of the slightly open curtain. She could finally relax just a little when she realized he had gone to his car and was preparing to leave.
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Once Chloe had watched Martin pull out of the driveway and leave, and she was sure that her husband wasn’t going to come back, she walked back to the kitchen and checked the yard. Rose was still running around with Peppermint and looked as though she was enjoying herself. She didn’t want her daughter to walk in on a conversation she was having about the girl’s father, so she made her way upstairs to her bedroom. As she walked up the steps, she thought about calling the police anyway and having Martin thrown in jail for the night. She wondered if that would be enough for him to change what he was doing, but she realized it was going to do nothing more than aggravate the situation.

The one thing she knew for sure she had to do was contact her attorney and make sure she was aware of what had happened. Chloe walked through her bedroom door and closed it behind her, not wanting Rose to hear anything she had to say. Sitting on the edge of the bed, she dialed Ivy’s number and waited for the woman to answer. After just two short rings, she did.

“I have no more information about—”

“He was just here at the house again, complaining about the fact that I filed a restraining order against him and trying to see Rose.”

Ivy sighed. “He’s just not going to learn, is he?”

“I don’t know. He has said some hurtful things over the years, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen him act this way before.”

“Whether he ever admits it or not, you have to know how afraid he must feel about what is going on. He’s never had to deal with being tested before.”

“What do you mean?” Chloe asked.

“I’m sure you’re the first woman who has ever stood up to him, and he is not sure how to take that. That’s the way most narcissists are, and in a way, he’s afraid of what is going to happen next.”

“I should have just called the police, but I didn’t want to cause a scene in front of Rose.”

Ivy sighed. “I can’t imagine how hard this must be for you, but I think you made the right choice. Did he make any threats?”

“Just the same kind of threats he has already made about how much I’m going to regret crossing him. I’ve really never heard him talk the way he was when he was here.”

“We can go to the police and make sure there is a record of him being there, but I just don’t know how much good it’s going to actually do. Although the police are supposed to be on your side, he’s pretty much got all of them in his pocket right now.”

“I know, and I think that scares me more than anything.”

Chloe continued to talk to her lawyer for a few more minutes as the two tried to figure out what to do next. It bothered her that no matter what Martin tried to do, the police were always going to take his side. It was yet another reason she added to the list of why she should move to California with her daughter. It was becoming more obvious with every passing second that she was in a situation she would not win. After thanking the woman again and ending the call, she sat on the edge of her bed, trying to think about what to do next.

Ivy had reinforced the fact that all the police in the area would be on Martin’s side, and she started to fear what that would really mean in the long run. If her soon-to-be ex-husband could get away with whatever he wanted, she thought about how safe she and Rose were. The only help she could count on was her best friend, Harper, who had refused to be as corrupt as the other police in their town. It was that defiance that had led to her early retirement from the force. Chloe knew Harper was the only one who could give her any insight into the good old boys’ club known as their local law enforcement.

As she pulled up her friend’s number, she thought about the story that had made her friend quit. The fact that the woman had law enforcement in her background made her the perfect person to call and ask for guidance. She dialed Harper’s number, hoping she wasn’t too busy to answer and could tell her what she should do. Just when she thought the phone call was going to go to voicemail, Harper picked up.

“What are you up to?” Harper asked. “I wasn’t expecting to hear from you until this weekend.”

“Well, I just got off the phone with my lawyer after Martin decided to show up here unannounced.”

“Even after the restraining order has been put in place?”

Chloe sighed. “You know the cops as well as I do in this town, and you know even the threat of calling them wasn’t going to stop him. He was pissed off by the idea of having a restraining order placed on him in the first place, but he kept telling me that all he wanted was to see Rose.”

“What did you do?”

“I threatened to call the police, but that didn’t seem to do anything other than go in one ear and out the other. I finally got him to leave, but he said I would regret the day I crossed him.”

Harper scoffed. “I suppose he’s just going to have to learn the hard way. If he tries anything else, let me know, and I will see what I can do about getting some actual help around here.”

“How are you going to do that?”

“I might not have made very many friends in the police department in Mater, but I have a guy I went to the police academy with who might offer some assistance if I need him. He was from somewhere around here, but I think the last time I spoke with him, he had taken a position somewhere in California.”

Chloe chuckled. “I’m thinking more and more every day about moving there myself. I think getting as far away from here as possible might be the best thing for both of us.”

Harper laughed. “I’ve actually been thinking about that, too. I think it’s just the cold winters here that bother me the most.”

Just having the ability to have a short conversation with her friend was already making her feel better, and the two talked for a few more minutes before Chloe heard the dog barking in the backyard and knew she needed to get back to her daughter. Chloe promised Harper she would contact her if anything else happened and ended the call. As she made her way down the stairs, she couldn’t help but think of the police friend Harper had mentioned. Although she was hoping it wouldn’t come to that, she already understood it might take an outsider to get anything done.

When Chloe made her way through the kitchen and was just about to open the back door, she realized the dog hadn’t stopped barking. It was unusual to hear Peppermint barking as much as he was, and it was something that normally only happened when she had left him alone outside for too long. When she opened the door and stepped out into the backyard, she knew something was wrong immediately. She noticed the back gate was open and the dog was tied up.

Leaving Peppermint tied up was something they normally only did when they were working in the yard and had the gate open, but there wasn’t any reason for the gate to be standing wide open when Rose was supposed to be outside with the dog. She immediately noticed footsteps leading to the gate and followed them, hoping to find her daughter just on the other side. Chloe had just made it to the gate and stepped outside of the fence line to the alley that passed through when she noticed another set of tracks and a fresh set of tire tracks leading away from the backyard.

Instantly, Chloe’s heart dropped. She didn’t have to follow them any farther to know her daughter had been taken. Chloe started to panic, wondering who would have taken her child from her own backyard. Her heart was pounding and started to race when she thought about the fact that Martin had left the house shortly before. She knew from the time she had spent on the phone that only twenty minutes had passed, but none of that mattered, since her daughter was already missing.
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Although Chloe knew that, under normal circumstances, her best option would have been to call the police immediately. She also knew the police in her area were unlikely to do much of anything. She rushed back through the snow and walked through the back door, grabbing her phone off the counter where she had left it. If Martin thought he was going to get away with taking her daughter without permission, he had another think coming. As soon as she had her phone in her hands, she dialed the man’s number.

The first time she tried to call, he sent her a straight voicemail. Chloe didn’t like the idea that he was refusing to answer her after he was the one who had taken their child, but she wasn’t going to let it slide that easily. She spent the next several minutes trying to call him half a dozen more times before giving up on him ever answering. Her heart was still racing, and she had no idea what she could do to get her daughter back. She thought momentarily about calling the police, but she knew she would get a better response from Harper and called her friend back.

“That was quick,” Harper said, answering the call.

“Rose is missing.”

“What are you talking about?”

“She was playing in the backyard with Peppermint while I made the phone call to the lawyer and to you. I had sent her outside so she didn’t have to hear the conversation between Martin and me. Now, she’s gone.”

“All right, slow down and tell me everything. Tell me everything you know up to this point.”

“I heard the dog barking and checked outside, but I didn’t see Rose anywhere. Peppermint was tied up, and the gate was open. I followed her tracks to the gate, only to find a bigger set of tracks, along with some car tire tracks leading down the alley.”

“You need to call the police. I know they aren’t on either of our lists of people who will be helpful but call them anyway.”

“What are they going to do?” Chloe asked. “I’m pretty sure it was Martin who took her.”

“We don’t know anything yet but call them. At the very least, they will send someone out to take a look at the area. Just the fact she was taken out of your backyard should be enough to get them to start an investigation. I’ll be right over.”

Chloe ended the call with her friend, but she was still hesitant to notify the police department. Everyone who worked in law enforcement in her area was going to be on her husband’s side, but she knew Harper was right. It was still the only thing she had in her power to do, and she begrudgingly dialed the local station’s number, hoping to talk to at least one person who would actually take her seriously. In the back of her mind, she knew the police were going to have to take some sort of action.

“Hello, how may I direct your call?”

“My name is Chloe Redding, and I’m calling to report my daughter missing.”

“All right, what can you tell me about what has happened?”

She told the woman on the other end of the phone call all the information she had, along with the fact that her husband had a restraining order on him. Chloe spoke about the situation that had occurred just shortly before her daughter had gone missing and she hadn’t been able to get ahold of Martin to ensure that Rose was safe. It didn’t take long to tell the woman everything, and she was glad the operator on the other end of the line was willing to hear everything she had to say.

“Let me get this straight,” the woman replied. “Martin Redding is your husband, and the two of you are going through a divorce. Along with that, you have a restraining order against him as well. Do I have that correct?”

“Yes, but none of that has anything to do with the fact he has taken our daughter without permission.”

“Is there any sort of shared custody between the two of you?”

“Yes, but that—”

“Ma’am, whatever custody dispute the two of you are going through doesn’t involve the police. If the court has ordered that he has a right to see his daughter, then there really isn’t much we can do.”

“This isn’t just some sort of custody dispute. My daughter was in the backyard and has disappeared.”

“Do you think your husband had something to do with that?”

“I don’t have any evidence he is the one that took her from the backyard, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“If you think your husband is the one who took your daughter, then he has every right to visitation with her as you do. If you’re not able to get ahold of your husband and figure things out for yourselves, then you can call us back and let us know. At that point, we might send someone out.”

“My daughter has been kidnapped, and you’re telling me there isn’t anything you can do?”

“I’m sorry, but we don’t get involved with custody disputes, and that sounds like exactly what we are dealing with here. If something else happens or you find out more information, then we will be more than happy to look into the—”

At that point, Chloe had heard everything she was willing to listen to. She ended the call, not hearing a single thing that woman had to say at the end. If they weren’t willing to help her look for her missing daughter, she had no idea what she was going to do. Making the phone call to the police only served to strengthen the idea that she had absolutely no faith in her local law enforcement and that they were going to be willing to go against her husband.

The entire situation was baffling, even though she knew they weren’t going to do anything before she called. She tried to dial Martin’s number again, hoping the man would climb down off his high horse and assure her that her daughter was safe. Chloe listened to the phone ring several times before slamming it back down on the counter. She had no idea what she was supposed to do. Harper would be there any minute, but she wasn’t sure her friend was going to do anything, either.

Martin was the reason everything felt as though it was falling apart around her, and the only thing she wanted was to make sure Rose was safe. When she had originally filed for divorce and separation from her husband, she had never thought it would come to this. Chloe stared out of the window and into the backyard. If she had known her daughter would go missing shortly after telling her to go outside, she never would have sent her out there. The world around her was starting to spin, and she wasn’t sure if it was the concern she had for the safety of her daughter or the fact that she was angry at how her soon-to-be ex-husband was acting.

The police weren’t going to lift a finger to help her get her daughter back, and as she continued to stare out the window, she could only hope Harper could do something. Chloe kicked herself for not believing that Martin was capable of such a horrific act and was already starting to blame herself for her daughter’s disappearance. There wasn’t anyone else she could call. All she could do was wait for her friend to show up, but I felt like every passing second was an eternity.

As the time slowly ticked by and she continued to wait for Harper to arrive, Chloe started to get impatient. She couldn’t just stand around and do nothing, and she could feel that deep in her soul. She glanced out the window one more time, knowing Martin would need to pay for what he had done. If he wouldn’t answer her phone calls and, at the very least, let her know Rose was all right, then she knew what she needed to do. She picked up her phone from the counter and started to make her way toward the front door, grabbing her car keys off the stand by the door.
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Chloe knew she wasn’t going to just wait for her friend to arrive, and the fact that the police weren’t going to do anything only angered her more. She had her keys in one hand and her phone in the other. One way or another, she was going to find out what was going on and why Martin would do such a thing, even if it meant she had to go to his house to get the answer. Even as she reached for the front door, she knew she was asking for trouble.

While the police always seemed to take his side and do absolutely nothing for her, she knew they wouldn’t hesitate to arrest her for. Chloe paused for a moment, taking a deep breath before exhaling slowly. She tried to tell herself that her daughter would be safe with her father, but it wasn’t something she could be sure of any longer. Everything was happening so fast, but she knew the only way she was going to figure out what was going on was to talk to Martin herself. She pulled the front door open just as Harper reached out to knock on it.

“Going somewhere?”

Chloe sighed. “I was getting ready to head over to Martin’s house to see why he took Rose.”

“If you called the police, they should be here any moment.”

“I knew I shouldn’t have wasted my time and called them. They told me they can’t do anything right now because they don’t get involved with custody disputes.”

“This isn’t anything like a dispute,” Harper snapped. “Did you tell them she was taken out of the backyard?”

Chloe nodded. “I told him everything I told you, and that was the response they gave me. They did say that if for any reason I’m not able to get in contact with Martin, then I could call them back, and they might do something at that point.”

Harper sighed, obviously frustrated. “I don’t know why I expected anything different. If they’re not going to do anything, then it’s up to us to figure out what is going on and where Rose is. Let’s start out by searching the surrounding area and see if there’s anything else we can find.”

Chloe was angry with the local police department and the fact that Martin had taken her daughter, but she knew they needed to have as many facts in place as they could if they were going to get her back. She agreed with her friend, and they each headed out the back door into the backyard. There was an emptiness she could feel as she took her first steps into the backyard, knowing her daughter should have been right there in front of her. They followed the footsteps out of the gate and into the alley that stretched behind her home, but she didn’t see anything else out of the ordinary.

Having never been in the situation before, Chloe wasn’t sure what they should be doing, but she immediately found herself heading toward the neighbor’s house, hoping that maybe she had just stumbled their way and was warming up. It was unlikely, and she knew it, but she was also hoping that one of them might have seen her daughter get into her husband’s car. It would have been more than enough for her to get the police involved at that point.

The two of them went door to door, trying to find any information that would lead them in the direction her husband had taken Rose. Chloe had no idea how long they had been searching for her daughter, but after scouring the area and talking to several of the neighbors, they still had no more answers than they had started with. Not a single person who lived around her had seen anything and a search of the area had brought up nothing more than what she already had seen in the back alley. It was growing frustratingly more difficult to keep herself from heading directly to Martin’s.

Chloe and Harper didn’t speak much, but they were each focused on trying to get answers. After what felt like quite a while of searching the neighborhood and talking to the people around her, she felt no closer to finding Rose than when they had started. Whatever direction Martin had taken to get to the backyard, he had done so without leaving a single witness. Each of them was silent as they made their way back to the house until they climbed the stairs of the porch and stopped at the front door.

“I think I’m going to talk to the police department. Maybe I can annoy them enough to actually do something.”

Chloe scoffed. “If they haven’t stepped in and done anything yet, I highly doubt you going down there is going to make any difference.”

“Maybe not, but I have to do something, for Rose’s sake. There’s absolutely no reason the police shouldn’t be involved at this point.”

“They did say that if I wasn’t able to get ahold of Martin, I should call them back. So far, I have had zero luck doing that. If you’re going to the police department, then I’m going to his house to see if I can get any answers from him.”

Harper sighed. “Normally, I would probably tell you that is a horrible idea, but given the circumstances, I don’t think we have much of a choice right now. Will you be all right on your own?”

“I’m angry as hell, and all I want is an answer about why he did this. I at least want to know my daughter is safe.”

Her friend nodded in agreement. Whatever was going on, the police were going to be the last ones they could count on. They had made it perfectly clear to her that the custody dispute was something they weren’t going to get into the middle of, but she was still hoping that her friend would have more luck with them. Chloe made her way back into the house and grabbed her keys as Harper got back into her car and pulled away. She suddenly found herself alone in the house, and even though her daughter had only been missing for a short time, she felt an emptiness inside.

Cursing out loud, she knew she was going to have to give Martin an earful, and he wasn’t going to get away with just taking Rose whenever he pleased. As she made her way back out the front door and noticed the small camera up above her, she hated herself for having them turned off. What she despised even more than the fact that the cameras were turned off when everything happened was the fact that she had ever mentioned it to Martin. She knew she had unfortunately designed a perfect scenario for him to get away with kidnapping, and she wasn’t going to be happy until her daughter was back home, where she belonged.

Chloe climbed into her car and backed out of the driveway. When she reached the road, she put the car into drive and floored it, nearly hitting her own mailbox when the car slid sideways. When she regained control of the car and came to a stop at the next intersection, she looked at herself in the mirror. Although the tears hadn’t started to fall just yet, she could see in the reflection that her eyes were swollen and red. She stuffed all her emotions away, except for the anger she had for the man she had once loved. Even the love she had once felt was slowly starting to fade away and was replaced with the disdain she had in her heart for Martin.

The car was still stopped at the intersection, and she was trying to figure out what she would say when she reached his house. Chloe was trying to keep her emotions in check, but it was impossible since her daughter was missing. She shook her feelings away and turned away from the mirror, focusing on the road ahead of her and knowing what she had to do. Within just a couple of seconds, she was driving down the slick roads once again, heading directly for Martin’s place. There wasn’t a chance at all of her changing her mind, and she already knew no matter what kind of excuse the man came up with, she was going to let him have all of her rage.
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By the time she reached the place Martin had been staying since her filing for divorce, her anger had increased exponentially. Chloe knew she wasn’t going to control the rage that had built up inside of her, but she didn’t care as she pulled into his driveway and put the car into park. Ever since she had filed for a separation that would lead to divorce, the fury she had felt for the man had slowly increased. She slowly climbed out of the car and headed for his front door. Even though she was focused on what she was going to say next, she wasn’t blind to the fact that his car was nowhere to be seen.

Chloe knew it was possible the car had just been parked in the garage, but she wasn’t thinking all that clearly since all she wanted was to get her daughter back. Rose was the only thing going through her mind, making sure she was safe. When she finally reached the front door, she pounded on it as hard as she could. There wasn’t any answer, and after just a few seconds, she beat on the door again. She was in the middle of knocking on the door for a third time when she heard the neighbor’s door open. She looked over to see a middle-aged woman peering in her direction.

“Have you seen Martin?” Chloe asked.

The woman shook her head. “I haven’t seen him all day. I don’t really pay that close attention, but I don’t think he has been at home.”

“Do you have any idea when the last time you saw him was?”

“I honestly don’t. I remember running into him the other day, but that might have been yesterday. Like I said, I try not to be a bothersome neighbor and don’t really pay that much attention to what’s going on around here.”

“Well, thank you anyway.”

“It’s no problem. Would you like me to take a message and give it to him if I see him again?”

“No. I’ll just try to call him again and see if I can get him to answer. Thank you, though.”

The woman smiled and went back into her home. Chloe hesitated for a moment, trying to figure out what her next move should be. She was thankful she had grabbed her phone from the car before we got out and looked down to see if she had any missed calls or messages from her Harper. Although it was highly unlikely the police were going to offer any assistance, she was still hoping Harper could change that somehow. When she realized there were no missed messages, an idea popped into her mind, and she knew what she had to do next in order to find her daughter.

She couldn’t remember the exact reason her friend had taught her how to pick a lock, but the memory entered her mind. Chloe almost chuckled at the thought, knowing if she got caught, the police would arrest her on the spot without thinking twice about it. It felt strange, knowing her husband could get away with kidnapping and that her breaking into a house would get her put behind bars, but she wanted to know exactly what the man was up to. Taking a glance all around her to ensure no one was watching, Chloe reached up into her hair and pulled out one of the bobby pins she had placed there that morning.

Using pins in her hair wasn’t something she would normally do, but she was glad she had one on her person at that moment. Chloe only had to think for a couple of moments and try to remember what Harper had taught her before it all came flooding back. She bent the pin and placed it into the keyhole, listening closely for the clicks she was waiting to hear. With the pin shoved inside the keyhole, she twisted it slowly, hoping that everything she had learned would actually work.

It had been at least a couple of years before, and it was taking her some time to figure it out. Chloe was just hoping she could get inside before someone spotted her trying to break in and called the police. The last thing she needed was for them to show up to place her under arrest for breaking and entering. She knew part of the reason she hadn’t gained access to the house yet was that she was focused more on keeping tabs on the other houses around and shifted her focus to getting the lock open, still hoping not to get caught.

After just a few more tries, the lock popped, and she turned the handle, thankful it pushed right open. Chloe whispered thank you to her friend, who was hopefully having better luck with the police than she had. As she took her first steps into the house and closed the door behind her, she knew something was off. She had never been into the house since her soon-to-be ex-husband had purchased it after their separation, but it felt far emptier than it should have. The house itself was nice, but there were hardly any furnishings inside. She wasn’t sure what she had been expecting to see, but the small amount of décor was far less than she had expected.

At first, she started to wonder if Martin had just been extremely hopeful about the fact that he might get her back, but then a thousand other thoughts rushed into her mind. She could smell the scent of cleaner throughout the house, and as she went room to room, hoping to find a sign, it soon became clear that the house looked emptier than it should for someone who had been living there.

She paused for a moment and thought about Martin. The man had always been someone who enjoyed the finer things in life. It was hard to believe he would live in a house that had absolutely no furnishings, but she was holding on to the hope she was wrong and he simply hadn’t purchased anything yet. The other answer was too hard for her to fathom, and she wasn’t ready to believe he had just cleared out the house and kidnapped her daughter.

Chloe was already starting to panic as soon as she realized the only thing downstairs was a small table and a recliner. She immediately started to rush through the rest of the house, hoping to see some sign that our daughter had been there but was coming up empty-handed. The inside of the house looked as though it had been cleaned out. There was a bed in one of the bedrooms, but other than that and the recliner downstairs, there was absolutely nothing else in the house. Her heart started to race, and she could feel all the emotions she had been trying to hold back starting to take control.

“Where’s my little girl?” she muttered to herself.

There was absolutely no sign that Rose had been there, and it was almost looking as though Martin had moved out. Chloe wasn’t sure how to feel about anything that was happening, and she fell to her knees. There wasn’t a single positive thought going through her mind other than the one she was holding on to: she would find Rose safe. As she pulled herself back to her feet, she wiped away the lone tear that had fallen down her cheek.

Chloe held on to the hope that Harper was having some kind of luck with the local police department and they would be investigating soon, but she knew even that much was a long shot, considering who they were dealing with. Though the world around her was starting to spin slightly more than it had before, she forced herself back down the stairs and toward the front door. If anything, she knew she needed to get out of that house before she got caught. If she was going to have any chance of finding her daughter again, she didn’t need to be arrested for breaking and entering.

She pulled out her phone, but with everything going through her mind, she immediately forgot what she was doing. Still walking toward the front door, she glanced toward the living room once more. Was it really possible Martin was living in an empty house? Chloe knew the answer wasn’t going to be something she was ready for and continued for the front door, looking in both directions as she opened it. A moment later, she was standing on the porch, an emotional wreck.
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Chloe was still reeling from what she had just found as she stood on the porch of her husband’s house. The neighborhood was eerily quiet, although she knew deep down inside that everything around her was fuzzy. The world was still slightly spinning around her as she tried to understand what was happening. She found it hard to believe that Martin would take things so far, but she had seen the anger in his eyes firsthand. There was something about the way he had spoken to her and looked at her the last time they had talked that told her everything she needed to know, and a sudden fear gripped her tightly.

She knew she needed to call the police and tell them what she had found, but a small part of her was worried about the repercussions of her breaking and entering. Regardless of what they had to say, Chloe knew there wasn’t any other choice in the matter. Before she made the decision to try to call the police again, she dialed Harper’s number, hoping she had talked them into doing something about the kidnapping. As soon as the phone started to ring on the other end, she made her way back to her car and got in. A moment later, her friend answered.

“Have the police on their way to your house to start processing the crime scene and opening a file on Rose.”

“That’s a good thing, I think.”

Harper sighed. “I don’t like it any more than you do, but it’s the only chance we have of figuring out what is going on. What did you find out from Martin?”

“I knocked on the door twice, and there wasn’t any answer. His neighbor came out and told me he hadn’t been there all day. I used what you taught me and unlocked the door.”

“You didn’t believe me, but I knew having that skill would come in handy at some point. Was there any sign of Rose having been there?”

“None, but it didn’t look as though Martin was planning on coming back.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, the house is practically empty. There is a recliner and a small table in the living room, along with a bed in the bedroom, but other than that, the entire house is empty of anything that really matters.”

“Is it possible he just hasn’t gotten around to buying any furniture for the house?”

“That’s what I thought at first, but it almost felt as though the place had been emptied out and cleaned. Maybe not entirely, but close enough.”

“Well, the police are going to be at your house soon, and they are going to want to have all the information you have so far. I’ll meet you there.”

Chloe ended the call and started her car. Luckily, she’d only been inside the house for a couple of minutes, and it was still warm. It made her wonder if her daughter was being kept warm with how cold the weather was outside. She pulled out of the driveway, knowing she shouldn’t be driving the way she had driven to Martin’s house. Nevertheless, she still sped all the way back through town. She needed to get back to the house as soon as possible so she could give the police all the information she had in hopes they would find her daughter.

Whatever game her husband was trying to play, she didn’t understand. Everything that had been done to the man had been done in order to protect herself. The separation and the divorce were on her and had nothing to do with Rose. It was all becoming more confusing as she thought about it, driving back home. She pulled into the driveway a few minutes later, and the police were already waiting for her. Taking a deep breath, she climbed out of the car and made her way to the front door. When she opened it, she invited the officers inside. Once the two officers had made their way through the front door, she closed it behind them, hoping Harper wasn’t far behind.

“Tell us everything you know,” the officer in charge said.

Chloe wasted little time filling them in on everything that had happened that day. She went through everything Martin had said to her, including the fact that he had threatened some kind of repercussions for filing a restraining order against him. It was becoming increasingly clear that the officers weren’t paying attention to what she had to say, and she told them about walking out into the backyard and finding Rose had gone missing.

“Did you ever bother to check on her while she was outside?”

“Of course I did. I checked on her as soon as Martin left. She was still playing in the backyard with our dog. I made a couple of phone calls and then came back out to get her, and she was gone. That’s when I found the other set of footprints and tire tracks leading down the alley.”

“What did you do after that?”

“I called the police, but I was told you wouldn’t get involved with a custody dispute and wouldn’t send anyone out to waste their time.”

He cleared his throat. “Well, how were you able to get Harper involved?”

Chloe scoffed. “She’s my best friend, and it was obvious none of you were going to do anything to help me find my daughter.”

“There’s no need to start throwing around allegations. What kind of information do you have that we can actually use to find Rose?”

Although she was growing more frustrated the longer she had to speak to the officers alone, she was glad that, at the very least, they knew her daughter’s name. Chloe went over the details of how she and Harper had gone door to door and talked to a few of the neighbors without any luck. Then she disclosed the fact that Harper had decided to speak to the police chief, and she had headed over to talk to the man. It was hard to believe that the officers were even listening as they continued to give each other looks that told her they didn’t believe a word she was saying. It wasn’t until she started to tell them what she did next that they seemed to pay attention.

“So, when I got there and realized he wasn’t home, I entered the front door to see if I could find any sign of Rose having been there.”

“What I’m hearing is that you broke in. Is that right?” the second officer asked.

“I only picked the lock on the front door in order to see if my daughter had been there. It looks like he’s trying to leave town.”

“But you wouldn’t know if you hadn’t broken into his house. You know we can arrest you for breaking and entering, right?”

Chloe scoffed. “That’s not what you’re here for. You’re supposed to be here to help me find my daughter, who is actually missing.”

“If she’s with her father, I’m sure she’s fine,” the officer in charge said. “Now, why don’t you tell us more about how you gained access to his house?”

She could feel the rage starting to take over her entire body. While it had been obvious from the start that the police were going to take her husband’s side, she had no idea how bad it could actually be. Chloe was about to snap, and she only cared about finding her daughter and bringing her home when she heard someone pull into the driveway. Turning around and glancing out the window, she recognized Harper’s car and was glad to see it. Not only would Harper be able to do something about the officers in her home, but she knew Harper would do anything to make sure Rose was found, unlike the police standing in front of her.

Her friend didn’t bother to knock and just walked right in, and the two officers, who were startled to see her, jumped. They immediately returned their focus to her but could only glare in her direction. Chloe didn’t care what the officers thought about Harper being there, but she was happy her friend had arrived in time to keep her from boiling over the edge and saying something she would regret. Although, she was already regretting having told them she had broken into Martin’s house. Harper walked directly toward her, glaring at the two officers as she strolled by and into the kitchen.
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Harper grabbed hold of her arm, dragging more than guiding Chloe away from the kitchen and the hub of activity. She didn’t want to be away from the conversation, though. Chloe wanted to know anything that might point them toward her daughter. The fear creeping through her was unlike anything she’d ever felt before. It was terrifying to think of her little girl out there alone or, worse, with some stranger who had snatched her. In her heart, though she knew it was Martin, it had to be. At least he wouldn’t hurt their princess. That was no comfort, though, not until Rose was back with her, safe and sound.

“What are you doing?” Chloe growled. “Let go of me.”

“I’m only letting go of you if you promise to stay put here for a few minutes, okay?”

“I don’t want to stay here. I want to know what the hell is going on and what they plan on doing to find Rose,” she snapped.

“I know, sweetheart. That’s the same thing I want, but right now, you need to take a step back and collect yourself. Fighting with the locals isn’t going to help us find Rose any faster. We need them on our side.”

Chloe hated that Harper was right. “Fine.”

“Good, now sit down, do some breathing exercises, and let me handle this,” Harper said.

Her eyes darted back to the kitchen, where the officer was standing and waiting for them to come back. She knew Harper would never let her pass, though. Defeated and terrified for Rose, Chloe slumped down onto the sofa while glaring at her friend. As soon as Harper had turned around to return to the kitchen, Chloe pulled out her phone and started to call Martin again. She had left him a handful of messages in the minutes that passed, each one more scathing than the last. Before she could leave him a fifth message in as many minutes, Chloe heard someone approaching.

Harper sat next to her, the officer she’d berated earlier, taking a seat in the recliner across from them.

“Mrs. Redding, I need you to walk me through everything that happened from the last time you saw your daughter to when you noticed she was missing. How much time elapsed?” he asked.

She shook her head. “I don’t know, maybe forty minutes tops? Martin and I were fighting, and I didn’t want her to hear it, so I sent her outside with Peppermint—”

“Who?”

Chloe blushed. “The dog. He’s in the garage right now. He hasn’t stopped barking and going wild since Rose went missing.”

“How long was it between when your husband left and you realized your daughter was missing?”

“About a half hour. After he left, I called Harper and my attorney, Ivy. He was so angry,” Chloe said.

“And you believe your husband is the one who took your daughter?” he asked.

Chloe nodded. “I don’t know why anyone else would take her. He’s normally somewhat rational, but the longer our separation goes on, the more he’s started to lose it.”

“He no longer lives here, correct?”

“Right. We are separated, and I have full custody, but he has visitation. This all started when I found out he still had access to the cameras.”

“Cameras?”

“Yeah, he was logging in and watching us. It hugely violated my privacy. I filed a restraining order against him because of it all. That’s why he was here. That’s why he was so mad,” Chloe said.

“Do you still have the cameras?”

She shook her head. “No, and Martin knew that. I told him I was taking them offline as soon as I found out about his creepy snooping.”

“So, he knew the cameras were down? What about the gate? Does your daughter leave the yard often on her own?” he asked.

“No, never. I don’t know what the hell would make her go out there. I know that ball was in the yard two days ago. She can’t throw it that high over the fence, and Peppermint, even at his age, would rip apart any stranger he thought would be a threat to her…”

“But not Martin,” the officer said.

“Exactly,” she muttered. “I just want to find my little girl, Officer. She is my entire world.”

“We understand that, and we are going to get to the bottom of this,” he said. “Give me a few minutes to talk with my team.”

Chloe nodded as he stood and returned to the kitchen. She could still hear Peppermint out barking in the garage and knew just how he felt. It was awful to know Rose was missing, and there was nothing she could do. Never had she felt so helpless. With each minute that passed, her heart shattered into dozens of pieces all over again. Harper, for her part, held her friend’s hand as if her life depended on it, and Chloe was grateful for that. She didn’t want to be going through it all alone.

“Hey, don’t fall apart on me now,” Harper said. “I know this is so much to process, but we are going to find her.”

“I wish that made it all better, but this is so awful. What are we going to do? I don’t think I can sit around here much longer doing nothing.”

“I know. As soon as we have anything to go off, I will let you know. Right now, I need to know you are going to keep yourself composed and not fly off the handle. The officer is going to have more questions for you, but only if you can handle them.”

“Of course I can. I will do whatever it takes to find her, Harper.”

“This might not be a sprint, Chloe. I know you’re desperate to have her back, but if it was Martin who took her, he is going to be trying to get as far away from here as fast as possible.”

“Why do you say it like that?” Chloe asked. “I know it was Martin who took her. It’s the only thing that makes any sense. She wouldn’t go out in the alley for anyone but her father, and that gate can’t be reached from the outside.”

“We still don’t know it’s him, and throwing around an accusation like that makes it seem like you’ve got a grudge against him—”

“I do have a grudge against that son of a bitch, several of them, as a matter of fact.”

“And that makes you sound unreliable,” Harper hissed. “Would you please listen to me, Chloe? When have I ever steered you wrong?”

She sighed. As much as she hated that Harper was right, Chloe knew how she had to sound when it came to her ex. Looking back on the conversations she’d had with the officers moments before, along with the vehement messages she had left her estranged husband, Chloe couldn’t help but feel a little ashamed of the way she was acting. The only thing that was going to bring her daughter back was keeping a level head and following the trails, neither of which she would be a part of if her attitude continued.

“Okay, Harper. I promise from this moment forward, I will keep my cool. I don’t want to be cut out of the investigation. No one knows my daughter or my soon-to-be ex-husband better than I do,” Chloe said. “Whatever I can do to help, I want to be a part of it.”

Harper smiled at her. “Good, I’ll let the officer know you’re ready to get started again. I know this is hard, but you are so strong.”

“Thank you…for everything. You have been amazing. This whole thing…”

“This is a nightmare no parent should ever have to go through. As long as it’s you doing it, though, I consider it my child was taken. I will be your rock, and you can be mine. We’ve got this, girl.”

“What if it wasn’t Martin, though? What if some monster worse than him has her?” Chloe whispered.

“Hey, don’t think like that. Let’s just get through the questions first, and then we can go from there. How does that sound? One step at a time,” Harper said.

Chloe nodded, pulling her friend into her arms for a moment before Harper stood and let her go. She still didn’t feel like she was doing anything, the anxiety growing inside of her as she struggled to keep her composure, but Chloe pushed the feelings down. She had to be strong, not for herself, but for her little girl. Silently, she said a prayer that her daughter was okay and, at the very least, safe. Nothing else mattered. As the officer took his place across from her once more, Chloe smiled apologetically at him as they returned to his questions.
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For the next twenty minutes, she spoke as he wrote out her every response. It was unbelievable to her that they had to go over the same thing so many times, but by the end of it, the officer seemed satisfied she was telling the whole truth. In her heart, she hoped they were coming to see that Martin was everything she had painted him to be, despite her frantic state. It was already starting to creep into the early morning hours, and fatigue was taking hold of her. Nearly twelve hours had passed since her daughter had been abducted. She wanted to believe that her little girl was safe, but with no way of knowing, it broke her heart.

Now that the interview was over, though, she had no idea what she was supposed to do with herself. Though the thought of going out into the forest beyond their house to search for her daughter had immediately jumped to mind, there was no indication that her daughter had wandered off. Plus, Peppermint would never forgive her if she left him in the garage all night. Whether the officers were ready, he was going to have to come in, and he’d want to meet everyone who got in his way. She loved him for the big oaf he was, but sometimes she wondered what it would be like to have a tiny little lap dog that was easy to control.

“Ma’am? Are you okay?” the officer asked.

She nodded. “Sorry, my mind seems to be wandering a lot. What happens now?”

“Well, after hearing what happened and seeing the custody paperwork firsthand, we are going to put out an APB on your husband and his car. Hopefully, giving surrounding counties the BOLO information will start generating tips right away.”

“That doesn’t seem like enough,” Chloe whispered.

“We’re also going to put out an AMBER Alert. That will go out to every news station and broadcast in this state and the surrounding ones as well. I don’t want our lines to get clogged with fake information, though, which is why we aren’t taking it nationally,” he said.

“So that means it’s going to be everywhere around here…what about Martin? Will you put his information out there, too?”

He nodded. “I want to caution you, though. We are looking at him as a person of interest. If we label him as a suspect, we have to have legal grounds to charge him, and until we find him with your daughter, we can’t do that.”

“Right, so you can’t go after him as a kidnapper until you prove he is one?”

“That’s right.”

The man stood and reached out to shake her hand. She took his, though panic was starting to set in again. They would soon all leave, and she would be left alone in the empty house, her daughter nowhere to be found. With a pounding heart, Chloe released the man’s hand and followed him, but he didn’t go to the front door. Instead, he went to the kitchen, where another officer was talking to someone on their phone. Outside, Peppermint continued to bark. No matter what was going on, she needed to take care of him.

Moving past the others, she stepped outside and felt the chill in the air. At least three police cars were parked with their lights on in the front and back of the house. It was a terrifying and chilling reminder of what they were facing. Only the dog’s steady barking inside the garage kept her grounded and from breaking down. Turning the knob on the door, she squeezed into the warm space as he playfully ran laps around her legs. They had long ago taught him not to jump, and thankfully, the arthritis now kept him from trying anymore.

From the way his back end quivered, she knew the pair had been playing fetch in the backyard. It was the only time the old pooch got sore enough to tremble slightly. Moving to the other side of the garage, where Peppermint had a second bed and play area, she sat and started to scratch behind the dog’s ears. He flopped down next to her, licking her hands as his tail beat against the bed rhythmically. The old fellow knew something was wrong, his concern evident in how clingy he’d become. She wanted to tell him it was going to be all right, but her lips wouldn’t form the lie. Chloe didn’t know anything anymore.

There was a knock on the garage door before it opened and Harper slipped inside. Sitting down next to Chloe, she took over petting the beast, who was beyond happy to have double the attention. Leaning against her friend’s shoulder, Chloe fought back tears once more. She didn’t know how much longer she could hold out before the floodgates broke. Yet the idea terrified her. If she let the tears fall, there was no telling if she’d ever be able to turn it back off again. She had to be strong for her daughter, strong for whatever came next.

“The AMBER Alert is going to hit in about twenty minutes. I know your parents follow the local paper on social media,” Harper said.

“Jesus, I didn’t even think about that,” Chloe whispered. “I have to call them and tell them before they see it on TV.”

“I didn’t know if you wanted me to call them—”

“No, they should hear it from me. They are going to have a ton of questions. Thank you for letting me know. Mom and Dad will freak out if I don’t tell them first. Then again, I feel like they’re going to panic no matter what.”

“Are you sure you don’t want me to make the call?” Harper asked.

“I’ve got it. I’ll call them now, then head back in.”

Harper nodded and stood back up. Peppermint followed her for a moment until he realized she was leaving. As soon as it dawned on him, he made his way back over to Chloe and took his position in her lap. She grunted under his weight as she pulled out her phone and dialed her mother’s number. Despite the late or early hour, depending on how she looked at it, she knew her parents would be asleep. Her mother always kept her ringer on, though, in case of emergencies. After two rings, Glenda’s groggy voice came on the line.

“Mama?” Chloe whispered. “Hey, can you wake up Dad and put me on speakerphone, please?”

“Sweetie, what’s wrong?” she asked.

Chloe could hear her mother nudging her father, and the call switched to the speaker. Listening as Glenda told Ron she was on the phone, her heart pounded. When it was quiet on the other end, and they were both awake, Chloe knew she had to say the words that would haunt her for the rest of her life.

“Rose is missing. Right now, we think Martin kidnapped her, but we don’t have any information beyond that. Martin’s house has been cleared out…”

Her voice trailed off as her mother gasped. She could hear her father muttering about hunting down Martin and gutting him alive, but he didn’t speak directly into the phone. She could hear they were both already on their feet, ready to do whatever was needed.

“My God, what a monster! Honey, we are looking up flights right now on Dad’s phone. It looks like one leaves in two hours—”

“Mom, I don’t want you guys doing that. You’ve already done so much.”

Glenda scoffed. “Don’t be ridiculous. I’ll book three tickets, and we’ll pick up Hank on the way. Ron! Call your son!”

Pulling the phone away from her ear, she listened as the two yelled at each other lovingly, barking out orders and what not to forget as they prepared to leave the house less than five minutes after learning of their granddaughter’s abduction. At that moment, seeing the outpouring of instant love from her family, the dam broke and the tears started to fall. She didn’t know what was going to happen or what the day would bring, but being surrounded by the people she loved most in the world would definitely help.

She let herself cry for a few minutes after ending the call with her mother. When it seemed to dry up, Chloe wiped away the last of the tears and forced herself to stand back up. Peppermint wanted her to stay in the garage with her, but she knew the only way to make the pain stop was to find Rose and bring her back to them. Until that time, Peppermint and Chloe both were going to be suffering. Making her way to the house, she wiped her cheeks once more before putting on her war face. It was time to fight fire with fire.
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The moment she was back in the fray of activity, Chloe forced herself to let go of the emotions. The only way she was going to make a difference was if she saw everything with a fresh, not panicking, set of eyes. She sat at the kitchen table and watched her best friend talking with the two officers who had been there before she had left for the garage. She was doing her very best to keep her mouth shut and not say anything, but it was incredibly challenging at the same time. Everyone was speaking in a hushed tone. They occasionally glanced in her direction, giving Chloe a kind smile before returning to whatever was being discussed.

She was about to snap when suddenly, a third officer came bursting through the back door. In his gloved hands, he held four different evidence bags. Instantly, she was on her feet, not caring that they didn’t want her around, as she raced across the room and snatched one of the sealed bags from his hands. Inside of it was her daughter’s mitten, purple with little pink unicorns on them. They’d been a gift from Chloe’s mom over the Christmas holiday. Not a day during the harsh winter had passed without Rose wearing them and keeping them safely tucked away inside her jacket. It sent a flood of emotions through her as Harper carefully reached out and took the evidence bag from her.

“It’s hers, Harper,” Chloe whispered. “She never goes anywhere without them. What does this mean?”

“We don’t know yet, but they are going to take everything and get some tests run. If there are any prints on this stuff, we’ll know soon,” Harper said.

“What about the rest of it?” Chloe asked.

Harper laid out the four bags on the counter. One contained her daughter’s glove, while another held Peppermint’s favorite red ball. Instantly, she wondered why it was out there beyond the gate. In the third bag, she had to squint to see what it was but finally saw the long tendrils of dark hair. She was impressed with the scouting abilities of the officer, given it was late and he didn’t have much in the way of forensics training. Their rural town rarely saw any form of crime beyond a little speeding and running red lights. In the fourth bag was what she first thought was an insect.

Upon a second glance, Chloe realized it was the burned remains of a joint. Her hands trembled as she started to piece it all together in her mind. Her husband, angry over what had just happened, walked around to the back of the house and down the alley to have Rose open the gate. Her poor daughter probably thought she was helping him get something from the garage. She would have no idea how much danger she was in, nor that her father was breaking the law in what he did. Taking a deep breath to collect herself, Chloe focused on what they could do to bring Rose home.

“That asshole. Now I am certain it was my husband,” she snapped. “Martin smokes cannabis. He’s done it his whole life. I would bet money that you’re going to find his DNA on that.”

“We might, but it could also be unrelated,” the officer said. “We are going to get it all sent off right away.”

“What do you plan on doing to find her while you wait for the results? Can’t you run all of this for fingerprints and get some confirmation, at least?” Chloe asked. “I would like to see him listed on the news as a suspect, not just wanted for questioning.”

The officer’s eyes darted to Harper before landing back on Chloe. She could tell from the look in his gaze that there was something they weren’t telling her. Once more, she felt her temper starting to flare. If they were going to hide things, she was going to hire a company to come in and handle things without the local law. Though Chloe had no idea how to do such a thing, she was certain there were specialists out there somewhere.

“Well, we did a field test on them, but it looks like whoever was handling it was wearing gloves. Something like that is leading us to believe the kidnapper was careful,” he said.

“My husband wears gloves. He wears a pair of driving gloves I got him last year for his birthday. I saw him with them yesterday while we were arguing inside,” Chloe said.

“In that case, it’s really starting to look like we’ve got a lead in the case. We’ve got the media blasting your daughter’s picture and your husband’s information. If anyone spots his car or her, we are going to know about it.”

“Great, so what do we do now?” Chloe asked.

“Right now, we go back to the office and start chasing down any tips that come in. You need to stay here just in case the kidnapper calls or Rose returns on her own,” he said.

“That’s…that’s it? I’m just supposed to sit around here and pretend like my daughter isn’t missing? You want me to do nothing? I can help you follow down leads. You’ve only got a few men on your team, and I’m sure the calls will pour in.”

“I’m afraid we can’t let you do that, ma’am. You’ve got my word that I’ll let you know the minute—”

“That’s bullshit,” she growled.

Harper cringed, moving to the other end of the kitchen where Chloe was standing facing the officers. She was ready to swing at them, if that’s what it took to get down to the station.

“We’ve got your parents and Hank flying in. If Martin took her, you know he’ll come to his senses and contact you at some point. Don’t you want to be here with a charged phone if that happens? Let’s let the officers do their job, and we can go from there after they leave,” Harper said.

Rage surged through her, but one look at her friend and she knew Harper would not let them sit around and do nothing. Whatever her friend had up her sleeve, it was better than what the officers were offering. Nodding, Chloe let Harper escort the three men to the front door. She watched from the kitchen window as they all filed into police cars. The sun would be up soon, and the world around her would continue to spin as if nothing was happening, as if her whole life wasn’t falling apart. When her friend returned, Chloe was starting a fresh pot of coffee.

“So? What’s the real plan then?” Chloe asked.

Harper cocked her head. “What do you mean?”

“I mean…we aren’t just going to sit here and do nothing while Martin has my little girl, right? You don’t honestly believe they are going to tell us when they get a tip, do you?”

“I think they’ll tell us if a tip turns into a lead and they’ve got something substantial to bring to the table. I hate to say it, but I agree with them. I don’t want to see you getting excited every time someone calls in a car or girl that might look something like the description going out. This is a marathon, not a sprint, remember?”

Chloe glared at her. “You keep saying that, and yet, here I am treading water while everyone else around me has on a fucking scuba tank. I need to be doing something, Harper. I can’t just sit here and wait for someone to show up and give me an update.”

“You aren’t doing nothing, Chloe. You are waiting to see if Martin calls or shows up. You’re waiting to see if a neighbor saw something and comes to the door. You are keeping this place a home for when Rose comes back. Plus, your parents will be here in a few hours. You need to be around to help them through this, too,” Harper said.

“That sounds like a lot of fancy ways to say, ‘sit around and do nothing’ if you ask me,” she growled.

Harper sighed and shook her head, standing to make them both a cup of coffee as she did. Instantly, Chloe felt bad for taking out her anger and fears on Harper. As she bowed her head and tried to wrap it around what was happening, the silence in the room started to settle in. For the first time, Chloe felt deep in her heart just how empty the house was. Her anxiety took hold of her, wondering if she’d ever hear her little girl’s voice again as the tears once more started to fall. As she silently prayed to a god she no longer believed in, Chloe hoped for a miracle, even if it meant giving her own life in her daughter’s place.
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Hours had passed, and they were still no closer to having answers about what had happened to her daughter. Chloe would not give up hope, though. Martin was out there somewhere, telling her sweet girl lies about the future that would never come true. Until the day her heart stopped beating, Chloe would keep searching. Thirty minutes after Harper had left to meet her friend, Mike, who was coming in to help with the investigation, her parents and brother had arrived. If it had been challenging before to hold herself together, it was nearly impossible with her mother’s emotions running on high as well.

Bit by bit, as they sat around the kitchen table, Chloe broke down everything that had transpired. From the moment she’d noticed Rose was gone until they’d found the evidence in the alley behind their house. She could see the anger in her father’s and brother’s eyes as she walked them through everything. Meanwhile, her mother simply looked horrified at what Chloe was saying. Never in their lives could they imagine such a terrible ordeal happening to them. Now it had. All their worlds had been flipped upside down. Hank was the first on his feet when she finished.

“Where are you going?” Glenda asked. “I was just going to make something to eat. When was the last time you had something besides coffee?”

“I don’t know, but I can’t be here. Maybe I’ll go down to the station to see if I can’t hurry things alone. God knows I can be persuasive when I need to,” Hank said.

“As much as I’m sure the locals would love you stepping on their toes, brother, I don’t think they are going to be of much help. They’re already doing everything they can by the books. I just wish we had some sort of lead. Hopefully, Harper’s friend, Mike, who’s coming, will get us ears in the station,” Chloe said.

“Then I’ll go to Harper’s. I haven’t given her a hard time in a few weeks. I want to know who this Mike fellow is that she seems to be bragging about so much, too. If he’s so great, why haven’t we met him yet? Why hasn’t he found anything out yet?” Hank asked.

“It’s barely been sixteen hours since she was taken, son,” Glenda said. “We’ve got to give the law time to do its job.”

“Not when it’s my niece’s life on the line,” he growled. “They need to do better. I’m going to Harper’s, unless anyone wants to try to stop me?”

They all shook their heads. She could understand her brother’s anger and knew Harper could talk him down from the ledge. The pair were good friends, despite only knowing each other through Chloe. Though there was no attraction between them, they got along like a brother and sister, just like Hank and Chloe. After he’d gone, the house once more felt intolerably silent for a few minutes.

“When was the last time you slept, honey?” Ron asked.

She shook her head. “I don’t want to go to sleep, Pops. I want to find my daughter. If I go to sleep and something happens…”

“Oh, sweetheart,” Glenda said. “We are here now. You need to get some sleep. I promise you that as soon as someone calls, texts, or shows up, we will tell you.”

Chloe said nothing. She knew there was no point in arguing with her mother, but that didn’t mean she had to comply, either. Glenda, taking her daughter’s silence as acceptance, stood and went to the sink to start a pot of water for tea. As much as she adored her parents for coming to North Dakota to be with her, Chloe didn’t need anyone to take care of her like she was a child. There were far more important things they could be doing. Going door to door and talking with her neighbors had crossed her mind, and now, it was starting to look like the only way out.

“Mom, I’m going to go for a walk, talk to a few people, and see if anyone has cameras or saw something,” she said.

Her mother clicked her tongue. “Don’t be silly, Chloe. You and I both know the police already did that. You need rest if you’re going to stay sharp. Now, go sit on the sofa, and I’ll bring this in as soon as it’s done.”

Chloe rolled her eyes but knew there was no point in arguing with her mother. Her dad gave her a sympathetic smile as she headed for the living room. With her phone on the small table next to her, she tried to calm herself. It wasn’t long before her mother brought in the tea. The woman stood over her as Chloe drank it, feeling the calming effects of lavender and chamomile take hold of her at once. As her lids grew heavy and the exhaustion took hold, she prayed her daughter was safe.
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“I don’t think drones are the answer. There is no way she’d try to flee anywhere on foot. That little girl knows these temperatures are dangerous,” Hank whispered.

“What if she has no choice, though? We can bring in a few drones to scan the area just to be safe. Where is the harm in that?” Harper asked.

“No harm, just a loss of manpower. Whoever is running them won’t be available for whatever else we need them to do,” her brother said.

As Chloe sat up and looked around, the haze still fogging her mind, she first noted that the sun had risen. The waves of information, each one more assaulting than the last, started to come. Her daughter was missing. There were people in her kitchen. No one had woken her, which could only mean that Rose hadn’t been found. She stood and stretched out, the others instantly halting their conversation as she glanced at them. Hank was on his feet right away, racing over to pull his sister into his arms. Chloe hugged him back, but there was something more to it…a sadness that was almost palpable.

“How are you holding up, sis?” Hank asked as he let go.

“I’m alive. That’s about it.”

Making her way to the kitchen table, Harper got her a fresh cup of coffee. It warmed her but did little to ease her heart and soul. Nothing would bring that peace without Rose back home in her arms. Glancing around the table, she recognized all the faces, including Harper’s handsome friend, Mike. She knew they were all there to offer not only their moral support but their professional help as well. They all had skills that far out boasted Chloe’s when it came to detective work, but they lacked something crucial, the instinct of a mother.

She noticed there were two people missing from the gathering. Her parents, even her mother, who had been doting on her from the moment she’d arrived, were absent from the house. Chloe still wasn’t thinking straight. Grabbing the phone she’d slipped into her pocket, she checked the time and saw she’d been asleep for nearly four hours. It broke her heart knowing nothing new, no developments or progress had been made in her daughter’s case. For the first time in a long while, she hated that there were no missed calls or messages from Martin. He was going to pay. Shoving down the anger, she tried to focus on the task at hand.

“Where are Mom and Dad?” Chloe asked Hank.

“They left as soon as we got here.”

“Wow, I’m surprised you could pry Mom away,” she muttered.

“It wasn’t easy, but I told her the police were dragging their feet. After that, she was the one making Pops leave to drive her down there. After that, I think they were going to round up volunteers and start blanketing the area with flyers. I don’t know. Honestly, I think they’re scrambling to stay busy,” he said.

“Trust me, I understand that feeling all too well,” she said. “So, where are we at now? What’s the plan?”

All around her, the gazes shifted away from her to one another. She knew they were looking to stay busy as well, that the trail of information had continued to go cold while she had slept, her mind plagued by nightmares of what might come if they didn’t find her little girl. Her chest tightened with a fear that Chloe had never felt before. With each second that moved by, every minute she didn’t know where her daughter was, the pain grew. It was Harper’s hand on hers, gently squeezing, that brought her back to reality. They would not give up, no matter how long it took or the roadblocks that arrived. She knew in her heart that they were going to find Rose together.
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Although she was upset that her parents had allowed her to sleep at all, Chloe understood it was for the best. She was glad she could get at least a little rest, though it wasn’t like she could sleep for long. Her dreams have been vivid and only caused her to worry more about her daughter’s safety. There had to be some answers as to what was going on soon, or she knew she was going to lose her mind. She slowly got off the sofa and started making her way to the kitchen, where she could smell a fresh pot of coffee brewing.

Chloe was thankful someone was thinking about caffeine when she poured herself a cup of coffee and added just a slight amount of sugar. Just as she started making her way to the kitchen table, Harper walked in and noticed she was awake. She was thankful to have her family and friend there, and knowing Mike was doing everything he could to help them along the way, she wasn’t sure what good that would do. The only way they were going to find Rose was if Martin was found, and she wasn’t even positive the man was involved, other than the threats he had made. Even with everything going on around her, she found it hard to believe he had kidnapped their daughter.

She sat at the table and took a sip of her coffee, and it wasn’t long before the others had joined her as well. The four of them sat at the table, and she was still trying to wrap her mind around everything that had taken place. Chloe glanced toward the window that looked out over the backyard, knowing that was the last place she had seen Rose before her disappearance. Taking a deep breath and letting it out slowly, she looked back toward the others and noticed Hank had a strange look on his face.

“You need to tell me what’s going on,” Chloe said.

“I never was very good at keeping secrets from you,” Hank replied. “You need to know the police just found Martin’s car on the outskirts of town.”

“What about Rose?”

“There wasn’t any sign of either one of them. The officers and detectives in charge are hopeful they will pull some evidence from the car, but it’s all still just a waiting game.”

“Why would he ditch his car?”

Hank sighed. “The only reason we can come up with was out of fear of being followed. We think after he grabbed Rose, he had a car waiting for them at that location.”

“So, we have absolutely no idea where they are or where they were going?”

Harper nodded. “They are still looking at every avenue, but it’s not looking good up to this point.”

Chloe had tried hard not to believe Martin had kidnapped their child, but it was impossible to keep those feelings down deep, knowing all the evidence pointed directly at him. It seemed as though every time they started to inch closer to figuring out what had happened, they would only be pushed further away. She knew Martin was a smart man, although he could act quite dumb. If he didn’t want to be found, she knew it was going to be almost impossible to do so. She was having a hard time understanding how they were going to find him at all without knowing what kind of car they were in. So, he started asking as many questions as she could.

“Have we checked out all the rental places?”

Hank scoffed. “I think you’ve been hanging out with your cop buddy too much.”

Harper sighed. “We already have people going to the car rental locations around here and asking questions. The problem we are running into is we don’t know if he had anyone working with him. If he did, it’s going to be almost impossible to figure out who rented a car for him.”

“He’s smart. So, he probably wouldn’t have rented the car under his own name. I don’t know of anyone he could go to do something like that,” Chloe said.

“We just have to hope the cops will find something. He had to have left some sort of trail behind that is going to lead us directly to where he is keeping Rose.”

“I still don’t understand why he would go through all of this. It’s not like I was keeping him from seeing his daughter; I just didn’t want him around me,” Chloe said.

“It’s hard to understand why anyone would do something like this, let alone a father. After we track him down and get Rose back home where she belongs, then maybe we can get the answer to that question.”

Chloe nodded but didn’t say anything in return. She didn’t even know what to say at that point. All she could think about was finding her daughter. If it hadn’t been for the evidence they had found up to that point, she still wasn’t sure if she would even believe Martin had done it. Now, faced with the facts, it was impossible to believe he wasn’t involved. It still didn’t make any sense to her or help her to understand why he would have gone out of his way when she wasn’t keeping him from seeing Rose, but she knew stress could cause people to do things they normally wouldn’t do.

Still, the rage inside of her continued to grow. Chloe knew she had done everything she could to protect her child from how Martin had treated her, but it wasn’t her fault. She didn’t understand why he was taking it out on their daughter and why he would take her away. Even though she knew turning off the cameras was the safest option for them, she still blamed herself for turning them off. If the cameras had been running at the time of her daughter’s disappearance, they would have recorded something that would have led them to her by then.

Although Martin had been the one who had kidnapped their daughter, it was still unbelievable. Out of all the things the man could have done to hurt her, taking Rose away was the worst kind of pain. As emotionally abusive as Martin could be, she never once thought he would stoop so low. The others continued to drink their coffee and give her some space, but all she wanted to do was track the man down and bring Rose home. She didn’t care what she had to do in order to make it happen. She would do whatever it took.

“What do we do now?” Chloe asked.

“I assure you that the police department is doing everything in their power to try to find him and your daughter,” Mike said.

She scoffed. “I guess that’s better than what they were offering to do at the beginning of all of this.”

“It’s kind of hard to be on someone’s side when all the evidence points in their direction,” Harper said. “I know it has always felt as though the police department is part of some club we could never get into, but I promise I am staying on top of them. They really don’t have any other choice.”

“What do you mean?”

“I made it abundantly clear that I would go directly to the news outlets if they didn’t start doing everything they could to find Rose.”

“How did they take that news?”

“About as well as you would expect. They weren’t too happy with being threatened, but I don’t really care anymore. If it means we are even one step closer to finding your daughter, I’m willing to do whatever I have to do.”

“Thank you, but it’s still so hard to believe that Martin would do something like this.”

“He’s a manipulative piece of shit,” Mike said. “I hate it took you so long to figure that out, but you are much better off without him. It was only a matter of time before things escalated, and he did something physical. It’s the way people like him are.”

Her therapist had been the one who had helped her to understand what kind of man Martin was. Even though she had one foot out the door and was prepared to file for a separation, it had been her therapy sessions that had solidified her decision. She had never realized how abusive that man had been until she had woken up one day and had enough of being treated smaller than she was. Thinking about her daughter and her husband, she wondered how hard the police were really looking for the man.

“I know now, but I still don’t understand his reasons behind it,” Chloe said. “What exactly are the police doing to find Martin?”
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Chloe looked around the table, waiting for someone to answer her. She knew the police had started to do something regarding finding her husband and child, but it wasn’t obvious how much had actually been done while she was asleep. As she glanced around the others who were still sitting at the table, Harper was looking at her brother, Hank was looking at her, and Mike looked as though he wasn’t sure if he was the one who should be answering questions. Her eyes moved from one person to the other until they fell upon Mike.

Although she had only known the man for a short time, she wondered quietly to herself why she hadn’t realized how attractive he really was. He was of average height and had a very short beard, which he kept clean-cut. Chloe hadn’t been one to find a beard attractive before, but as she looked over at the guy, she could see what many other women saw in them. As Mike continued to stare at her brother and Harper, she took the time to really soak in his handsomeness. He had piercing blue eyes that felt as though he was looking through her soul, and when they fell upon her, she knew she had blushed slightly.

Darting her eyes away from the man and toward Harper, her friend simply gave her a soft smile. She couldn’t understand why she was thinking about the man sitting across from her when her daughter was still out there somewhere, but she knew it had something to do with the fact that she was still tired and exhausted from searching. Chloe cleared her throat, and the others looked in her direction before Mike sat up a little in his chair and placed his hands on the table, gripping them together.

“The police already have an APB out for your husband. The entire police force is searching for any leads, and they already have his picture out to the airports and other law enforcement agencies in the area,” Mike said.

“That means it’s only a matter of time before they track him down, right?”

“Trust me when I say that the amount of work that has gone into getting his image out there and the story as to why he’s being looked for is going to pay off. We also have a BOLO out on him. If he shows up anywhere, they won’t hesitate to take him down.”

Chloe sighed with relief. “That’s much better than I thought we would get from the local police.”

Mike chuckled. “Trust me. It wasn’t easy. They continuously talked about how it was just a custody dispute, but the fact that he has disappeared off their radar made them see things our way.”

“What about the DNA evidence they found at the scene?”

She thought her question was a logical one, but as she glanced around the table at the three others sitting with her, each one of them looked quite nervous about the question. Her heart started to beat a little faster, and Chloe wondered what they weren’t telling her. Her mind went over the information she had in her head, trying to figure out if there was something she had missed along the way. Rose was out there somewhere, and there was absolutely no time to waste. As the rate of her heartbeat started to grow faster, she was growing frustrated with the fact that no one was speaking. She looked from Mike to Hank before her eyes landed on Harper. If there was anyone sitting at the table who she knew wouldn’t lie to her or, at the very least, would be straightforward, it was her best friend.

“Tell me what the hell is going on,” Chloe demanded.

“It was the local team who bagged and tagged the evidence before they even knew what was going on.”

“I don’t understand what that means. Did they send it off to the lab?”

Harper nodded. “They did, but they sent it to their county office instead of handing it off to a bigger organization.”

“That’s a good thing. That means they should be able to run the evidence through their system and come up with a better idea of who the culprit was.”

“We’re still leaning heavily on the fact that Martin is the one behind all of this, but since we have no idea if he is working with anyone else or not, we’re banking on the evidence to give us some sort of insight.”

“So, it’s only a matter of time before we can find out for sure if he has anyone else working with them. Why would anybody want to contribute to something as horrific as kidnapping?”

Mike moved around in his chair. “Things like that are usually never answered. It’s likely that Martin has been doing this all on his own and has just gotten lucky up to this point. Once they pull the DNA evidence and find out who it belongs to, we should know more.”

Chloe was happy with the fact that there were actually agencies willing to put in some effort to locate her ex and ultimately find her daughter. If the way the police acted directly after the disappearance of her daughter was an indication of what they were capable of, she wasn’t banking on them finding any answers. Now that the others were telling her that there was actually some momentum in the case, she knew it wouldn’t be long before she would have Rose back home again.

She leaned back in her chair at the kitchen table and closed her eyes. Although the beginning of the case seemed as though no one was going to help her, she was happy to have her best friend there, along with Mike. He seemed to know what he was doing and had managed to get the local police to actually start focusing on the case instead of treating it like another custody dispute. Chloe said a soft prayer in her head, asking God to watch over her child as the police searched for her husband. She needed to know Rose was safe and sound.

When she opened her eyes and saw the others staring in her direction, Chloe could see a small amount of concern still in each of their eyes. If the police had done everything that Mike had said, she didn’t understand why there was still worry. She looked around the table and saw that Harper was wringing her hands as though there was still something that hadn’t been said out loud. She glared at the woman for a moment, hoping she wouldn’t have to ask again, but after a few moments of no one saying a word, Chloe grew more frustrated.

“The police handling the DNA is a good thing, right?”

Harper sighed. “Normally, I would say the fact that they are doing anything at all is a bonus, but they really screwed the pooch with this one.”

“What do you mean?”

“They collected all the DNA evidence in exactly the way they are trained to do, but they messed up by sending it off to their main office.”

Chloe scoffed. “You keep talking about how much of a good thing that really is, but I don’t understand why you all look worried about it.”

Mike shrugged. “The fact of the matter is, they sent it off to their main office in order to have their lab technicians go over the information. Since they had no idea what was actually happening, it wasn’t tagged as an urgent file.”

“What he’s trying to say is it could take several days before we get any information back from them. If they had marked the evidence properly, we wouldn’t be in this situation of having to wait,” Harper said.

“I thought all cases were urgent when it came to kidnappings,” Chloe said.

“Normally, they would be, but the officers who were collecting the evidence had no idea they were dealing with an actual kidnapping. So, they mailed it over to their main office. That alone is going to take a lot more time.”

Chloe sighed. “So, exactly how much more time are we talking about here?”

“It could take up to three days to get any results, even if we contact the main office and put a rush order on it. I’m sorry, but the local team who did the work really messed up, and the county office is already backed up with evidence being entered into the system right now.”

Chloe grew quiet, trying to process the information she had just received. It didn’t make any sense to her as to why the results for the DNA evidence would take so long, but when it finally sank in that the local police were the ones who had messed up, she felt the blood rushing to her face and anger start to fill her from the inside out. She had no idea how a group of so-called professionals could have screwed up so badly.
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Even though only seconds had passed, she started to grow enraged by the fact it was going to take days to get any information. Chloe had no idea how long her daughter had until she disappeared for good, but she was already growing tired of hearing bad news. Although, yeah, she glanced around the table at the others. She could tell they were just as upset by the news as she was. Her heart started to race, and her hands got clammy. She wasn’t sure how to release the pent-up frustration growing inside of her, and she glared into the space between her brother and Harper before allowing her eyes to travel back to her friend.

“Is there anything else that can be done?” Chloe asked. “I’m sure there is something in the handbook about dealing with a situation like this. There has to be something we can do to speed things up.”

Harper sighed. “Even if we called over right now and had them put a rush on things, it’s still going to take several days to get anything back.”

“That’s not good enough. We have no idea what Martin is planning to do with Rose. If we don’t find him soon, he is smart enough to disappear for good.”

“I do still have a few friends on the force that don’t necessarily wear a badge. I know someone over at the county forensic office. I might put in a call to see if they can speed things up.”

“Do you think that would do any good?”

“I helped her out a few weeks ago when she needed something, and there’s a good possibility they would rush things, given the circumstances. Although, showing up in person might be a better idea.”

Chloe was happy to hear that there might be something that could be done to speed up the results of the forensics, but she still didn’t understand why things would take as long as they would. Martin was out there with her daughter somewhere, and she had no idea where that place would be. She knew if they could speed things up and get the information they were looking for, it might lead directly to him. The only thing that mattered to her was finding her daughter, and she was willing to do whatever it took to make that happen.

She nodded, agreeing that Harper should talk to whoever she knew in the forensics office and then get things rushed. The sooner they could get the information back from the DNA taken from the scene, the sooner she could have her daughter home again. Chloe was still enraged because the local police had screwed things up, but as long as she could do something to keep her mind busy, she knew everything would work out.

As Harper started to get up and prepare to leave, Chloe followed her. If there was any chance she could be there when Harper got the information, she was going to take it. When she stood up to follow Harper, Hank grabbed her by the wrist and pulled her back. It didn’t take a fool to see that he didn’t want her to tag along with Harper, but Chloe needed something to do in order to pass the time.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Hank asked.

“I was planning to go with Harper. It’s unlikely she is going to get any information from the forensic office right now, but I think it would be beneficial to be there when she talks to her contact.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“Why not? It’s not like there is anything else going on right now, and I would much rather see what the office has to say.”

“The police said you need to be here in case Martin tries to contact you. They don’t want you running around, trying to play the hero.”

“I’m not trying to play the hero, but I’m going to do whatever it takes to get Rose back home where she belongs.”

“I don’t think that means you need to leave the house right now.”

“I’m sure Mike and Harper are both on my side with this. What do you say, Mike?”

Mike sighed. “I hate to admit it, but I think your brother might be right on this one. You would be much better off staying here and being ready if a call comes in. Plus, I don’t know if you want to dig any deeper into getting on the local police’s bad side. It’s obvious they already have their hopes set on Martin not being the bad guy.”

“I don’t really give a damn what the police think right now. They’ve already screwed things up enough, and now we’re having to try to fix it,” Chloe snapped.

There was a small part of her that knew her brother and Mike were right, but she wasn’t going to give them the satisfaction of breaking down. Chloe was tired of sitting around, doing nothing, and even though it was doubtful that they were going to get any current information from the people at the forensics office, she wanted to make sure Harper had all the ammunition at her disposal. The mother of the missing child being there to beg them to speed up their test results should be more than enough to push them along.

Chloe continued to head out of the kitchen and made her way to the living room, grabbing her coat as she passed by. Hank was hot on her heels, still begging her to stay. She could understand the concern her brother and Mike both had, but she had already made up her mind and was going with Harper whether they liked it or not. Harper was already standing at the front door, ready to leave, when her brother started to speak again.

“You need to be here in case Martin calls.”

Harper sighed. “Look, I know both of you are upset with the idea of her going with me, but it’s not like she’s actually going to be involved in the case. The one thing I can agree with is that having her there might speed things along.”

“We just think she needs to be here in case something happens,” Hank said.

“I really don’t understand what difference is going to make. I’ll have my phone on me, and it’s not like we have a home line anyway.”

Mike walked into the room and shrugged. “You make a good point, but if the police find something or catch Martin, wouldn’t it be better if you were right here where you’re supposed to be?”

“My daughter is supposed to be here with me, and she’s not. If the police had stepped up and listened to me when this all first happened, we might not even be in the position we’re in now. We definitely wouldn’t have to be going to the county office if they had done their job properly. If they need me, tell them to call me.”

While neither of the men in the house wanted her to leave, she was done with being told what to do by men, even if they were as handsome as Mike was. Chloe was happy her friend had agreed with her and that at least someone in the house knew she needed to get away. She was starting to feel as though she was suffocating, and the fact that her daughter wasn’t home where she should have been just made the entire place feel empty. Even if they had not shot of getting any information from the forensics office, she needed to get out of the house.

Chloe wasn’t angry with her brother or Mike for the way they felt, but she needed to feel as though she was doing something. She could no longer stand by and wait for everyone else to do all the work. If she didn’t feel like she was contributing to finding Rose, her mind was going to explode. Nothing about the situation made any sense to begin with, and the longer it took to find her daughter, the more outraged Chloe became. She slipped on her coat and grabbed her phone before making her way to the front door where her friend was standing. After opening the door and taking a step outside, she stopped and turned back to both the men, who were now standing in the living room. If she was going to go with Harper, she needed to have some reassurance.
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“It’s obvious that you made your decision already. What more do you want?” Hank asked.

“I need to make sure that you are going to be here while I’m gone,” Chloe replied.

“I promise I’m not going anywhere. Now that you are heading off with Harper, someone needs to stay just in case the police show up or someone stops by.”

“Thank you. I know you don’t agree with me going with her, but I need you to understand that I have to get out of this place.”

Hank sighed. “I didn’t really think about that, but I still believe you should stay here like the police requested. It’s hard to believe that your presence at the forensics lab is really going to make that much of a difference.”

“I’ve made my decision, and I’m not going to change my mind. I just need to know you’re going to be here if anything happens.”

Hank nodded and sighed. Chloe knew she wasn’t giving him much of an option about staying behind, but it was the best choice she could make for herself. Rose needed her to be proactive in the investigation, if for no other reason than she needed to get out of the house. She needed to feel as though she was committed to finding her daughter, and no matter how many times she told herself that was the case, she hadn’t felt as though she had done much more than knock on a few doors.

With the disappointing factor of the local police department, she was going to have to do most of the legwork. She knew that as long as she had her friends and family working hard to find her daughter, she was going to have to put in the work as well. As she and Harper started to make their way to the car, Chloe noticed how quiet the neighborhood seemed. Even though the rest of the people around her were going through their day-to-day routines, it was her daughter who brought it all together. Knowing Rose was somewhere out there and needing her was all she needed to know to keep pushing forward.

Harper got into the car first, climbing into the driver’s seat. Chloe followed behind and took the passenger seat, hoping her friend could talk some sense into someone at the forensics office and push things forward. Although her brother had argued, and so had Mike, she was happy to have the people she had around her. If it wasn’t for Harper and Mike, she had no idea if the police would actually start an investigation at all. She reminded herself to thank everyone around her when it was all over. Her friend started the car and pulled out of the driveway. As soon as they were on the road, she started to think about everything that had happened up to that point.

“So, this friend that you are going to see? Do you really think they are going to help us out?”

“I helped her out with a huge situation not that long ago, and she kinda owes me one now.”

“What did you do to help her?” Chloe asked.

“That’s not my story to tell right now, but I helped to change her life and see what was out there for her.”

“I take it she was dealing with a man.”

Harper chuckled. “Let’s just say that you pretty much nailed it, but I don’t want to speak about something that’s none of my business. I’m positive she will push things along, and that’s all that matters right now.”

She didn’t care what it took to make things happen, and the only thing she could think about was Rose. Chloe had been so lost in thought during the trip that she barely realized they were pulling into the forensics office parking lot. She found it hard to believe that nearly twenty minutes had been lost during the trip, but she was glad they had arrived. Within just a few moments, the two women were walking through the front doors of the building and being greeted by Patricia, who was standing behind the main counter.

Although the two of them weren’t close by any means of the word, Chloe did know the woman. Patricia had a daughter who was in the same grade as Rose, but the two girls had different teachers. She had only met her a few times and just in passing, and even though the two of them weren’t all that close, the woman seemed to be shocked by what was going on with Rose.

“I really hate to hear that any of this is happening,” Patricia said.

“Thank you, but I feel like the entire town knows what is going on.”

“It’s a small town, and word gets around. Besides, when you work in a place like this, you know every time there is an APB put out. I just hope they find the bastard before he disappears.”

Chloe nodded. “That makes two of us.”

“I wish we were seeing each other in better circumstances, but I’m curious why you’re even here.”

Harper cleared her throat. “Our local police department sent over some evidence that needs to be gone through from the crime scene. Unfortunately, they tagged everything wrong because they didn’t know we were dealing with a kidnapping until it was too late.”

“I’m assuming they forgot to tag everything is urgent. I swear they’re always messing things up like that.”

Her friend nodded. “That’s right. We really don’t have the time to wait several days to find out the results of the DNA that was sent over. Do you think there is anything you can do to help us out?”

Patricia smiled. “For you, I’d be more than happy to talk to the team and make sure they give you a call as soon as the results are in. I’ll make sure the paperwork gets filed and they put a rush on it.”

“I can’t thank you enough.”

“I’m the one who owes you. If there is anything I can do to help you out, especially with this whole situation, don’t hesitate to ask.”

“I’ll keep that in mind if another situation comes up, but for now, the only thing we need is a rush put on the evidence sent over by the police department. The quicker we can get that information back, the sooner we can get this little girl home where she belongs.”

Chloe still had no idea what Harper had done to help the woman, but she was grateful that Patricia was going to push the techs into getting the job done faster. It was only a matter of time before Martin would disappear with her daughter for good, and any amount of help they could get in tracking him down was going to make things easier for all of them. Her mind started to drift and think about her daughter again while Patricia pulled out a sheet of paper and scribbled some information down.

She barely realized that the paperwork she was filling out was a request form to push through the DNA evidence they were waiting for, but she had heard enough of the conversation to know as soon as the results came back, they would be the first call. Chloe was glad to have the people around her she did. They were willing to do whatever it took to get her daughter home. After Patricia and Harper had finished talking, they both thanked the woman several more times before turning around and heading toward the front door.

In a daze and hoping it wouldn’t take long to get the answers they were looking for, Chloe managed to follow Harper to the car. She was still trying to figure out where Martin would head next with their daughter, but the answer seemed to continue to elude her. She was growing frustrated that she couldn’t figure it out. When they finally reached the car and Harper climbed into the driver’s side, Chloe climbed into the passenger side. Then she pulled out her phone, double-checking to make sure she had missed no calls. Happy with the fact that no one had tried to contact her up to that point, she set her phone on her lap. Just before her friends started to pull away in the car, Harper’s phone started to ring.
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Harper pulled her phone from her lap and then glanced at the caller ID. She immediately turned the phone in Chloe’s direction and showed her it was Mike calling. She started to hope the man was calling with good news or at least some information about Martin’s whereabouts. As soon as her friend touched the screen of her phone and answered the call, she placed it on speakerphone so both of them could hear whatever he had to say.

“Tell me what you have for us, Mike,” Harper said.

“When I first got here and had a conversation with the local police department, I told them to call me with any information so I could pass it on to both of you. They just called.”

“What kind of information were they calling about?”

“They said they are keeping tabs on all the main entry points coming into town, and we’re able to catch Martin coming back to town in the back of a taxi.”

“That’s great news. What about any information about Rose?”

“That’s all they could tell me. The only other thing I know is he is being held at the local police station, and they plan on questioning him soon.”

Harper sighed. “Is he just not talking?”

“I don’t know. The only thing they told me was they picked him up, and he was being held there. He might have gotten an attorney already.”

“That’s not going to keep me from talking to him. I’m sure he will be more than willing to answer our questions once I get my hands on him.”

Mike chuckled. “I believe you. I would just caution you about how you handle everything. He seems to be on every cop’s good side right now, and we don’t need him to lawyer up if he hasn’t already.”

Chloe lost track of what the man was saying when she started to think about the possibility of her husband having an accomplice. She had no idea what kind of person it would take and how they would be all right with kidnapping a little girl. She pulled out her own phone and checked to see if she had missed any notifications, and her heart dropped when there was nothing new on her screen. If Martin had been found with her daughter, then someone would have contacted her to let her know Rose was safe.

The fact that no one had called or messaged her told her one thing. Martin had done something with their daughter, and someone else was involved in this situation. She could feel the rage inside of herself starting to grow, and she glanced out the car window and into the parking lot they were still sitting in. All she wanted was for her daughter to be returned safely, and it was becoming clear that the information they had just been given was just another piece of the puzzle they were all finding difficult to solve. When she realized the car had grown silent, she glanced back over at Harper with questioning eyes.

“I’m going to go to the police station to see if they will let me talk to Martin,” Harper said.

“If you are going to the police station, then I’m going with you. I want to know what in the hell he has done with my daughter.”

Harper sighed. “I want to find out what he did with Rose just as much as you do. This is the one time I’m going to ask that you just let me drop you back off at home and stay there until we have more information.”

“This is my daughter we’re talking about. I want to be there to hear whatever he has to say.”

“I promise you I’m going to do whatever it takes to get that information from him, but you being there might just be a hindrance to the investigation. I think it would be much better if you stay behind and wait for my call.”

A small voice in the back of her mind tried to tell her Harper was right. She knew it was highly likely that if she got close to her husband, she would do whatever she had to in order to find her daughter’s location. Even if that meant she was going to have to spend a long time in prison to do so. She took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, trying as hard as she could to see things from her friend’s perspective. If there was anyone she knew who could get the information they needed out of Martin, it was Harper.

Unfortunately, as she tried to focus on the possibility of bringing her daughter home soon, the fact that her husband had been the one to kidnap the girl in the first place only served to enrage her more. Chloe knew she needed to be there when her friend spoke with her husband. She looked down at her phone again, hoping she was just moments away from receiving some sort of news about Rose’s location, but there was still nothing. She closed her eyes for a moment before glancing back at her best friend.

“I know you think you are doing what’s best for me, but I have to be there when you talk to him. I want to see the look in his eyes when he answers your questions and tells us where Rose is.”

Harper shook her head. “I know better than anyone else that there is no way I’m going to change your mind.”

“Good, then what are we waiting for?”

“I need you to make a promise to me. You have to stay out of it. You’re going to have to let me ask all the questions if we are going to have any chance of finding her.”

Chloe shrugged. “What else is he going to do? He’s already been placed under arrest for her kidnapping and has absolutely no way of getting out of it. I will let you talk to him, but I’m going to be there for all of it.”

Harper nodded and started to pull out of the parking lot. Although her frustration was still at its peak, Chloe knew they were getting closer to bringing her daughter home. All they needed to do was ask Martin the right questions and assure him of the punishments he was going to receive for kidnapping Rose. As her friend pulled onto the road, she glanced out the window, knowing they were that much closer to finding Rose.

There were many things going through her mind, and only a few of them made any sense. Chloe still didn’t understand why her husband had taken their daughter and what he could have done with her. As the thoughts continued to run through her mind, she started to wonder why he had returned it all. The fact that Rose was not with him was just as baffling. As she glanced over at her friend, who was driving, she knew there were too many things not adding up.

“Why do you think Martin came back?” Chloe asked.

“I’m not really sure. Maybe he knew he was going to get caught and decided to turn himself in.”

“That doesn’t make any sense, though. I don’t have anyone blowing up my phone to tell me they found Rose. So, why come back?”

Harper shrugged. “I guess he might be thinking he can use her as some kind of bargaining chip to earn a lesser sentence.”

She hoped her friend was right in her assumption, but it was hard to believe he just wouldn’t return with their little girl. Something wasn’t adding up, but she knew they wouldn’t get any answers until they had the chance to question Martin. The one thing she was sure of was that if she had the opportunity to put her hands on her soon-to-be ex-husband, she was going to strangle the crap out of him for putting them through this.

As her friend continued driving to the police station, Chloe was growing more livid with every passing moment. She wanted to punch her husband in the face and pull the answers from his mouth with her bare hands. Whatever his plan was with their daughter, he had obviously failed, but if he didn’t disclose Rose’s location to them, she didn’t know what she would do to him.
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Even though she was filled with rage and her mind was racing the entire trip, each minute it took to get to the police station felt like an eternity. Finally, as she looked out the window of the passenger side of the vehicle, she saw their local police department coming into view. A moment later, Harper pulled the vehicle into a parking space, and they were both getting out of the car. Chloe was so angry she began marching directly toward the front door, and it wasn’t until she felt her best friend’s hand touch her shoulder that she realized what she must look like to the other officers walking in and out of the building.

Chloe didn’t care what anyone thought as long as Martin gave them the answers they were looking for. She wanted to know exactly what he had done with their daughter and where she could be found. There was no chance she was going to leave until she had those answers. Harper rushed around her and made it to the front door first, opening it for both of them but walking through before she could.

Immediately, she started to feel that anger starting to boil over when she saw her husband sitting just a few feet away from the front desk. Chloe realized the man was not in handcuffs and didn’t understand why he hadn’t been placed under arrest. She rushed toward Martin, who reared back in fear before she felt a pull from behind. She spun around to see it was Harper who was holding her back.

“Why the hell is he not in handcuffs? He kidnapped our daughter, and no one is going to do anything about it?” Chloe seethed.

“You said you would let me handle this. Now, let me do that.”

“I just don’t understand what is going on. Is the system so corrupt they are just going to let him get away with whatever he wants?”

Harper sighed. “I’m sure there is a good reason he hasn’t been placed under arrest. Let me get a little information before we assume anything.”

Chloe knew her friend was right, but the only thing she wanted to do was wrap her hands around her husband’s neck and strangle the life out of him. She took a deep breath and sighed before marching back to the other side of the room and taking a seat in one of the chairs, glaring toward Martin. She could feel the rage inside of her starting to grow slowly, and it wasn’t until she spotted Mike coming from one of the offices in the back that she started to calm down. There was something about being in the man’s presence that just calmed her, and she had no idea why.

Mike stopped and spoke to Harper for a moment, but Chloe couldn’t hear what he was saying. Chloe was just about to stand up and make her way over to where the two were talking when he raised a finger, telling her to hold on for just a moment. She sat back down and hoped that whatever he had to tell her was something that would lead to them finding her daughter. She knew Rose had to be scared, wherever she was, but she was still keeping her hopes up that her daughter was safe. As her impatience started to set in, she was thankful to see Mike finally making his way over to her.

“What is going on, and why is Martin not being placed in a cell as we speak?”

Mike sighed. “Right now, he is leaving everyone with more questions than answers. He’s been cooperating fully, but since there are no signs he was the one who took Rose, there’s not a whole lot anyone could do.”

“That’s a load of crap,” she snapped. “Are you really going to stand there and tell me he has nothing to do with this?”

“I’m just telling you what I could learn from the captain. When he was being brought in, the other officers started to talk to him. Martin is telling everyone the reason his house was cleaned out was because he had rented an apartment in Huntsville.”

“That’s forty miles away from here. Do you think it’s possible he has Rose stashed away there?”

“I wish I had more answers for you, but I don’t. I can tell you that the police are already sending someone out to check out his story.”

“A lot of good that is going to do. I don’t understand why they aren’t out looking for my daughter and trying to figure out what in the hell Martin did with her.”

Mike shrugged. “I can’t tell you why the police department is doing what they are doing, but I can’t tell you it is not going to slow us down on figuring out what is going on.”

Chloe sat quietly for several moments, trying to understand what game Martin was playing. Even though she already knew most of the situation they found themselves in wasn’t making sense or adding up, the fact that Martin hadn’t been placed under arrest was infuriating. No matter what anyone else said, she knew the man was the one who had taken their child. She was starting to rock back and forth with the amount of anger inside, and she tried her best to do exactly what Harper had asked her to do and stay out of it.

It wasn’t her fault they had placed her husband in the same building with her, let alone the same room. Mike was only a few feet away from her and had started another conversation with Harper, but Chloe couldn’t take her eyes off of Martin. Even with their daughter missing, he seemed to be blissfully ignorant of the situation he was in. The longer she stared at the man, the angrier she got. One way or another, she was going to find out what happened to her daughter, and he was going to be the one who told her.

Chloe glanced around, hoping someone was close enough to talk to so she could figure out what was going on, but everyone was walking in and out of different doors in the building. Her friends were busy talking to each other, and she was left all alone with the thoughts in her head. When an image of Rose playing in the backyard popped into her mind, she could feel herself starting to snap. The man responsible for the disappearance of her daughter was sitting on the other side of the room, and as she glanced back at him, he looked to have a smile on his face.

That was her breaking point. The moment she realized Martin was playing another game with them was the same moment she stood up and started making her way across the room. She only slightly heard Harper calling her name, but this time, no one was going to stop her from getting to the man who had kidnapped her daughter. With each step she took, Chloe was picking up speed. There was still a thought in her mind that was continuing to tell her that all she needed to do was place her hands around his neck and start gripping tightly. Only then would she have all the answers she was looking for. Instead, when she was just a few feet away from her husband, she stopped herself and glared at him.

“You need to tell me what the fuck is going on here,” Chloe snapped.

“All I know is that I was on my way back into town when the police brought me here. I don’t know anything else.”

“You’re going to need to do a lot better than that.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that you need to start answering our questions and telling me where the hell our daughter is. What did you do with Rose?”

Martin shook his head. “I didn’t have anything to do with Rose disappearing. I was simply—”

“You’re lying to me,” Chloe screamed. “Tell me where Rose is.”

“I’m not lying to you. Contrary to what you might be trying to get everyone else to believe, I love our daughter. I have no idea where she is or what happened to her.”

“So, this apartment that you rented out has nothing to do with wanting to take my daughter away?”

Martin scoffed. “I have other ways of getting my point across. I would never do anything that involved using Rose against you. I know you don’t want to believe me, but you don’t have to.”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“It means that I have no idea where our daughter is, and I can prove it.”
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Chloe was inclined to smack his hand away when he reached out, palm open in a silent plea for her to hand over her phone. She wanted to lurch forward and wrap her hands around his neck, strangling the life out of him. Looking into the eyes of the man she had once loved more than anything in the world, she handed him her phone after unlocking it. Before their separation, she had never locked her phone. The idea she had anything to safeguard was silly. Martin, though, had changed everything.

She could still remember when her suspicions had been on the rise and Chloe had tried to get into Martin’s phone. Despite trying several times to crack the code, she always came up short. In the heat of a later argument, he’d offered it to her once, but she had still believed he was a good man. So much had changed in the months since those times, since now she didn’t even care about anything he did. Now, only Rose mattered to her. Watching as he dialed a number from his heart, he put the call on speakerphone as a woman answered on the other end of the line. Instantly, Chloe felt sick to her stomach. She knew the voice all too well.

It was Martin who spoke first. “Hey, sweetheart, it’s me. Listen, I need you to—”

The officer cleared his throat, glaring at Martin before speaking. “Ma’am? This is Officer Collins with the police department here in—”

“Oh my God, Martin, are you okay?” she asked.

“Yes, ma’am, he is fine. We just need you to clear a few things up. Would you please tell us what you were doing this afternoon?” he said.

“Uh, sure. Okay, well…let’s see. I got up and made coffee…”

“Start from when you first saw Mr. Redding,” the officer said.

“Oh! Right, sure. Let’s see, I picked him up outside of town around one today. He didn’t want to take the car all the way since, you know, his wife is a nut and probably tracking him—”

Chloe’s eyes shot to Martin, who cringed and immediately looked away from him. She was going to have more than a few words with the man as soon as she found her daughter.

“And how long were you two together?” the officer asked.

“We’ve been dating a few weeks now, but the move is new. Let’s see. We stayed at my place last night and all day today. Then he went to meet the movers, and that’s when I picked him up.”

“Ma’am, we’re going to keep you on the line here a few minutes longer and have you come down to make a statement. Just give me one minute to get your information,” Collins said.

He took the phone and walked away from them. Chloe was ready to destroy her soon-to-be ex. She didn’t believe for a single minute he thought she was tracking him. Grabbing hold of his shirt collar, Chloe shoved him hard against the glass, and no one stopped her. She used enough force to both shock the man and knock the wind out of him.

“You son of a bitch. Tell me what’s going on, or I swear to God I will choke the life out of you before anyone can stop me,” she growled.

“I’m broke! Okay! I’m freaking broke, Chloe. Between the house bills and work being cut back, it cost me everything I had in my account to make this move happen. I was out of freaking gas until I got paid this morning,” he yelled.

“How is that possible? The house bills don’t amount to nearly what you make—”

“Yeah, maybe not, but the private investigators, the attorneys, trying to save face in all this. That shit costs money,” Martin said.

“You hired a private investigator?” she growled.

“Yes, okay? None of that matters now, though. I swear to you, I didn’t have anything to do with Rose going missing. I was moving, and I was going to let it all go, give you the house, custody, and all of it. I just wanted to have my place set up first. Jesus, I’m tired of fighting with you. You win. I just want a fresh start.”

“Without your child?” she asked.

“Of course not! Shit! What the hell do you want from me? I will give you a play by play of everywhere I was for the last two days. I swear to you I didn’t take Rose. I had no idea she was missing. I couldn’t pay my phone bill until this morning and didn’t even know what was happening. As soon as I paid it, my shit started blowing up, and I caught the first car into town. I would never take her away from you, Chloe. You have to believe me,” Martin said.

She was reeling from everything Martin was telling her. Looking into his eyes, she saw the pain and fear were now so familiar to her. There was a darkness that came with having a missing child, of not knowing if they were dead or alive. In her heart, she knew as much as she hated him and he hated her, he didn’t know where her little girl was. Still, his lies and deceptions had cost them valuable time. Without question, she would never forgive him for what he had done. They were wasting time by fighting with each other, though. Now she knew Martin was a dead end; her worst fears seemed to be coming true. She had no idea where Rose was.

“I don’t know what to believe anymore,” Chloe said.

Harper moved to her side, her kind hand resting on Chloe’s shoulder as she released her grip on Martin. Suddenly, the world started to spin around her, and the small space seemed too confining. Turning away from the group, Chloe raced for the exit and burst out into the frigid air as the first tears started to fall. As she doubled over, willing her lungs to keep moving oxygen through her body, she fought the panic that was coming. They had wasted so much time, precious hours that may have cost her daughter her life.

Chloe would never forgive Martin or herself for the misstep. They had to find Rose. Behind her, she heard the doors to the station open and felt Harper’s familiar hand on her back, gently moving in circles to help ease her friend’s mind and heart. Nothing was going to help, though, not until she knew what was going on with her daughter.

“Hey, it’s going to be okay,” Harper said behind her. “I know it might not seem like it, but we’ve got some solid leads, and Rose’s image is all over the news. Us finding Martin means people are looking and paying attention.”

“Yeah, but now what are we going to tell them? We’ve got him but not her.”

“Don’t worry about that. Mike and Hank can handle the media with the locals, okay? We can focus on getting her back. I know that’s not much, but it’s something, right?”

Chloe nodded. No matter what, she was certain her friends and family would keep going until Rose was home. All she could do was promise them she would keep fighting right alongside them. She would give anything for her daughter, anything under the sun.
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Hours had passed, and still, they had no new news about her daughter’s abduction. Chloe had long ago sequestered herself in her room, the chaos down below on the main floor becoming too much for her to handle. Though she was blown away by the outpouring of support both from her family and the community, it was slightly overwhelming. Her parents had set up a home base on the main floor for all the volunteers and those helping in the search for her daughter. She couldn’t take more than a few steps downward without someone’s sympathetic gaze falling on her. It had reached the point of suffocating.

As a result, she was taking time to herself in the hopes that some new discovery might come to her. She was still reeling from the realization that her husband wasn’t behind everything. His dishonesty and lies, as far as she was concerned, were the main reason they were in the position to begin with. Had he not distracted her with yet another one of his petty and pointless arguments, she would have been attentive to keeping an eye on their daughter. Even as she tried to blame her husband, she felt her own guilt weighing heavy on her mind.

Chloe wasn’t sure how much longer she could continue to hide out in her bedroom, though. It was eating her alive; she felt useless against whoever had abducted her daughter. She wanted to be out on the streets, screaming her rage from the rooftop with every breath until Rose was safely returned. Yet there was nothing to do but sit and wait. They had the best minds she knew working on it, but her life had become a waiting game of despair. Suddenly, there was a knock on the door, and Chloe immediately jumped to her feet.

Just as she was about to reach for the knob, it opened and closed, and she felt her heart starting to race. There were only a few reasons Harper would come looking for her. She knew something else had happened. For a split second, she didn’t know if she wanted to hear whatever her friend had to say or not. Not knowing, though, was far worse than having answers, no matter what they might be.

“I just heard back from Patricia. She just got the results of the forensics they did on the evidence we found. I knew you wouldn’t want me going anywhere without telling you first,” Harper said.

“Really? Wow, that was fast when you don’t have to go through bureaucratic red tape. Let me grab my coat, and we will go,” Chloe said.

Her friend frowned. “Are you sure it is a good idea that you come with me? I know everyone downstairs is worried about you.”

“Honestly? If I sit around here any longer doing nothing, I am going to lose my mind. Now, I can either go with you, or I can go off on my own and look for her. Which would you prefer?” Chloe said.

Her friend’s hands shot up in a mock show of surrender. “Take it easy now. I was just letting you know what you had to walk through. I will not try to stop you from coming with me.”

“Good,” Chloe growled. “I didn’t mean for that to sound as harsh as it came out. I just don’t want to be excluded from anything regarding the case. If I have to stay around here much longer sitting by myself, feeling like a sideshow in my home, I am going to lose my mind.”

Harper smiled at her. “Don’t worry, we can take this sideshow on the road. Now, let’s go find out what Patricia uncovered.”

Chloe smiled at her friend, jogging over to the closet where she had hung her coat, along with her purse and gloves. Getting dressed, she grabbed her phone and followed Harper down the steps and out the front door. She was thankful her parents were engrossed in the search with the others and didn’t notice the pair sneaking out. Chloe wasn’t ready to deal with the onslaught of sympathetic looks and questions from anyone, including her parents. As they climbed into Harper’s car, she thought back and realized there were two people missing from the horde gathered at her house.

“Where are Mike and Hank at?” Chloe asked.

Harper smiled as she slipped the car into gear, and they pulled out onto the road. “I sent them down to the police precinct. They are helping to follow up on any tips or leads that come in. Although, I am sure the local guys are hating that those two are there. They can be pretty relentless when they team up. I think we’ll have to keep an eye on them. Now they are friends. I can see the kind of trouble they could get into.”

Chloe laughed. “Oh great, just what we needed, someone to encourage Hank and his antics. I genuinely like Mike, though. He has a good heart.”

“I couldn’t agree more. I knew he would be a huge asset to this investigation. I just hope this doesn’t take much longer. I don’t think any of us are going to rest easy until we know Rose is safe. It is eating me up inside, you know?”

“Trust me, I understand. Nothing is right in the world with her missing,” Chloe said.

“I know this is starting to sound like a broken record, but you know we are going to get her back, right?” her friend said.

“If you sound like a broken record, then so do the voices in my head right now. I have to keep telling myself we will find her. It is the only thing that is keeping me going at this point.”

Silence fell between them, but it wasn’t one of stress or tension. Chloe knew her best friend was thinking about the same information she was, going over every detail of the investigation they had uncovered thus far. They were both desperately searching for any detail that might have been missed, either by them or by the police officers. She couldn’t bring herself to accept the fact that they might simply be out of clues. Finding her daughter was the only thing that mattered.

Thankfully, it was a short drive to the forensic lab on the outskirts of town. She was grateful they both had connections in the area that made it possible to expedite finding her missing daughter. Still, Chloe was well aware of the fact that all their efforts combined might not be enough. She wanted to believe that everything was going to work out in the end, but the pessimist inside of her questioned that reality with every minute that passed.

Her friend slipped the vehicle into park and hesitated for a moment. Harper looked at Chloe, and she knew her friend had something to say.

“Are you sure I can’t talk you into waiting out here? We don’t know what we are going to find, and it might be better if I get the results from Patricia on my own,” Harper said.

“Haven’t we already been over this? I don’t want to be excluded.”

“I know, I know, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to stop asking. Keeping you safe and mentally sound is one of my top priorities,” Harper said.

“Your only priority should be finding Rose, nothing else.”

“What good is finding her if we lose you, Chloe? You need to pace yourself and be prepared for whatever comes our way. I want to find her just as much as you do, but sometimes, that means we’re going to have to see and hear some hard facts.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

“It means that Martin didn’t take her, and you’ve got twelve registered sex offenders living within twenty miles of this town. We need to be ready for anything, got it?”

Chloe nodded, not pushing the issue as they both climbed out of the vehicle and made their way to the front doors of the building. She didn’t want to think about the reality of their situation, not when they were so close to having answers. Her heart was already starting to race with anticipation. As soon as they knew who had taken her daughter, they could hunt them down like the animals they were and get her back.

To her shock, when they reached the front desk where Patricia had been sitting before, there was a stranger in her seat. Chloe gave Harper a confused look, and the woman shrugged, obviously having no idea what was going on, either. Instantly, Chloe felt sick to her stomach. Something wasn’t right about the situation.
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“Do you have any idea where she went?” Harper asked. “She literally just called me not that long ago to tell me the results from my DNA request were in.”

The woman behind the counter shrugged. “No, not at all. I usually only work the counter if someone calls in sick, but I was here today working in one of the back offices when she came in and said she needed me to cover for her.”

“She didn’t say anything else?”

“No. She just said she had an emergency and probably wouldn’t be back today.”

“Thank you.”

“That’s no problem. I wish I had more information for you.”

“I do have one more question,” Harper said. “Can you tell me if it seemed like Patricia was stressed when she left?”

The woman nodded. “Now that you mention it, she seemed rather panicked when she asked me to cover the rest of her shift for her. It’s not like Patricia to freak out the way she was, but I just thought that maybe something was going on with her daughter.”

“Thanks again.”

Chloe and Harper walked back toward the front door. She couldn’t believe Patricia had left in such a hurry. She had just called Harper to tell her the information they were looking for had come back and they needed to come in. Chloe was shocked the woman wasn’t there to greet them, and she had no idea what kind of emergency Patricia would have that would take her away from her duties at the forensic lab. After a short conversation with her friend and Harper telling her she would see if the security officers would allow them to see any of the surveillance footage, Chloe waited by the door.

If anyone would be able to sweet talk security into allowing them to see whatever footage they had, she knew it would be Harper. Her friend had a way with people that always allowed her to get what she wanted. As she waited for her friend to come back with their answer, she looked out the glass front doors and into the parking lot, wondering what was going on with Patricia. She didn’t know the woman well; in fact, she barely knew her at all. The one thing she knew for sure from the way the woman had talked earlier was she would do anything for Harper and the missing girl.

Chloe was starting to lose herself in thought when Harper touched her shoulder, and she turned around. She followed her friend toward the security office, and when they walked in, she was surprised to see several monitors and nearly a dozen camera angles throughout the building. Happy that her friend had gotten permission to view the surveillance footage, the man behind the screens immediately pulled up the footage they were looking for.

Within seconds, they spotted Patricia behind the front desk. As a security officer played the footage, they could see the woman place a phone call to Harper. The time of the call was displayed on the screen. It was the exact same time she had told Harper to let her know what they were looking for was ready. There was nothing peculiar about the footage they were watching on the screen, and Chloe wondered what had happened in just a few brief minutes to cause the woman to leave. The recording was still playing when she turned and looked at her friend.

“It just doesn’t make any sense,” Chloe said.

“I know. There’s absolutely no reason she shouldn’t have been here when we arrived, and I don’t understand what happened.”

“Maybe she got a phone call or something?”

“It’s possible she had to leave because her daughter was sick, and it was that difficult to find out for sure if that was the case,” Harper replied before glancing back at the monitor. “Stop the video and play it back.”

The urgency with which her friend had talked to the security officer startled her, and her attention immediately turned to the screen replaying the video from earlier that day. As the two of them watched Patricia on the screen, they could see the woman hang up the call with Harper and immediately pick up an envelope sitting on the desk in front of her. The angle of the camera allowed them to see the look on the woman’s face, and she could tell she was confused by what she was looking at.

Patricia opened the envelope and read something inside that was obviously upsetting to her before stuffing the piece of paper back into the envelope and shoving it into her purse. As Chloe continued to watch the video, she could see that Patricia was suddenly in a panic. Seconds after stuffing the letter into her purse, she picked up the phone and dialed the number. Unfortunately, the security cameras that have been placed throughout the building weren’t capable of recording audio, and they had no idea what was being said.

As soon as the woman completed the phone call, she grabbed all her things and rushed off-screen. She realized whatever was written on the note was something that had taken her by surprise, but Chloe had no idea how they could figure out where the woman had gone. Once Patricia was no longer on camera, the security guard stopped the playback and then glanced back at Harper.

“That’s all we have. If you look up at that screen there, you can see she gets into her car and pulls away,” the man said. “I’m curious about something. Why does she have that envelope?”

“What do you mean?”

“That envelope she has in her hand has an official evidence stamp on it. I can tell from the video that is something she’s not supposed to have.”

Harper sighed. “That’s the information she was supposed to be getting for us and the results for some samples that were sent over.”

“Whatever is going on, she might be in more trouble than you think.”

“I’ll be sure to keep that in mind, and thanks for letting us see that. Do you guys keep a log for incoming and outgoing calls?”

“Of course. You wouldn’t believe how many times people have called and claimed to be a defendant’s lawyer, just to try to get evidence against them. We started keeping a call log years ago.”

“Would you mind getting me a copy of that call out for today?”

The security officer nodded and started to type on his computer. A few moments later, Chloe heard the printer behind her come to life, and the officer walked over to it, pulling the single sheet of paper from the tray when it was done printing. The man didn’t hesitate to hand Harper a copy of the call log before taking his place behind the monitors once again. Although she had no idea what was going on with Patricia, it was clear by the reaction she had just witnessed that something big had just transpired.

Harper thanked the guard, and Chloe was quick to thank him as well. With the call log in her hand and more questions than answers, they left the office and headed out the door. Whatever was going on with Patricia, she was sure it had something to do with Rose’s disappearance and the information they were about to receive. Her friend made it to the door first and held it open as Chloe walked through. As they walked toward the car waiting for them in the parking lot, she stopped and started to look at the call log sheet she had in her hand. She stopped and looked back at her friend.

“What are you doing?” Chloe asked.

“None of this makes any sense. I wish she had left the letter sitting there or something. Anything that would give us a clue why she left in such a hurry?”

“Do any of those outgoing calls on the log sheet tell you anything?”

Harper sighed. “Not really. I mean, I know we will trace any of the calls on here, but I know Patricia wouldn’t just leave work like that, knowing how important it is to us to have that information.”

“How well do you know her?”

“I know her well enough to know that she felt like she owed me for the situation I helped her out of. She wouldn’t hesitate to try to pay me back. None of this is making any sense.”
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Chloe wished she could help her friend figure out what was going on with Patricia, but she really had no background in anything dealing with law enforcement. They weren’t even sure if the woman had left under duress. The one thing she knew for sure was the circumstances leading up to Patricia leaving the building were obviously suspicious. As they started walking back to the car, she couldn’t help but wonder what was in the envelope that the woman had read. The one clear clue they had as to what had caused Patricia to leave work was written on the piece of paper inside the envelope, but they had no way of knowing what it said.

Once the two of them were sitting in the car, Chloe didn’t know what to say. She was still trying to go over the information they had just gathered in her mind, and Harper was still studying the call log sheet. The two women sat in silence for several minutes before her friend reached for her phone and dialed the number. Chloe was glad Harper had put the call on speaker so they could both hear the conversation, and when Mike answered, she was happy to hear his voice.

“Were you able to get what you were looking for?” Mike asked.

“Not exactly. I think we’ve stumbled on to even more questions,” Harper replied.

“What do you mean?”

“Patricia called me from the main office here and told me they had the results back, but when we got here, she was nowhere to be found. The woman behind the counter told us that Patricia seemed to be stressed out before she left. So, I asked security to see the surveillance videos for the time of her call to me.”

“From the way you are acting, I’m assuming you found something you didn’t like.”

“You’d be right. After she hung up with me, she picked up an envelope from the desk in front of her and read something inside. Patricia immediately started to panic and made a phone call. Security said the envelope was the official result of something, which means whatever was inside caused her to panic. Right after that, she rushed out of the building, and no one at her work has heard from her since.”

“That really does seem suspicious,” Mike said. “Do you know the number she called?”

“I have it all right here.”

Harper proceeded to give the man the number listed that matched the time she had placed the call. Chloe was amazed by how fast her friend’s mind worked and how she had gone through all the calls and found the exact one that matched up with the time they were looking for. It didn’t take long for Mike to scribble down the number and promise he would start a trace on it immediately. She was thankful to have friends on her side with a background in law enforcement.

After both of them thanked Mike several times for taking care of the situation, Harper ended the call and started the car. A few moments later, they were pulling out of the parking lot and headed down the road. She realized her friend was still mulling over the information about Patricia, and she was partially doing the same thing, although a lot of her thoughts continued to trickle back to Rose. She was starting to wonder if whatever had happened to Patricia had something to do with her daughter’s disappearance.

Since the timing of everything seemed suspicious, Chloe couldn’t help but wonder if someone was trying to interfere with the investigation into her daughter’s kidnapping. The entire reason they were going to meet with Patricia was to get the results of the DNA samples taken from the scene of the crime, and the timing of everything was starting to weigh heavily on her mind. Suddenly, Harper’s phone started to ring, and she answered it on speakerphone.

“Hello,” Harper said.

“This is Sheriff Pete McDougal. I don’t know what in the hell you all think you are doing, but I’m going to need you to come into my office immediately.”

“We’re just doing our part to look for my friend’s daughter.”

“From what I’m hearing, you and Chloe were given information, and results from the DNA were pulled. We were not given that information, and I’m starting to think you’re just interfering with our investigation.”

Harper sighed. “It’s not my fault the county has a lack of communication, but I’d be more than happy to come in to talk to all of you.”

“Why don’t you just tell me if the lab that gave you the information we need to proceed with the case?”

“I was never given any evidence or results.”

Pete sighed. “Come to my office immediately. I’ve had just about enough of you interfering with our investigation.”

Before either of them could respond to the sheriff’s demands, he ended the call. He was obviously unhappy Patricia had called them before giving out any information to local law enforcement, but Chloe was indifferent to the situation. She had to do whatever she needed to in order to get her daughter back, and she didn’t care what rules she broke along the way. Harper looked over at her and shrugged before taking the next left turn that would lead them toward the police department.

Chloe hated the fact they had to take time away from looking for Rose just to appease a blowhard sheriff. Harper had been right when she told the man it wasn’t their fault that there was a lack of communication somewhere along the chain of command, but they had no choice but to break off from the investigation and talk to the man. As they continued to drive toward the police department, Harper’s phone began to ring again. This time, with her phone still in the holder attached to the vent in the middle of the car, Chloe could see the call was coming from Mike. Her friend didn’t hesitate to answer it.

“I traced that number you gave me back to Patricia’s landline,” Mike said.

“She called home?” Chloe asked.

“It looks that way.”

Harper sighed. “This really is starting to make even less sense the more we learn. I’m really wondering what kind of results came back in that file.”

“I wish I had a way of telling you that, but the best I can do is send you the address on file. What are the two of you doing right now?”

“We were headed over to the police station in order to talk to the sheriff. Sounds like you already found out we were going to be given the results before they were.”

“I thought you said you didn’t have the results?”

Harper chuckled. “That’s right. According to the security guard who let us watch the surveillance videos, Patricia is the one who has the DNA results. I think it would be better if Chloe and I handle checking out her house.”

“I guess that means you want me to head over to the police department to deal with them.”

“Yeah and take Hank with you. I feel like the two of you can handle the locals.”

Mike laughed. “I’ll do what I do best.”

“I understand why they’re pissed off about us getting the results before they do, and he asked that the two of us come in to talk to him about it. I’m sure he just wants to tell us how horrible we are and smack us on the hand to tell us not to do it again.”

“That sounds like most of the locals I’ve ever dealt with before. I’m sure he’s just mad that he’s not getting the respect he thinks he deserves as the head man in town. I’m sure Hank and I can handle it.”

A few moments later, Harper ended the call. Chloe once again found herself thankful to have the friends she had on her side. Although it seemed like they were coming up with one dead end after another, she knew the situation with Patricia was going to lead them in the right direction. Whatever the woman had read in the file, it was something that caused her to storm out of her workplace in a hurry. With every passing second, Chloe was becoming happier with the fact that Harper had brought in Mike. If it hadn’t been for his presence there, they would have been forced to travel to the police department before being able to go to Patricia’s home.
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Chloe was still at a loss for words as Harper turned the car down a side street and started to follow the directions on the GPS. Although she had lived in the town for quite some time and knew a lot of the people around the area, Patricia wasn’t anybody she knew very well. She could remember a few times they’d had short conversations about their daughters during parent-teacher nights at the school, but other than that, they had never dived into any talks about their personal lives.

The two women had traveled a few blocks, and neither one of them had said anything to the other. Chloe was still trying to piece everything together in her mind and figure out why the woman would have left in such a hurry before it dawned on her that Harper might know Patricia much better than she did. The conversation the two had about the woman and whatever her friend had done to help Patricia out popped into her mind. She found herself thinking of several new questions she needed answers to.

“I know you originally said it wasn’t your place to tell me what was going on with Patricia and how you had to help her, but I think it might be a good time to tell me what you know.”

Harper sighed. “I guess you’re right. Patricia is a really sweet woman. She hasn’t deserved any of the things that have happened to her in her life, and we’ve talked a few times over the years.”

“Is that all the more a relationship takes for you to be willing to help?”

“There’s much more to the story than that. See, I’ve known for quite some time she has been in an abusive relationship. It’s not quite the same as what you have been through but just as traumatizing.”

“So, her husband was physically abusive?” Chloe asked.

“The man beat her regularly. I guess you could say he was smart about it in the way he never left marks in places that other people would see, but he is just as narcissistic as Martin.”

“I understand that.”

Harper nodded. “I know you understand that better than almost anyone else around here. Unfortunately, he fell into the same stereotype as Martin, and the local police didn’t seem to want to do anything about it. A couple of weeks ago, Patricia came to me and asked for my help. I immediately told her I would do everything I could for her and got her out of the abusive marriage.”

Chloe understood how hard something like that was to go through, and she understood why her friend hadn’t divulged the information sooner. When she first started going through the process of getting a separation and divorce from Martin, she didn’t want anyone to know what she was doing or what was happening in her private life. It was a personal situation she was dealing with, but it didn’t take long for her husband to have the entire county involved in their personal life. It was that kind of narcissism that had led to the downfall of their marriage to begin with, but she knew Martin would never change.

She could only hope that the woman was all right as Harper made another sharp turn and she realized for the first time they were speeding through town. Her friend was worried about Patricia’s safety, but Chloe couldn’t help but think about the information and results the woman had left work with. The only thing she was more concerned with was getting her daughter back home, but she still couldn’t figure out what kind of results would have scared the woman into rushing out of work.

It was something that continued to haunt her for the rest of the drive, and when they pulled into the woman’s driveway, she wanted answers. As the car came to a stop, they both climbed out and rushed up the path that led to the front porch. Patricia’s car was in the driveway or, at the very least, a car. Chloe had no idea what kind of vehicle the woman actually drove and couldn’t be sure whether it was hers or not. The two made their way up onto the front porch, and Harper started to beat on the door.

“Is that her car?”

“I don’t think I ever paid attention to what kind of car she was driving, but I’m pretty sure I recognize that as one she had gotten into before,” Harper said.

“Do you think she might have met someone here and left?”

“There’s only one way to find out.”

Harper knocked on the door again, and Chloe held their breath as they waited for some kind of response from inside. After a few more attempts to get someone to answer the door, her friend stepped back and told her to do the same. The woman standing next to her was just about to kick in the door when Chloe reached out and tested the door handle first. It wasn’t locked and easily pushed open.

Her friend brushed past her and rushed through the front door, and Chloe followed behind. When they stepped into the front room, nothing looked out of the ordinary, but it didn’t stop Harper from rushing from room to room and calling out the woman’s name. She made sure to follow behind and try to stay out of the way, but when she glanced toward the kitchen, she spotted a pair of legs lying on the floor.

She tapped Harper on the shoulder and pointed toward the kitchen. The woman immediately rushed toward the kitchen, and when they both stormed through the doorway, they could see Patricia lying unconscious on the floor. Harper kneeled beside the woman, and Chloe pulled out her phone to call the paramedics. Something bad had happened, but she had no idea what was actually going on and who could do such a thing.

Chloe’s mind immediately raced to Patricia’s husband and the fact that they had recently separated. If the man was as abusive as Harper made him out to be, then she knew there was no telling what lengths he would go to in order to keep her from leaving. The operator answered, and she gave them the address and the situation they found themselves in. Once the call with the operator had been completed, and she knew the paramedics were on the way, she relayed the information to Harper.

“Did they say how long it would take?”

Chloe nodded. “The operator said that the paramedics should be arriving within the next ten minutes.”

“Good. I can’t tell for sure, but I think Patricia is going to be fine once they arrive and give her the medical attention she needs. You take the downstairs, and I will start searching upstairs.”

“What are we looking for?”

“Well, her purse is lying right here next to her, and I don’t see the envelope that has the results she was supposed to give us. They have to be somewhere in the house, or whoever did this to her took it.”

Chloe had been so worried about the woman being unconscious on the floor she hadn’t even thought about the file that had the results they were looking for. She immediately started checking the area around them in the kitchen, and her friend went upstairs and started to look around. The more she started to look for the envelope they had seen on the video, the more she realized it wasn’t anywhere downstairs. Harper finished checking upstairs about the same time she finished looking downstairs, and they met back in the kitchen.

“Any luck?” Harper asked.

“No. The envelope isn’t here.”

The two of them stared at each other for several moments, and Chloe knew something bigger was going on around them than she had originally expected. Although she had no idea what kind of connection Patricia had made when she read the results inside the envelope, she knew it had something to do with the disappearance of her daughter. If the person who had attacked Patricia had something to do with Rose’s kidnapping, then she wondered how her daughter was being treated. After their initial search of the house, they stayed in the kitchen and near the woman, who was still unconscious on the floor.

Chloe was worried about Rose’s safety, but she was also concerned with Patricia. Her mind was racing as the two continued to wait for the paramedics to arrive. It had only taken them a few minutes to search the house and come up empty-handed, but every minute felt like an hour in her mind. Finally, she could hear the sirens coming down the street and that the paramedics were almost there.
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Chloe wasn’t sure why she hadn’t thought about the possibility of the police arriving at the same time as the paramedics, but that was exactly what happened. The police came in and cleared the area, making sure that the suspect was no longer inside before allowing the paramedics to come in and check on the woman. Patricia hadn’t moved since they had first arrived at the house, and Harper was growing more concerned with the woman’s health with every moment that passed.

The paramedics made short work of checking the woman’s vitals, and they were all glad that Patricia still had a heartbeat, although it was weak. The two women stood off to the side and allowed the paramedics to do everything they needed to do. Chloe’s heart was racing as she watched the paramedics jump into action and wheel in the stretcher. A few minutes later, as the sheriff made his way into the house, the paramedics were carrying Patricia out to the ambulance and taking her to the hospital.

“She’s going to be all right,” Chloe said.

“Patricia is a strong woman. I know she is going to pull through this, but I still don’t know what is going on.”

“It had to be her husband, right?”

Harper nodded. “I assume so, but it doesn’t make any sense why he would take the results from the lab unless he was somehow involved with your daughter’s kidnapping. That makes even less sense than him attacking her here.”

“I don’t really—”

“Why does it not surprise me to find two of you here?” Sheriff McDougal asked. “Here I was, expecting the two of you to meet me at my office, only to receive a call that one of you made a call to the paramedics from this location.”

“We were honestly on our way to speak with you when I found out that the last call Patricia made from work was to her home. I sent one of my guys over to talk to you,” Harper replied.

“One of your guys? You’re not even on the police force anymore. You shouldn’t be working a case, and you sure as hell shouldn’t be interfering with mine.”

Chloe scoffed. “I’m assuming everyone here wants the same thing, and that is to find Rose.”

“Of course, we all want that. Unfortunately, now I have a new set of problems I’m going to have to deal with. I don’t even understand why Patricia would be giving you the results of the samples sent over before giving them to us.”

“I just want to find my daughter and bring her back home safely.”

“Luckily for the two of you, we are having the lab send the results over through e-mail. As soon as I’m done dealing with this situation, then I will look over the results and have a better idea of who took your daughter. I just need the two of you to stay the hell out of my way.”

Chloe was just about to respond when Harper pulled her away. As the two were headed out of the house, her friend looked back and yelled to the sheriff that they would steer clear of the investigation. She had no idea why the woman was promising something they weren’t going to do, but she tried to take everything in stride. The last thing she needed was to be arrested and not able to search for her daughter, since the police were more concerned with her than they were with finding Rose.

Harper didn’t stop pulling her from the house until they were both standing outside of the car. As soon as they were inside the vehicle, her friend pulled out her laptop and started to type away. Chloe was confused as to what was happening, and she tried to say something to Harper, but the woman sitting beside her just lifted her hand and hushed her. She was growing frustrated with everything happening around her and the fact they weren’t getting any answers. With her impatience starting to take over, Chloe wanted to know what was going on.

“Why didn’t we stay in there and fight more?”

Harper scoffed. “Arguing with that old man isn’t going to get us anywhere.”

“I understand that. I’m pretty sure Mike was right when he said something about the fact that he’s probably just upset he’s not getting the information first. Just don’t think it matters as long as we find Rose.”

“That’s exactly what we are going to do. Whatever information Patricia read in those results, I’m sure it has something to do with the disappearance of your daughter.”

“How is that even possible? I don’t know her or really anything about her.”

“That’s what I’m hoping to figure out now, and I forgot about the fact that every test that goes through the lab is saved digitally.”

“Can you say that in English?”

“Patricia had the only hard copy of the results from the lab. The reason the sheriff is going to get the results emailed over to him is because they have a backup copy on their hard drives at the lab.”

Choe sighed. “I don’t think security is going to allow any of the other technicians to give you the information Patricia took.”

“I’m not even going to give them the chance to argue with me. I have my way of getting that file without going through them at all. It’s just going to take me a couple of moments to dig through it.”

“If she was your only contact, then how in the world are you going to get those results?”

Harper smiled and typed for a moment longer before turning the laptop in her direction so they could both see the results being pulled up together. Chloe realized her friend had hacked into the system and had gained access to the digital copies. The woman was remarkable, and she was thankful to have her on her side. Suddenly, the screen on the laptop changed, and they both looked down. Immediately, her stomach churned, and panic started to set in.

Not only was there a name on the screen, but there was a picture as well. The man the DNA came back to wasn’t someone she knew, but it was definitely someone she had seen around town before. Her heart was starting to race with the information she was seeing, but none of it was making any sense in her mind. Even as Chloe stared into the man’s eyes in the photograph on the laptop, she couldn’t find a connection between Patricia, the man, and her daughter.

“I can safely assume that neither one of us saw this coming,” Harper said.

Although she heard the words her friend had said, she was still trying to wrap her mind around the information she was learning. Chloe didn’t understand the connection between the three at all. Why would someone who had no previous contact with her daughter kidnap her? Her mind flooded with questions and fear, and she tried to put the pieces together in her head.

Chloe had never known Patricia well, but the name on the screen was a familiar one. She remembered one of the times she had spoken with the woman at a school function and had been introduced to Patricia’s husband. She didn’t need Harper to tell her who the guy was in order to know Brent; the name of the man the DNA belonged to was, in fact, Patrica’s husband. Brent was the one who had kidnapped Rose, and her heart dropped.

“If he is the one who kidnapped Rose, it would explain why Patricia freaked out the way she did.”

“Why would she call him?”

“Maybe she thought she could talk him down or something,” Harper said. “The one thing I know for sure about this man is he is very dangerous. If he has broken himself down to the point of kidnapping a child, there’s no telling what he is capable of.”

The thought of her daughter being in more danger than if a stranger had kidnapped her sent her head spiraling. Chloe could hear the soft sound of her friend’s voice calling her name, but the only thing she could focus on was the image of Brent on the screen. Although she was fearful for the safety of her daughter, it wasn’t the only emotion starting to rise up inside. She could feel all the anger and rage filling her from deep within. She didn’t care what his reasons behind kidnapping her daughter were, and the only thing she could focus on was what she would do to the man when they caught up with him.
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Still speechless, her mind was racing from the new information. They had made it to the hospital but were still sitting in Harper’s car, both too stunned to do much of anything. Knowing Brent was behind the kidnapping changed everything. Just like with Patricia, Chloe didn’t know Brent from Adam. To make matters worse, she had no idea what sort of person he was or why he would take her little girl. Knowing that his own daughter was in the same grade as Rose, Chloe’s mind went to the darkest place first. Her stomach lurched as she fought to keep control of the panic.

“What are we going to do?” Chloe asked.

“We need to find out everything there is to know about this guy, Brent. I think Patricia was drugged. I’ve talked with her several times, and not once did she come off as a drug user.”

“So, you think Brent had something to do with hurting Patricia, too? That means he had my little girl with him or left her somewhere. My God, she has to be terrified.”

“It’s okay. This is good news. This is the confirmation we were looking for. We’ll have the men start digging up everything on him right away, and maybe Patricia will tell us more about him. He might have a hunting cabin or something where he’s keeping Rose.”

“I am so angry that Martin lied to me. If we hadn’t been chasing him around, we might have caught this sooner—”

“You can’t do that to yourself, Chloe. No matter what happens, you need to remember that you are an amazing mother. Rose is a smart, kind, an incredibly witty young woman because of how you’ve raised her.”

“She’s gone though, Harper. She was taken, and that sure as hell feels like it’s on me,” Chloe said.

“Then let’s get inside and follow this bastard’s trail so we can get her back.”

Before she could wrap her head around how everything was happening, there was a knock on the driver’s side window that made both women jump. Seeing the police chief standing there, she once more felt sick to her stomach. Whatever news he brought, Chloe could tell by the lack of color in his cheeks it wasn’t good. He looked as though he’d seen a ghost. Taking a deep breath, she braced herself for whatever was about to come. If they had found Rose and he looked like that, it wasn’t going to be good.

Chloe wasn’t sure she could handle anything more. After seeing Patricia and her state, Chloe knew Brent had nothing good planned for Rose. He was obviously insane. It came as no surprise that he’d followed them to the hospital. They were both trying to get some face time with the same woman. It was impossible to know if Patrica could answer questions, though. They needed to get inside.

“What’s up, Chief,” Harper said.

“We just got some news from the school. It seems there has been another abduction,” he said.

“What?” Chloe stammered.

He nodded. “Patricia’s little girl was taken from the playground not even twenty minutes ago. We don’t know what to make of it, but there might be a link between the two.”

Harper cringed. For a moment, Chloe couldn’t figure out what was wrong until she realized the chief hadn’t yet checked his email where the forensic results were waiting for him. Suddenly, it made sense why they mostly worked in hard copies. The man didn’t check his digital mail often.

“Right, about that. The kidnapper is Patricia’s husband, Brent. I’m guessing he’s the one who took his own daughter as well. Sorry, Chief. We couldn’t wait for you to tell us the results, so I had a friend find them for us.”

As soon as the words were out of Harper’s mouth, Chloe’s eyes shot to the chief. She watched him go through a series of emotions. He was angry. She could understand his frustration, given they had once more broken the law to find out information ahead of him. Still, breaking the law was the furthest thing from Chloe’s mind as she thought about the trials her daughter might be facing. If he wanted to arrest her at a later date, she was perfectly fine with that, but for the time being, she was going to keep breaking the law if it meant bringing her closer to her daughter’s abductor.

“Are you telling me you hacked into a federal database? I have just about had it with you and your antics. This is my town and my police force. No one gets to go behind my back. Do you hear me? I think the two of you should come with me,” the chief said.

“Sir, I say this with respect, but we are not going to be doing anything like that. Right now, this town has two abductions going on, and they need to be our main focus. I don’t want to cause a media circus, but I will if you leave me no choice,” Harper said. “How do you think the public is going to handle finding out that you put the two people in prison who have the best chance of solving this case?”

The chief glared at her, obviously weighing his options as he did. For several seconds, it seemed as though he was going to disregard what her friend had said and arrest them anyway. When he finally moved, it was to smack his hand on the roof of the car in a defeated manner. Relief surged through her.

“If anyone asks you two, this was a warning, and officially, you are to stay off the case and out of the way. What you do with that, though, is on you. I can’t force you to make calls and follow down leads,” the chief growled.

“Thank you, sir,” Harper said.

“Don’t thank me. This conversation never happened. Should I presume the two of you are here to talk with Patricia as well?” he asked.

They both nodded.

“In that case, I want to know what you find out. I’m going to go get a coffee…maybe add a shot of whiskey into it. Never in my life did I think a kid would go missing in our little town, let alone two.”

“Don’t worry, chief, we are going to find them and bring them home. Best of all, you get to take all the credit,” Harper said.

He gave them a curt nod before walking away. Harper rolled up her window and immediately gave Chloe a relieved look. She was ready to jump out of the car, but Harper grabbed her phone and called Mike instead. Chloe listened as her friend spoke.

“Listen, we’ve got the results. It’s a man named Brent Harring. It turns out I helped his wife a few weeks back get a restraining order against him and custody paperwork filed. He’s a mean son of a bitch. I need you to dig up everything you can on the guy, got it?” Harper said.

“You bet, boss. How are things going on your end?” Mike asked.

“I’ll feel a lot better once we talk to Patricia and get some answers. Has Hank been keeping you in the loop on everything?”

“Yep, we’re headed to the lady’s house now to see what we can see. I’ll start putting out feelers on this Brent guy. You want the usual?”

“Yes, please. His habits, known locations, everything that you can get.”

“Give me an hour, and you’ll even know this prick’s favorite color,” Mike said.

“Thanks,” Harper replied.

As she ended the call and turned her attention back to Chloe, Haper gave her a reassuring smile.

“We are going to get through this, I promise you. I know you’re running hot right now and you want to get some answers, but maybe we should reconsider our approach. Patricia is going to be panicking when she wakes up anyway.”

“Harper, I’m not going to wait out here, if that’s what you’re getting at.”

“I know you want to find her, and so do I,” Harper said.

Her friend’s words did little to ease her mind, though. All she wanted to do was find her daughter and never think about the harrowing events of the last few days again. Turning her attention back to the matter at hand, she grabbed hold of the door handle and moved out of the car. Harper followed her, though Chloe knew her friend had wanted Chloe to stay behind. She wasn’t going to give Harper the opportunity to ask or demand that Chloe stay behind. They were nearly on Brent’s trail, and she needed to keep pushing forward.
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“There, Dr. Howard,” Chloe whispered. “He went to school with my second cousin. I think they were roommates, too. He and Pops ran into each other at the store when they came up for the holidays and realized they’d met years before at John’s graduation. If anyone is going to give us information about Patricia, he is going to be our best bet.”

“We got lucky then because it looks like he’s the emergency room doctor working today. How’s your flirting game?” Harper asked.

She rolled her eyes. “What game?”

“Same here. Men see me and just assume that I’m a lesbian,” Harper said.

“Uh…you are—”

“That’s not the point. You go sweet talk the doctor while I find out what room Patricia is in. I think I’ve still got a few friends left around here.”

“You mean a woman you haven’t alienated after going out with them and then ignoring their calls?” Chloe said.

Harper shrugged. “What? I’ve got a thing for nurses. It’s not my fault we live in such a small town.”

It was impossible for her not to grin and roll her eyes again as they parted ways. She headed for the doctor, now walking away from the main reception area, while her friend headed for the nurse’s station. At least if Harper returned with a black eye or two, Chloe would know why. Jogging to catch up with the man in question, Chloe cleared her throat and tapped him on the shoulder to get his attention. He spun around and smiled when he recognized her.

“Chloe, what a surprise. Have they found Rose? Is she here?” he asked.

She shook her head. “No, I’m afraid not. We’re here, though, helping the chief figure out what happened, though, and there might be a connection between one of your patients and the abduction. She just came in—”

“Patricia?” he asked.

“Yeah, have you seen her yet?”

“I just left her room, actually. We finally managed to get her stable, but she’s still coming in and out of whatever it was she was dosed with.”

“So, you don’t think she did it to herself?”

“No, definitely not. She’s got a half-dozen defensive wounds, and her heart rate was off the charts. It looks like whoever drugged her was trying to subdue her at the same time. I can’t confirm it yet until we get the results back, but I’ve seen this before at the clinic in the city. She’s basically been roofied.”

“Jesus,” Chloe whispered.

“You think that this has something to do with Rose’s abduction? If that woman took her, I will cuff her to the bed myself,” he growled.

“No, no, nothing like that. She has information, that’s all. Actually, her daughter might have been taken by the same man.”

“Well, I wish I could be more helpful, but we’ve got no idea when she is going to wake up, if at all. Whoever did this to her really didn’t want her to be talking to anyone. I’m guessing the links to your daughter’s abduction have something to do with that.”

“Thank you for everything you’ve told me. I really appreciate it. I guess we’ve got no choice but to wait and see,” Chloe said.

She shook the man’s hand and turned back toward the emergency room entrance doors. As she rounded the corner, Chloe nearly ran into Harper, who was waiting for her. She couldn’t believe that Brent had drugged Patricia. It made her wonder if he’d done the same to her daughter and his own. Was Rose simply a test run for taking his own child, and if that was the case, what had happened to his stand-in for Rebecca now? He had the real thing. Her head was spinning with questions.

“So?”

“Room two-eleven. I guess that when she was brought in, she wasn’t breathing at all. They had to pump her stomach. Halfway through pumping her, she woke up, started screaming and trying to get out of there. They had to sedate her in the end. One of the nurses just walked past, though, and it looked like Patricia was starting to come back around.”

“Then I guess we need to get in there and have a talk with her before someone sedates her again,” Chloe said.

Her friend nodded in agreement as they headed down the hall toward the room in question. When they reached it, Chloe was relieved to see that Patricia was, in fact, waking up, but none of the nurses had alerted the doctor to that fact yet. As soon as they stepped into the room and the woman recognized them, her eyes became wide. Fear surged across her expression as her gaze darted around for any sign of escape. Chloe was adept at reading people, though. The fear didn’t appear to stem from Harper or herself. Patricia was afraid of something else.

“Take it easy, Patricia,” Harper said. “We just want to talk to you about what happened.”

“Oh, oh God. It was Brent, Harper. He took the little girl!” she stammered.

Harper glanced at Chloe. “We know. We saw the results. He came to your house, right? You called him from the office, and he wanted to meet?”

Patricia nodded. “I thought that if I could just talk to him, to reason with him to bring Rose back, it would all be okay. I hate him, but I don’t want to see him spend his life in prison.”

“You were wrong, though,” Chloe said.

“Yes. I was incredibly wrong. He was so angry when I confronted him. He told me I was never going to see my little girl again and…”

The woman gasped, suddenly seeming to recall why she was so frantic to get out of the hospital. Chloe had no idea how to tell another mother their child was missing. That moment of realization had been the most terrifying of her life. No parent deserved to deal with such a terrible ordeal. There will always be dangerous people in the world, those who only want to do harm. Taking a deep breath, she reached out and took the woman’s hand.

“Brent has her, Patricia. He has Rose and Rebecca both now. That’s why we are here. We need to find them. What do you remember?” Chloe asked.

She shook her head. “He was so angry, Chloe. I know you’ve never met him before, but the way you took on your husband for custody, hearing Harper talk about you, is what gave me the push I needed to leave Brent. He took her to punish you for absolutely nothing, and now, he’s taken my daughter, too.”

“How did he drug you?” Harper asked.

“Freaking chocolates, of all things. Chocolates. At first, he tried to get me to eat them, and when I wouldn’t, he held me down and started force-feeding me. The last thing I remember, I was starting to choke, and I saw this look in his eyes…it was pure joy at seeing me suffer. I thought he was going to kill me.”

“Unfortunately, we think that’s what he wanted, too. You were dead for a few seconds there,” Harper said.

“I guess you two showing up saved my life then…the nurses told me you’re the one who did CPR. I don’t know how to thank you both, and now…now Brent is just making things worse. This is all my fault,” Patricia said.

As the woman began to cry, Harper started to console her, but Chloe couldn’t bring herself to reach out. Her head was spinning with information. Now they knew who had her little girl. She would hunt him to the ends of the earth to watch him burn.


33
[image: ]


Hearing everything Patricia was telling them sent a wave of shock and fear through Chloe. When they had first arrived at the woman’s house and found her unconscious on the floor, her first thought had been that Brent had something to do with the disappearance of her daughter. At that point, it had just been a lingering thought in the back of her mind. Hearing that the kidnapper was exactly who she thought it was made her feel entirely different. Over the next several minutes, she listened to the woman tell the police and Harper that her husband was the one who had kidnapped Rose and her own daughter.

Now, they weren’t just dealing with the disappearance of her daughter. They were dealing with the kidnapping of another little girl as well. Chloe listened as the woman told everyone in the room about the different threats that Brent had made recently. Several of them included the fact he was going to take their daughter away, and just hearing the fear in the woman’s voice was enough to send Chloe over the edge. She was filled with rage, even though she knew they finally had a suspect to chase after. Snapping herself out of her thoughts, she started to actually listen to everything being said around her.

“Do you think Brent knows we are on to him?” Harper asked.

Patricia shook her head. “I doubt it. I made the mistake of saying I took the results before you had the chance to see them. I wasn’t thinking.”

“I don’t think that’s a mistake. That gives us an edge over him right now. If he thinks he’s getting away with this, Brent might make a bigger mistake later.”

“What do you mean?”

“There’s a history of criminals being caught because they believe they are smarter than the police. Granted, I’m not an officer anymore, but I’m pretty sure I can keep up with the likes of him. If he thinks he has taken care of the only evidence the police had to work with, then he obviously thinks he’s going to get away with everything. Can you tell us anywhere he might go?”

“I have no idea,” Patricia replied. “Though, with the way he has been acting lately since I filed for divorce, I have no idea what he is capable of. I just want my daughter back and far away from him.”

Harper nodded. “Now we actually know who we are looking for. It won’t be long before we have him in custody and both girls back home.”

Chloe knew her friend was right. Although the man had a major head start on them, she knew it was just a matter of time before they could catch up. She listened to the two women talk for just a while longer, but her mind started to trickle to the safety of her own daughter. The only comforting thought was the possibility that Rose would remember the man from school and that the other girl was with her. At least she knew she had a friend close by and the two girls could bring comfort to one another.

When Harper had finished questioning Patricia and had all the information they were going to get, the two of them headed back toward the car and climbed in. By that point in the day, with everything they had learned along the way, Chloe was distraught. It only helped slightly that they could figure out who was behind the kidnapping, but there was still a lot of the situation that didn’t make sense in her mind. She stayed lost in her thoughts as Harper made the drive back home.

“Jesus, my head is pounding,” she muttered.

“Glove box. There is a bottle of acetaminophen.”

Chloe popped it open and rifled around. Just like the rest of her life, Harper’s glove box was a little chaotic. She pulled out a cell phone and gave her friend a questioning look before putting it back and grabbing the bottle of pills.

“What? It’s always good to have a second phone on hand,” Harper said.

It didn’t take long before they were pulling into the driveway, but it didn’t matter to Chloe how many people were inside. She knew the house was still going to feel empty without her daughter there, and the only thing she wanted was to bring her back home safely. Knowing Brent had decidedly gone off the deep end because of the divorce, she still didn’t understand why the man had kidnapped Rose. There was never going to be a time she agreed with what he was doing, but it made more sense he had kidnapped Rebecca.

Chloe tried to shake the thoughts from her mind as the two women walked up onto her porch and through the front door. The stress of everything weighed heavily on her mind, and she felt as though the weight of the world was on her shoulders. Chloe knew she hadn’t gotten a good night’s rest since the disappearance of her daughter and was also starting to influence her. Although she knew there was plenty to do in order to track Brent down, the only thing she wanted at that moment was to take a shower and wash her feelings away.

Chloe told Harper she was going to wash up, and Harper agreed it was for the best. She slowly made her way up the steps to the second floor and made her way to the bathroom, peeling her clothes from her body as soon as the door closed behind her. Turning on the water and switching the flow to the shower, she waited for the temperature of the water to reach a hot level. As soon as it was where she wanted it, Chloe climbed in and allowed the water to cascade off her body. She immediately started to feel better, but the worry for her daughter and Rebecca continued.

The shower had felt so good she stayed in it longer than she had planned, but by the time she reached down and turned off the water, she knew she had made the right decision. Chloe was more prepared to take on whatever came at them. Next, she wrapped the towel around herself and headed to her bedroom. She barely paid attention to the clothes she was grabbing out of her closet and put on whatever she had grabbed. She had just finished brushing her hair when her phone started to ring. As she looked at the caller ID, she thought about letting it go to her voicemail when she realized it was Martin.

A large part of her wanted nothing to do with the man and didn’t care what he had to say. But a thought crept into the back of her mind that he might have some information that would lead them to her daughter? Taking a deep breath and exhaling slowly, she picked up her phone and answered the incoming call.

“What do you want, Martin?”

“I just want to know if you have been able to find out any more information about where Rose is.”

Chloe sighed. “There’s been some new details in the case, and we now have a suspect. Unfortunately, there is another little girl missing.”

“One of the officers at the police department has already updated me on the situation with Patricia and Rebecca. It’s a horrible thing, and I never thought Brent would be capable of something like this.”

“Well, he is. Now, we need to track down wherever the hell he went with both of the girls.”

“I’d like to help.”

Chloe scoffed. “Why don’t you go over to the police department and see if they will let you be part of their search team? I’m sure they wouldn’t mind having you around.”

Martin sighed. “I understand why you are angry with me, but I thought I could come over there and help you with your investigation.”

“I don’t want you here.”

“We need to show a united front on this. We need to be hitting this situation head-on.”

“I’ve been doing that from the start. As soon as Rose disappeared, I started doing everything I could to try to find her. We have more than enough people here to continue the investigation without you.”

“I really want to be a part of finding our daughter.”

“You should do it somewhere else,” Chloe snapped. “I don’t think the two of us being in the same house is a good idea, and I’m sure your friends over at the police station will be more than happy to have your assistance.”

“Why in the hell do you need to act like that? This is about—”

Chloe pulled the phone away from her ear and ended the call. With everything else going on around her, she wasn’t about to let Martin get in her head. She was already more than angry about everything else, and she’d had enough of being told what to do. As she finished getting ready and started to head down the steps, she could hear voices coming from the kitchen. More than anything, she wanted to find her daughter and bring her back home, but she needed to take a break from everyone around her. Hearing the same thing over and over wasn’t doing her mental state any good. When she reached the bottom of the steps, instead of heading to the kitchen, she snuck out the back door to the garage, where she could have some privacy and some time to herself.
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With the excitement of everyone coming and going from the house, Chloe had settled Peppermint in the garage. She regretted she hadn’t visited the dog more frequently, but with her daughter missing, her mind had only been on one thing. She took a seat as far away from the door as she could, and Peppermint immediately came over to her and demanded pets. Smiling slightly, she gave in and started to pet the family dog. The entire situation and everything surrounding the events that had taken place since her daughter’s disappearance was starting to become too much.

Chloe could feel the tears swell in both of her eyes, and she knew it was only a matter of time before she would break down. As she continued to pet the dog, she bowed her head slightly and started to pray. Although she knew the people who surrounded her were going to track down her daughter, she was tired of waiting. It was all becoming more than she could handle, and as she continued to pray for Rose to come home, she also asked God to watch over Rebecca.

Growing up in a religious family, Chloe knew God would answer her prayer. Each time she said Rose’s name, though, she noticed Peppermint’s ears perk up. The family dog was missing her daughter just as much as she was, and it was breaking her heart. Without even realizing it, Chloe had allowed herself to start to cry. There would never be a chance she would give up on finding Rose, but knowing their beloved pet was in just as much pain as she was caused her to crumble.

She asked God to protect her daughter and Rebecca and prayed that both little girls would be returned home soon. Although she knew God would answer her prayers, it barely touched the surface of the emotions she was feeling. Every time she said her daughter’s name, her heart would break. Chloe finished her prayer and practically started talking to the dog like Peppermint understood everything being said. Even with the tears still rolling down her cheeks, she chuckled slightly at herself when she realized what she was doing and glanced down at the dog sitting in front of her.

There was a moment of silence in the garage, and she was starting to feel like she could rejoin the others without breaking down in front of them. She basked in the quiet for several moments, and her phone started to ring and broke the silence around her. Pulling the phone from her pocket, she realized the incoming call was coming from the blocked number. Chloe was hesitant to answer it, knowing it was possibly a call coming from someone who might have information about the whereabouts of the girls who were missing. Realizing the call might come with some new information, she answered it.

“Mom, I’m scared,” Rose said.

Hearing her daughter’s voice nearly broke her. The last voice she had expected to hear on the other end of the phone call was Rose’s, and Chloe almost didn’t know what to say. There was a moment on the call when she didn’t say anything and just allowed her daughter to speak to her. A million questions ran through her mind about where the girls were and if they were safe, but she couldn’t bring herself to speak. When she finally broke free from her thoughts, Chloe knew she needed to find out as much information as she could from the little girl on the other end of the call.

“Where are you, honey?”

“I-I don’t know.”

“Can you tell me anything about the area you’re being kept in?” Chloe asked.

“I know we’re in a basement. I’m not really sure where.”

“That’s okay. We have lots of people looking for you.”

Rose sighed. “I’m not alone here anymore. I was at first, but now, Rebecca is here with me.”

“Are the two of you all right? Has anyone hurt you?”

“Rebecca is really scared, and so am I. Neither one of us knows where we are or why we are being forced to stay in the basement. My arm hurts really bad.”

Chloe started to fill with rage. While there was a small part of her relieved that the two girls were being held together, she knew it was only a matter of time before they were moved again or Brent decided he was done with one of them. She pulled herself together, knowing the phone call she was having with her daughter could possibly be the only chance she was going to figure out where they were. Just hearing her daughter’s voice sent a rush of adrenaline through Chloe’s body. She was now motivated more than ever to find the two girls and bring them home.

“I know the two of you were scared, but I want you to know we have the police, myself, and your Auntie Harper looking for you both. It’s not going to take long before we figure out where you are and bring you home.”

“I want to come home now.”

Chloe sighed. “We’re doing everything we can. Is your arm all right? Can you move it?”

“I don’t think it is broken, but it does really hurt. Rebecca had a phone that her mom had given her. I remembered your phone number.”

“I’m so proud of you for remembering that. We are going to find you. Don’t you dare give up.”

“I’m sorry I left the backyard.”

“Baby, there is nothing you need to be sorry for. Nothing that has happened to you is your fault, and I promise we are going to find you soon and bring you back home.”

“Okay, Mommy. I love you a lot, and I miss you. I just want to come back home.”

Hearing those words from Rose’s mouth broke her heart. She wished they were closer to finding the two girls and bringing them home, but the truth of the matter was they had no idea where Brent had taken them. Although she wanted to ask Rose several more questions, she knew they were running out of time. Just as she told her daughter she loved her, too, and was proud of how brave she was being, she thought she heard a door in the background opening.

Before Chloe knew what was happening, Rebecca screamed in the background and the shrieks that came from her daughter enraged her more. She shouted into the phone that they were coming for them, but it was too late. The other end of the line went silent, and she knew the man who had kidnapped Rose and Rebecca had realized they were on the phone, and he had taken it from them. There was a relief in her mind that she had heard her daughter’s voice, but it wasn’t enough. Chloe wanted Rose back home, and she wanted to make sure Rebecca was safe, too.

She sat in the chair she had placed on the other side of the garage floor. With Peppermint still sitting at her feet, Chloe was at a loss. Even the dog must have known she was in a world of pain, and he placed his chin on her knee. With her free hand, she patted the top of his head and stared at the phone in her other hand. The screen was still dark, and there was nothing on the other end of it. She had no idea what to do next. Chloe was frozen in place. The only thing going through her mind was the sound of her daughter’s voice, and it continued to ring in her ears.

There had never been a point, since the day Rose had been born, where she had been so frightened. Brent was out of control, and now she knew the man was creating a new fear in her daughter. The thought birthed a rage inside of Chloe that she had never felt before, and although she was still reeling from the conversation she had just had with Rose, she knew she needed to let the others know what had just happened. Several thoughts started to rush into her mind, but letting the others know about the phone call was at the top of the list of things she had to do.


35
[image: ]


Chloe immediately jumped to her feet, and Peppermint barked at her. His bark startled her, but she knew her quick movement had done the same thing to him. There would be plenty of time to make it up to Peppermint, and she knew it. She rushed through the garage door and raced to find Harper. The entire house was filled with friends and family, along with several neighbors who had volunteered to help look for Rose. After a few minutes of going from room to room, she finally tracked down her friend in the kitchen and told her what had just happened.

Although Chloe was still reeling from the conversation she’d had with her daughter, Chloe could tell by the look on her friend’s face it was important to hear everything that had been said. It didn’t take long for Harper to make all the volunteers leave, and the only ones left in the house were Chloe’s parents, Hank, and Mike. They were the only members of the group who mattered, and having them all hear the information together was important. It became obvious to her what her friend was trying to accomplish, and she patiently waited for all the volunteers to leave. Once everyone was out of the house, those who remained gathered in the kitchen, and Harper told them all what Chloe had said to her.

“I want to go to the police and let them trace it. I know it’s going to take a warrant, but it’s the only way I see being able to get ahold of the information,” Chloe said.

“It’s going to take them days to get a warrant, and by then, Brent could be long gone with the girls,” Harper said.

“I don’t know what else we’re supposed to do. The police are going to get a warrant and get us the exact information we need in order to find them.”

Mike stood up from the chair he was sitting in. “It’s not exactly the most legal way to go about doing things, but I can trace the call without a warrant.”

Chloe nodded. “Thanks for reminding me. With everything going on, it didn’t even cross my mind that you could do that.”

“That’s why we are all together in this. We all have your back, Chloe. It will only take a few minutes to set up my equipment here in the kitchen, and I can get started with the trace.”

Within moments, everyone jumped into action. Chloe could only stand by and watch, since everything going through her mind was almost more than she could take. Harper immediately started to help Mike grab his equipment out of the car and the laptop he had in the living room. She was amazed at how everyone had come together and started to work as a real team. As she watched the others, she sensed everyone was on edge. There wasn’t a single person left in the house who wasn’t anxious to see what Mike could come up with, and she could only hope they could do it before Brent moved on.

Even though there were only a few people left in her house, everyone was moving around so she barely noticed when Harper mentioned taking the dog out to her parents. Her parents didn’t hesitate to offer their assistance, and she was thankful for every person around her. Once everything had been set up in the kitchen and her parents had left the house to take the dog for a walk, Mike immediately started working on his computer. Chloe thought about the trace she had completed on Patricia’s phone call and how fast he had managed to do so, and she only hoped the process would be just as quick.

Chloe knew everything they were doing was illegal, but she wouldn’t worry about the ramifications of that until after her daughter was home, where she belonged. To her, it didn’t matter who found her daughter first. It only mattered that both girls were returned safely. The entire room was quiet since the house had been emptied of all the volunteers. Chloe was standing on one end of the kitchen as Mike continued to pound away at the keyboard in front of him, and Harper watched over his shoulder. Everything seemed to be moving in slow motion except the man’s hands, which were flying. She hated the fact that they had set up everything in the kitchen, especially when she turned and glanced out the window.

The thoughts of the day that Rose had been taken from their backyard flooded her mind. Everything she could have done differently rushed through her thoughts. Chloe regretted she hadn’t told her daughter to come back inside before heading upstairs to make her phone calls. There was a ton of regret washing over her, and she was thankful for the distraction when she heard Mike exclaim he had something. She made her way to the other side of the room and joined the other two by the computer.

“What do you have?” Harper asked.

“It looks like I have been able to narrow the location down to a lake, but I haven’t been able to get it any closer than a half-mile radius,” Mike said. “I think it’s just the area and location of the ping, since there aren’t a lot of cell phone towers around.”

“That’s definitely closer than we were ten minutes ago. What am I looking at here? It kind of looks like a little subdivision.”

“That’s not a subdivision,” Chloe said. “That’s a small area where a few dozen houses were starting to be built before COVID hit. It was going to be a nice little area for a small community, but the company building them went belly up during the lockdown.”

“That would be a perfect place for someone to keep something hidden that they didn’t want to be found,” Mike said.

Chloe nodded. “Each one of the houses they started building has a basement, and most of the foundations had been started long before the development of the houses had even taken place. They could be in any number of those basements.”

“There’s no point standing around here and doing nothing. We need to load up in the cars and head out there right this minute. We’re going to search every single one of them until we can find those little girls,” Harper said.

“Brent might be long gone before we even get there. He caught Rose on the phone with me, and both of the girls were screaming when he did.”

“There’s absolutely no reason to believe he would move them.”

“Just because he is out of his mind right now and kidnapped two girls doesn’t mean he’s not smart enough to realize we might be on to him now.”

“Right now, the most important thing we can do is go there and search every single basement in the area. Even if we don’t find the girls there, there might be some evidence as to where he was headed next.”

Chloe agreed, but her heart was aching. She was trying not to let herself give up. The fact that they had narrowed the location down to a small area of abandoned homes was a good thing, but she wasn’t sure what they would find when they got there. The thought of finding them both gone was something she wasn’t sure she could handle, but she was going to do everything in her power to find her daughter and Rebecca. There was nothing she wouldn’t do to bring her little girl home.

They discussed a game plan, and it was agreed that Mike and Hank would travel together, leaving Chloe to ride with Harper. She really didn’t care what car she traveled in as long as it led to the recovery of both girls. The group headed out of the kitchen and grabbed their jackets before they made their way out to the driveway where they had parked. Even as they all climbed into the two separate vehicles, Chloe’s heart started to pound in her chest. Were they really that close to getting both girls back? She knew only time would tell.

“Are you doing all right?” Harper asked, starting the car.

Chloe nodded. “I’m just ready for all of this to be over and to have Rose back home.”

“I can’t promise we are going to find them there, but I know it’s only going to be a matter of time before we catch up with him. Keep your head up and think about how happy your daughter is going to be when she sees you.”
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For reasons she didn’t understand, Chloe felt a rush of positivity fall over her. She wasn’t sure if it was the words her friend had said to her or the fact that they were that much closer to bringing her little girl home, but she knew it wouldn’t be long until they had both girls safely where they belonged. Harper pulled the car out of the driveway and onto the road, with Mike and Hank following behind. Just as they started to pull away, she glanced back at the house in time to see Peppermint bursting through the doggy door that had been installed the year before.

The dog rushed across the yard, jumping up and placing his front paws on the fence and barking loudly. Harper brought the car to a stop and glanced in her direction with a smile on her face. Chloe knew it was possible for the dog to jump over the fence and disappear, and the last thing she wanted was a missing dog on top of her daughter being kidnapped. Looking from the dog to her friend sitting in the driver’s seat, she shrugged.

“I guess he wants to find her as much as we do,” Chloe said. “Do you think he will be all right roaming the yard for a while?”

“Why don’t you just let him come with us? It couldn’t hurt to have another set of eyes looking for Rose and Rebecca.”

“I just don’t want him to get in the way.”

Harper smiled. “You’re the one who said he wants to find her as much as you do. So, why not put that dog nose to use?”

Chloe chuckled softly and knew her friend was right. If they weren’t able to find the girls with the four sets of eyes they had, maybe having the dog use his sense of smell would be a plausible idea. She climbed out of the passenger side of the vehicle and made her way over to the gate that led into the yard. A moment later, she was guiding Peppermint to Harper’s car and loading him into the backseat.

Although there was a certain amount of excitement in the air because they all knew how close they were to funding the girls, Chloe’s heart began to ache. She wasn’t about to lose hope, but she knew the chances of finding the girls still in one of the basements were low. It was highly likely that Brent had already moved on and taken the girls with him. Her mind started to float back to the phone call she had with Rose and the conversation she’d had with Patricia. The man was obviously abusive and had lost control of his mental state. She feared her daughter would be punished for making the phone call.

“Do you think Brent would punish them for having a phone?” Chloe asked.

Harper glanced her way. “I can’t say it’s impossible, but you have to keep in mind that everything we have learned up to this point has all been good information. You have to keep those positive thoughts in your head.”

“What do you mean?”

“What I’m saying is that you have to remember that Rose called you. That’s the only thing you need to think about. She reached out to you, and that means she is alive. Not only that, but it also means she’s thinking clearly.”

“That’s the first thing I thought about, as well. I told her I was proud of her.”

“Hell, I’m proud of her, too. Not only did she think about calling you, but she remembered your number on top of everything else.”

Chloe smiled slightly. “Rose is a very smart girl, and she’s so much stronger than I ever would be in that situation. I just can’t bear the thought of her being punished for calling me.”

Harper reached a hand over and placed it on Chloe’s. “Everything is going to be all right. It’s only a matter of time before we have her back home with you. Don’t lose that hope you have inside.”

“I’m really trying not to, and I know all of this means we are just that much closer to bringing both girls home. I just want this whole thing to be over.”

“It’s going to be over soon, and then there is not going to be anything you need to worry about other than drowning that little girl in love.”

Chloe chuckled. “I’m never letting her out of my sight again.”

Although they both laughed over what she had just said, she knew she was telling the truth. When she finally could hold Rose in her arms again, it was unlikely she would ever let go. As the two continued to travel down the road toward the small unfinished community, her phone rang. Chloe dug the phone out of her pocket, rolling her eyes when she saw it was Martin. She waited for just a moment, but she knew no matter what was going on or how much she hated the guy, she was never going to keep him in the dark about their daughter.

“I know I’m probably the last person you want to hear from, but I wanted to call and see if there have been any new developments,” Martin said.

“No matter how much I hate you, I’m not going to keep anything from you about what is going on.”

“That sounds vague.”

Chloe sighed. “Rose called me on Rebecca’s phone. For now, it seems like both of the girls are all right and alive, but they are in some serious trouble.”

“What do you mean? Was she able to tell you where they are being held or where Brent has been keeping them?”

“We ran a trace on Rebecca’s phone number and have an area we are going to search. There’s no promise we are going to find them there, though.”

“Where is that?”

“I have more than enough people here to help me search the area. I’ll let you know what we find.”

Martin sighed. “You might have more than enough people, but just tell me where you are going. I can come to help look for them. I want to be there when you find our daughter.”

As much as Chloe wanted to believe the man’s heart was in the right place, she didn’t want him anywhere near her. She was still angry with everything that had occurred up to that point, and she knew better than anyone else he would simply try to make everything about him. It was the one thing she understood about narcissists. She ended the call without giving him any more details. The one thing she knew for sure was that Martin would immediately contact the police, and it would just stir up more trouble for everyone involved.

Chloe still knew it was highly unlikely they could find anything when they searched the basements of the housing development, but she didn’t need a bunch of other police officers running around, telling them what they could and couldn’t do. All she wanted to do was make sure that she and her people could perform the search and find what they could about the girls who were missing.

Having spent so much time thinking about the entire situation and talking to Martin on the phone, she hardly realized they were just pulling into the housing development, which was possibly the last known location for the girls. Chloe looked around at several unfinished homes and knew it was going to take some time to check them all. The only hope she had was that they could get in and out of each house as fast as possible and be able to move on to the next one. As they pulled into the unfinished subdivision, she thought about the way she was treating Martin.

No matter how good of a father he had been to their daughter, he had made several bad decisions along the way, including the way he had treated her throughout their entire marriage. Chloe knew she would keep him updated as things progressed, but she didn’t want him to be that involved with what they were doing. If anything, Martin would just find a way to turn everything into an argument, and the most important thing was finding their daughter, not talking about his feelings, if he even had any. They started to pull through the front gate when her phone rang again. As soon as she noticed the call was coming from Martin, she ignored it.
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As Harper pulled into the dilapidated would-be subdivision, the gloom of it all became overwhelming. She hated to think of the two little girls being kept in such an awful place. Her friend brought the car to a halt and shut off the engine. The only thing still bringing joy to the world in the awful place was Peppermint’s excitement in the back seat. He seemed to know they were looking for his best friend. Her eyes moved across the landscape, wondering how they were going to cover so much ground in time. There was no question their last location had been somewhere in the houses, but there wasn’t another vehicle anywhere in sight.

The pair climbed out, and Chloe immediately went to the back seat to let Peppermint out. He was still on his leash, but it was mostly just for show. Despite his rambunctious behavior and advanced years, he always stayed by Chloe’s side when they were away from the house. Looking down the length of the now-crumbling road, she saw tire tracks still visible in the snow. Immediately, hope flickered inside of her, but it dimmed once again.

“Damn, I was hoping it would be as simple as following the tracks in the snow,” she mumbled.

“I saw that, too. They look like the ones we saw in the alleyway. I guess they didn’t get as much snow here as we did, though.”

“No, it’s already melted on the sidewalks and grass. Well, shit.”

“That’s okay,” Harper said. “It just means we have to check the houses one by one, but we are going to find them.”

Following her friend to the trunk of her car, Chloe watched as she popped it open and rifled around in it. Pulling out a crowbar, she handed it to Chloe and continued her search. After several minutes, Harper resurfaced with a tire iron in hand. Smiling at her friend, she closed the trunk and swung the tire iron a few times in the air.

“You know I have a gun, right?” Chloe muttered. “We don’t need these to protect ourselves. I would think by now you’d have a gun on you as well, to be honest.”

Harper chuckled. “They aren’t for self-defense, though I like where your head is at. Yes, I do have a gun…I’m a little surprised that you do, honestly. Anyway, these are for taking the locks off the doors.” Harper said. “Unless you want to shoot them off one by one? Personally, though, I think that might draw more attention than we want.”

“No,” Chloe said. “I like your plan much better. Still, it’s a lot of houses to cover, and the girls are running out of time.”

The pair headed toward the first house on their right. Glancing around, she saw each house was partially finished with matching locked front doors. Her stomach lurched. Somewhere in all the chaos was her daughter or, at the very least, a clue that might point them in the right direction. Given the brave call that Rose had made, Chloe was certain Brent would punish her for it. She heard a car heading down the wet gravel road, and for a brief moment, hope flickered again. Would it be as simple as waiting for Brent to come back with her little girl? When she recognized her brother’s rental car, though, pain shot through her once more.

“It looks like our backup has arrived,” Harper said.

“Great,” she mumbled.

“Hey now, four sets of eyes will get through these places a lot faster than two. We’ve got this. All of this is a good thing. We will find them,” Harper said.

The conversation fell silent as they watched the men climb out of the car and make their way over to where Harper and Chloe were standing. She could tell from the looks in their eyes they were just as overwhelmed by the daunting task ahead of them as she was. Chloe knew they would never stop looking, though. They had come so far; she could feel her daughter was just out of reach. It broke her heart to know the girls were in danger and alone with that monster.

“So, what’s the plan?” Hank asked. “I’m ready to find this asshole and beat the bloody hell out of him.”

“I think we all are. I guess we just go through them one by one. We knock them out and make sure to check the basements,” Harper said.

“I wish we had more supplies,” Hank muttered. “A few flashlights, breathing masks…baseball bats for this guy’s head.”

They all chuckled, but it was Chloe who spoke. “Don’t worry, he’s going to get what’s coming to him. Let’s just focus on finding the girls right now. I don’t care how long justice takes if they are back home, where they belong.”

Everyone nodded in agreement.

“All right then,” Harper said. “As soon as one of us finds something, we call the others. Be safe about it, though. These buildings are condemned for a reason. Don’t trust your footing until you’ve tested it first.”

“Okay, Mom,” Hank said.

His tone was playful, but Harper was ready for payback. She punched his arm, making Chloe chuckle when her beefy brother winced in pain. Before long, they were splitting off the houses as she headed for the first one in the row of five she was going to check. With Peppermint at her side, she shoved the crowbar into the pad of the lock and pulled down with all her strength. It gave some but needed a second attempt before finally popping off. Peppermint gave it a sniff as it clattered to the ground. Grabbing the rusted knob, she turned it, and the door creaked open. Instantly, she stepped inside, the flashlight on her phone guiding the way as they navigated through the house to the basement. She knew her daughter wasn’t in the house.

The only dusty tracks in the building belonged to those of raccoons and other wildlife that had taken shelter over the years. Yet she would leave no stone unturned in the hunt for the children. Opening the basement door, she took a deep breath and took the steps down. It smelled of mold and mice, but she pushed forward, wiping away cobwebs as she checked every corner. After several minutes, she returned to the main floor with Peppermint guiding the way. They stepped back out onto the porch and both gasped at the fresh air. They trotted down the steps and out onto the sidewalk.

Across the road, she saw Hank emerging from his first house as well. He gave her a hopeful smile but shook his head, indicating his house was empty. It broke her heart with each failure they encountered. Peppermint, though, refused to be swayed so easily. It was as if the dog knew they had a mission to complete, and nothing was going to stand in his way. One by one, the minutes ticked slowly by. Her hands ached from the vibrations of every swing she took with the crowbar. Yet after every house, she resurfaced empty-handed and no closer to finding Rose.

After the fifth house, she stopped on the sidewalk to give them both a break. Her lungs felt like they were on fire. She couldn’t imagine what the girls were going through after being kept in the mold-covered basement for days. Patting the dog as she sat on the sidewalk, she drew a ragged breath.

“You doing okay, buddy?” Chloe asked Peppermint. “I know this is a lot for you. God knows it’s been a long winter for all of us. Before long, we’ll have to get you a little doggy wheelchair, but I’m sure Rose will make it stylish and fun for you. She loves doing things like that…”

He snorted, wiping his nose on his paw as he tried to clear out the dust.

“Yeah, I know just how you feel. Don’t worry, old friend. We are going to find her. Before you know it, it’s going to be spring and we’ll have you back at the dog park. You can play catch with Rose, and maybe we’ll even go for a picnic.”

She didn’t know if it was the mention of Rose or the mention of the park that got his ears perked. Either way, it reminded her once more of why they were there. Forcing herself to stand again, Chloe stretched out and headed for the next house in the line of condemned properties. She was happy to have the dog there and was grateful he’d broken through the doggie door to come along. Climbing the steps, she silently said a prayer they would find a lead soon. Chloe didn’t know how much longer she could keep hope alive.
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Time seemed to cease its meaning as she wandered endlessly from one house to the next. Her mind was just as clouded as the air they were breathing with each step of dust they kicked up. She was approaching the point of not being able to continue with the hunt, her lungs aching as she moved to the exit of her final house. It had, once again, resulted in finding nothing. In her pocket, her phone started to chime, and she pulled it out. When she saw her friend’s name appear on the screen, her heart started to race at once.

“Harper?” Chloe said. “Did you find something?”

“Next house over from where you’re at. Come to the basement,” she said.

“Oh God…are they—”

“They aren’t here, Chloe, I promise. What we do now, though, is going to matter. I don’t want to corrupt anything down here, okay?”

“Got it. I just can’t believe you found something. I was starting to give up hope and wonder if we were in the wrong place entirely.”

“Listen, there is proof they’ve been here. I don’t know why we are still on the phone, though. Just come over. I need to call the others.”

She ended the call and was already racing down the steps with Peppermint at her side. His mood had shifted instantly as her heartbeat continued to race faster. The dog was keen to everything his owners felt. Chloe had often wondered what his role in the world would have been had they not found him abandoned at the shelter years before. Just as she reached the front door of the house in question, she saw Mike and Hank racing in her direction as well. Still, she didn’t wait for them, sprinting through the main floor and throwing caution to the wind as the pair darted for the basement steps.

At the base of the steps, where the concrete floor had started to crack under the elements, she skidded to a stop. Her friend’s light was on Chloe in an instant as she inched forward. Right away, she saw evidence that the girls had been there. Discarded packages of sweets and a small area where the dust had been swept away were the least of her concerns at that moment. Peppermint whined to get closer, but Chloe held him back. On the floor in the center of the room was the shattered phone that Rose had called her mother from. Chloe didn’t need forensics to tell her as much. She knew in her heart.

Just as she knew the crimson droplets scattered around the broken phone were her daughter’s. He had hurt her, punished her for making the call. A rage like nothing she’d ever felt before surged through Chloe at the sight of the blood. She was going to make him suffer for everything he’d done. The room started to spin around her, but Chloe held her ground as the men came barreling down the steps after her. Her brother’s arm wrapped around her shoulders instantly, bracing her and giving Chloe the strength to keep standing.

“Rose is smart, Chloe. Smart and feisty. She isn’t going to let that son of a bitch win,” Hank said.

“She’s just a little girl, though. What did he do to her?” Chloe asked.

“I don’t know, but we are going to make sure that nothing else happens to her, okay?” he said.

“You can’t promise me that, Hank. It’s a lie. We don’t know if she’s even alive still or whose blood this is. What if he did something terrible to them? What if they are fighting for their lives right now?”

“Hey, don’t go there, Chloe. We’ve got to stay strong and positive for the girls, okay? You can’t let yourself fall into a dark tailspin. They need you to be strong right now. They need that from all of us,” Hank said.

Mike stepped forward, carefully watching where he placed his feet as he crouched and looked over the scene in front of them. For a moment, Chloe had forgotten Mike was an expert in depicting crime scenes. He spent his career climbing through the force with almost no resistance. Though he was quiet and shy until he knew you, he had a brilliant mind she both respected and trusted. He spun around, looking at the ground before standing a few seconds later.

“She’s fine, Chloe. I promise, and I can prove it. From the trajectory of the blood spatter, it looks like Brent hit her across the face—”

Chloe gasped. The man’s stark words sent a chill down her spine. The worst pain her little girl had ever felt was the occasional bumps and scrapes that came with childhood. She had never broken a bone or fallen from a tree before. Her life, up to that point, had been sheltered from the world behind her mother’s love. Now, Chloe felt like a failure all over again. She couldn’t fathom the idea of someone deliberately hurting a small child who had done nothing wrong in the world. The more they learned about Brent, the more nervous she grew. He was obviously out of his mind.

“Mike! Jesus!” Harper snapped. “What the hell is wrong with you saying something like that? Don’t you think Chloe is going through enough right now? Holy crap. Of all the heartless and—”

“Easy now,” he said. “Just hear me out. It’s not enough to be a bloody nose, so he didn’t hit her that hard. Did she, by chance, have any loose teeth?”

Chloe’s jaw dropped as she nodded. It was her fourth loose tooth, with the other three coming and going right on schedule. Rose had been patiently waiting for it to fall out on its own, though. Martin had offered at least a dozen times to help her hurry it along; Rose stood her ground and was adamant they let nature do its thing. Chloe had taken a look at it two days before and deemed it not quite ready to fall out. She knew having it knocked out must have stung, the roots still firmly planted in her mouth.

“There you go. He knocked out the loose tooth. Over here, by the stairs, you can see that all three of them walked through the blood and back upstairs. There are two sets of smaller tracks with different shoe patterns and one larger set.”

“Oh my God…” Chloe whispered.

“Wow, that’s impressive, Mike,” Hank said.

“Now, judging from the color and drying pattern, I’d say they’ve been gone at least an hour. See how it’s not quite dried all the way in the center? That’s because of how damp it is down here. Under normal conditions, an amount this small would have already dried out,” Mike said.

“So then, where do we go from here? The tracks don’t go past the front door. We don’t know what this guy is driving, either,” Chloe said.

“First things first. We need to call this in and get the local police out here. Don’t forget that I’m working outside of my jurisdiction. When we catch this prick, I want to make sure we’ve got clean evidence to keep him behind bars for the rest of his life.”

“And I don’t think it’s a good idea if Chloe is here when they show up,” Harper said.

“Agreed,” Hank said. “The two of you should take off. We’ll hang around and wait for the cops.”

“What are you going to tell them? They’re going to want to know how you found this place,” Chloe said.

Hank shrugged. “We’ll cross that bridge when we get there.”

“He’s right, Chloe. We need to get out of here. I know those guys are already looking for a reason to lock us both up and toss the keys into the river,” Harper said. “We can keep digging from the house.”

“How?” Chloe asked. “Everything has led us to this point, and we are no closer to finding Brent or the girls. We can’t even get an ID on what kind of vehicle he’s driving. I don’t like the idea of leaving.”

“Neither do I, but it’s our best chance at finding her now,” Harper said.

She hated the idea of leaving the last place her daughter had been but knew her friends and brother were right. They had to keep following the clues, and the police force had access to forensics they didn’t have. Any information the officers discovered, though, she knew Harper would find out by hacking back into the system. Heading back upstairs with Harper and the others, she stepped out into the cold afternoon sun and closed her eyes for a split second, a prayer in her mind that the girls could hold on just a little while longer. They were close, of that she was certain.
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Ten minutes later, as they raced back toward the house, Chloe was lost somewhere between her thoughts and constant prayers that someone was watching over the girls. She hated herself for leaving the sub-division behind. The idea of going back to the house and doing nothing, of sitting and waiting for someone to call with news, made her sick to her stomach. Watching the scenery fly by, her phone started to ring, and she looked down at it in her lap, happy for the distraction. Immediately, Chloe answered the call.

“Hey, Martin,” she mumbled. “We didn’t find her.”

“Jesus, Chloe. How much longer is this going to keep going? Have you had a ransom call yet? Anything?” he asked.

“We found where he was keeping them, but now we think he’s on the move again. Harper and I are headed back to the house now. As soon as we hear anything, I will let you know.”

“Are you sure there is nothing I can help with? I don’t like being here on my own,” he mumbled.

“Then you should call your girlfriend to pick you up. I’m sorry, Martin, but our daughter is missing, and your feelings are the least of my concerns. Now, did you need anything else?”

“No,” he growled.

“Okay, great. I promise I’ll call when we have news,” she said.

She ended the call. She could feel her friend’s gaze on her, but Harper said nothing. Chloe knew she’d been harsh with Martin, but the world didn’t revolve around him. As far as she was concerned, it revolved around Rose, and she didn’t have the time or desire to coddle the man. Unless her husband or anyone else had something to offer the investigation, she was in no mood to make small talk or hear how they would find Rose anymore. It was time for action and not words. Grinding her teeth, Chloe went back to glaring out the window.

“Hey, let’s work through this with what we know, okay?” Harper said.

“What’s the point? Until we have something new or some tip that actually pans out, we are screwed,” Chloe said.

“Chloe, let’s do this, okay?”

She groaned. “Fine. We know the last place he picked wasn’t planned. There is no way he would crash there willingly. So that means he’s not thinking ahead. Everything he’s done up to this point, even taking Rose, has been spur of the moment.”

“And all of his accounts, cards, everything has been flagged, so he’s not going to go somewhere he has to pay for. I can’t imagine a man like that is flush with cash, either,” Harper said.

“Maybe not, but he’s probably also used to living life on the run. He’s had a few close calls with the law in the past and spent time behind bars. He’s going to stay close to the ground and keep away from anywhere that might draw attention.”

“But he’s still going to need to venture out at some point, right? No money, no resources, and no phone,” Harper said. “We tracked his last number, and it was a burner. Who knows how many he has lined up just like that? Do you think he’ll stay in the area?”

“He can’t get very far with two little girls and no money. As far as I know, he’s from town, so he doesn’t have anywhere else to go,” Chloe said.

“Good, then that gives us a better chance to find him. Maybe it’s time we rethink the drones.”

“Who knows anymore? I feel like if people just knew who to look for, what we were after, we could flush him out,” Chloe said.

“There you go. That’s the spark we were looking for. Okay, let’s get ahold of your mom and dad and have them talk with Patricia. Let’s get some recent pictures of him all over the internet and all over the television. We need to make sure people are taking a second look at everyone who even resembles that asshole,” Harper said.

Nodding in agreement, she grabbed her phone again and dialed her mother’s number. She put the call on speakerphone so Harper could hear what was happening as well. As soon as Glenda answered, Chloe could hear her father in the background and knew her mother, as usual, had answered the call on speaker, too. It was exactly what she’d wanted, though. She had tasks for both of them.

“Hello, sweetheart. How are things going on your end?” Glenda asked.

“They are okay, Mama. We found where he was holding them, but not the girls. I think we are getting close, though.”

“Oh, honey, thank God. You know, it’s the strangest thing, but your father and I were down here at the station making as much of a fuss to stay on top of these idiots as possible, and out of nowhere, about fifteen minutes ago, they just up and vanished! Didn’t even lock the place up, just left us here,” Glenda said.

“I’m not surprised. Hank was going to call them after we left. The police are headed to the scene now, but we are headed to the house. Are you two still at the station?”

“We are. We were going to leave right when you called. Now your father is nosing around like an old snoop,” Glenda said.

“Oh, hush, woman, or I’ll make you an accomplice,” Ron said in the background.

“Actually, he might help us out,” Harper said. “Hey, Ron, do you think you can get a picture of Brent out to everyone on that email list in the chief’s office? The more eyes on him, the better.”

“You want him to break the law?” Chloe asked.

Harper shrugged. “I just figured I’d ask. He said he wanted to help, right?”

“Hell, yes, I can. Let’s just see that pot-bellied pig try to press charges after how he’s butchered this investigation,” Ron growled.

She had never heard her father so angry. It warmed her heart to know just how much he loved his granddaughter. He would do anything for Rose, just like the rest of them. It lit a fire deep within her exhausted body. Chloe wouldn’t stop until both of the girls were home. With a renewed determination, Chloe took hold of the situation.

“Dad, you keep working on getting that prick’s face and name, along with the girls, out to everyone and anyone in the area. We need to close ranks around him, make sure nowhere is safe. Mom, can you go to the hospital and update Patricia? Have her send Dad and recent photos or videos of Rebecca and Brent,” Chloe said.

“Good thinking, Chloe. Someone out there has to know where Brent would go. Hell, Patricia might know or remember something even,” Harper said. “We have got to stay on this hot and heavy. He can’t hide forever.”

As they continued to drive, she ended the call with her parents and returned to looking out the window. Her heart was racing. She could feel Rose was running out of time. If they didn’t find Brent soon, she worried about what he’d do to her little girl. Already, she was certain there would be repercussions for Rose after the brave young girl had contacted her mother. Chloe’s heart swelled with both pride and fear for her daughter. Turning her attention back to the road and to her daughter’s abduction, Chloe refused to let the darkness grip her. She would fight for Rose with every breath she had.
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They had nearly made it to the house when it dawned on them both that with Glenda and Ron gone, there was no coffee inside. Neither wanted to retire to the cold and empty house, not with Rose still missing. Instead, they headed to a small café with a drive-thru window. Peppermint was perfectly happy in the back seat, sleeping in the warmth after a long morning and afternoon of being on his feet. The poor old beast hadn’t seen so much activity since the last hike of the fall months before. They were both out of shape.

With the fresh coffee now coursing through her, she took stock of the time and what they had accomplished. It didn’t make any difference in the grand scheme of things. They still didn’t have Rose. It was nearly four in the afternoon, and she had officially not seen her daughter in days, a detail that broke her heart each time Chloe remembered it. A chill ran down her spine as she watched the villagers going about their usual business. Pictures of her daughter—and now Rebecca—dotted every wall, tree, and window.

“You doing okay over there?” Harper asked. “You’ve been awfully quiet since talking to your parents.”

“Yeah, I’m okay. I hate not being able to do anything, you know? My parents are out there being proactive, my brother and Mike are in the heart of things, and we are doing what? Driving around for coffee and going home to sit and wait by the phone?”

“No, we are going to keep tracking Brent. We’ll follow up on leads that your parents send, and we’ll work with the media to get their faces out there more,” Harper said. “We are going home, yes, but we are doing so much more than that.”

Chloe sighed and shifted, the gun at her hip now rubbing her side raw from sitting there all day. After trying to readjust for several minutes, Chloe gave up and pulled the empty gun out with the safety still on. Fishing the clip out of her pocket, she shoved both items into her friend’s purse, now sitting between them. Harper chuckled and shook her head.

“I still can’t believe you have a gun. That was the last thing I was expecting.”

Chloe rolled her eyes. “I’ve shot it all of once on the day Martin got it for me. It’s sat in the closet safe ever since.”

“Oh yeah! I remember that. He got you that for Christmas instead of the washing machine you wanted, right?”

“Yep. Looking back, that should have been the first sign we weren’t meant to be,” Chloe said.

“Don’t beat yourself up over it. You were young, and Rose was what, maybe four?”

“She was three that Christmas. I was so angry. He got a box of ammunition for it but didn’t buy a damn gun safe or a lock for it. I wouldn’t keep it in the house for the first month until he got the safe.”

“God. Martin is an idiot,” Harper muttered.

“I’m the one who married him.”

“Yeah, but he was just your starter-husband. Now that you’ve got that out of the way, you can move on to your forever husband.”

“Ha! You mean just trade up?”

“Why the hell not? I saw the way Mike was looking at you. Do I sense a spark there? You know he’s from California, right? I bet his house has a second room for Rose—”

“Good God, Harper. I’m not even divorced yet,” Chloe said.

“Don’t worry, I bet he’ll wait for you. I just think it’s time you found yourself a man who actually treats you right. Martin was a putz from day one. He just blinded you temporarily, but now you’re back and hot as ever. I think Mikey boy sees that.”

Chloe groaned and rolled her eyes but continued to smile. She knew her friend was just trying to keep her distracted and keep her mind from going off the deep end again. It seemed to be working, though, at least for a few minutes. Even though they were doing everything possible to find the kids and their abductor, she still hated the idea of returning home. Everywhere Chloe looked at the house, there was a stark reminder of her missing child. It was killing her slowly.

“Did I ever tell you about the Harrington case I worked with the Canadian Special Forces a few years back?” Harper asked.

“Wow. Everything about that sounds made up, but no.”

Harper grinned. “It was a kidnapping case, and it was awful. This man snatched a kid here in the States and hid out in the Canadian wilderness for days. He was totally off his rocker. Anyway, I was working with that tech company, Bermans?”

“Oh yeah, I remember them. The owner got handsy with you, right?”

“Yep, Mrs. Bermans was a cougar, that’s for sure. Anyway. We supplied the drones for the whole thing, but since they were working against the clock, they didn’t have the manpower to send people out in the woods when something pinged.”

“Which you, of course, signed up to do,” Chloe said.

“Hell, yes, I did. So, there I am in the dead of winter, running this drone. I get a hit on two objects, something about the size of a man and something about the size of a kid. So, I put my gear away and headed into the forest with just my compass and flashlight. It’s nearly midnight. I find this cave, and I’m pumped. I know they are in there. So, I creep in, thinking this guy has the kid drugged and is sleeping off a bender…”

“Oh no,” Harper said.

“Yeah. So, I creep up on them, go to toss off these dirty brown blankets they’re using, and wouldn’t you know it, I flip over a freaking bear cub. Oh man, the mom was mad. I barely made it out of there with both my butt cheeks attached,” Harper said.

They both burst into laughter.

“So?” Chloe asked. “Did they find the kid?”

Harper nodded. “He was terrified and hungry but otherwise unharmed. The guy jumped off a cliff, as far as I can remember, but it all worked out in the end. I guess the moral of the story is to keep the hope alive…and maybe don’t wake up sleeping bears.”

“That’s good to know. Although I would have chickened out as soon as I had to hike in the wilderness without GPS.”

“You say that, but I know if you’d been there, you’d have done it too just to help bring that little boy home. We’re going to find Rose too, Chloe. I know it. Just hopefully, there are no bears this time,” Harper said.

Chloe smiled just as her phone vibrated. She fished it out of her back pocket and saw a new text message from a number she didn’t recognize. Instantly, she opened her phone. The message popped up, an image following. For a split second, she couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t move to react as her heart threatened to burst at the sight now before her. Chloe’s eyes were glued to the screen. All around her, the world had started to fade out. There was nothing but the harrowing words and image before her.

I will call in five minutes. You better be alone and not tell anyone. Otherwise, one of them is going to pay the price.

Below the chilling words was a photo of both little girls, Rose and Rebecca, sitting huddled together and dirty in what appeared to be the back of a van. She felt like she was going to be sick to her stomach as she closed her phone and tried to appear normal. If he was going to offer her a trade or ransom, she would do anything to make it happen, even lie to her best friend and partner in crime. They pulled in front of the house, and Harper parked the car. Before her friend could shut it off, though, Chloe reached out to stop her.

“Hey, would you mind taking Peppermint inside for me? I need to call Martin back, and it’s freaking freezing outside. Plus, I just don’t know if I want to go inside yet.”

She shrugged. “Sure, whatever you need. Just lock it when you’re all finished up. Will you grab the coffee?”

“Yeah, I’ll be in soon,” Chloe said.

Her friend nodded, jumping out of the driver’s seat but leaving the car running and warm for her. Harper grabbed her purse, giving Chloe a wink before closing the door. It appeared Harper was none the wiser to Chloe’s change in demeanor, which was perfect for what Chloe needed. It would ruin everything if she roused her friend’s suspicions. Harper went around to the back door and clipped Peppermint to his leash before tugging him out of the car and toward the house. With trembling hands, she looked down at her phone.


41
[image: ]


Harper hesitated but slowly got out of the car. Chloe wanted to tell her friend what was happening, but it was something she couldn’t afford. If the man caught on to the fact that she wasn’t following his orders, then she had no idea what he would do to Rose. It had been obvious he had hurt her little girl at the house they were being held at when she was caught on the phone, and she couldn’t take a chance of something worse happening.

Chloe tried not to watch her friend head to the front door, hoping that the lie of needing to be alone was enough to convince the woman, but Harper was smart. Chloe was sure she already knew something bigger was going on, and when she stopped at the front door and glanced back, her suspicions were confirmed. Her best friend knew she was up to something, no matter how hard she tried to hide it from her. Either way, it didn’t matter. She knew she had to be alone for the phone call she was about to make.

As she waited impatiently for Harper to open the door and go into the house, Chloe could feel her heart racing. She had no idea what Brent was up to, but she was hoping the man was coming to his senses and wanting to make contact in order to return her daughter. Several moments had passed since the last time she had seen her friend at the door, and when she knew for sure she was entirely alone, Chloe took a deep breath and looked down at her phone. She exhaled slowly before calling the number that had messaged her and waited for an answer.

“What took you so long to call?” Brent asked when he answered.

“I had to make sure I was alone. Where is my daughter?”

“I promise she is safe, for now. I would like to make a deal with you so that you can get your daughter back.”

Chloe scoffed. “Why would I make a deal with you? You kidnapped my daughter. What is it you think I’m going to give you exactly?”

“For someone who has been looking all over for your kid, you seem hesitant to negotiate. Maybe I should just dispose of her somewhere that you will never find her.”

“Just tell me what in the hell you want.”

“That’s better. If you want your daughter returned safely, then I would like to have fifty thousand dollars in cash.”

“What about Rebecca?”

“My daughter stays with me. I will not be making any deal with anyone. Rebecca is my child, and I’m not letting her go.”

Although Chloe hated the ultimatum and the fact that the man wasn’t willing to return Rebecca, she knew it was going to be the only choice she could make that would get her close enough to the guy so they could get a shot to get them both back. No matter what happened, she wasn’t about to leave the other girl behind. There was a short silence, and she thought about what she should say. The only way they were going to have any chance of getting both girls back was to follow through with the promise she would get him money.

“I don’t have that kind of money just lying around,” she finally said. “I have to get ahold of the bank and make sure the funds are there.”

“Don’t try to play any games with me,” Brent said. “You’re going to get the money and not tell a soul where you are going. Once you have the fifty thousand in your hand, message me on this number, and we will meet at the old mill. You better come alone.”

Chloe started to ask about her daughter’s condition, but the man ended the call before she could finish her question. She had been considerably afraid of how the man had spoken to her. There was a part of her that believed he was off his rocker and no longer in control of his own mental state, but she didn’t hesitate to jump into action. There was already a plan formulating in her mind that would get both girls back home safely, and she jumped into the driver’s seat of the car. Luckily for her, Harper had left the vehicle running. Before she pulled out of the driveway, she sent a quick message to Harper and told her she was going to use the car to get some fresh coffee.

With a plan in mind, she pulled out of the driveway and headed toward town. On her way, Chloe called her bank and checked the amount of money she had in her savings account. It had been quite a while since the last time she had checked the balance, and she wasn’t even sure if she had the money to cover the ransom Brent was asking for. It didn’t take the bank teller long to read back her account balance, and she told the teller she would be there shortly to withdraw all of it. The woman on the other end of the line seemed to hesitate, but Chloe assured her the withdrawal was simply for an investment she was looking into.

Once everything was in place, she thanked the teller and ended the call. Chloe started to think about the conversation she just had with Brent and wondered how far the guy would take things if he didn’t get his way. She absolutely despised herself for agreeing to hand over money in exchange for her daughter, but she also knew it was the only way she was going to get close enough to attempt any kind of rescue.

It was frustrating enough, knowing Brent had already harmed her daughter for simply making a phone call, and she knew she was going to do whatever it took to bring both girls back home. The closer she became to where their local bank was located, the more her heart started to race. Chloe had been thinking of a way to get as close to the man as possible, and now she had that opportunity.

Chloe started to formulate a plan in her mind, and when she pulled into the bank parking lot, she reached into the glove box of Harper’s car and pulled out a pad of paper and a pen. Scribbling a note she planned on giving to the bank teller after her withdrawal, she sat in the car for several seconds, reading the note back to herself and making sure she had touched all the points she needed to make. Her plan was to give the note to the bank teller once the transaction had been completed, knowing it was the only way she could get a message back to her friend without letting anyone else know what was happening.

As she walked up to the front door of the bank, Chloe started to wonder exactly what reason Brent had for choosing the old mill. Granted, the mill had been abandoned for many years, and it was unlikely that any transaction that took place on the property would be seen by anyone. As far as she could remember, it was an isolated location, and she knew he had chosen it for that exact reason. She could only hope she could make the drop and somehow get both girls back to safety, but she wished there was a different way.

When she had made it to the front doors of the bank, she stopped and took a deep breath before exhaling slowly. Brent had made it clear she needed to come alone, and if she let on to any of the tellers that something was happening, it was possible one of them would call the police. A police presence in the area was the last thing she needed to happen. Chloe went over the plan in her mind and tried to relax as much as she could before entering the bank. She needed everyone involved to act normal, just in case the man was following her.

Once she was sure she could handle the situation without breaking down, she took another deep breath and entered the bank. Walking through the first set of double doors, she exhaled and reached for the second set of doors before opening one side and walking through. There were several tellers working and a few customers in line ahead of her. The entire situation was taking longer than she thought it would, and it started to cause panic to rush through her. Chloe knew she was getting closer to having her daughter back home where she belonged, but the process was stressing her out.
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One of the tellers at the bank was a woman named Martha. Chloe had dealt with her for as long as she could remember, and the woman was one of the nicest people she had ever met. There had been several occasions when she and Harper had come to the bank together, and she thought the woman could help her, if she knew what she was doing. When one of the other tellers became free and asked her what she needed, she told the guy she would wait for Martha to finish with her customer, smiling as kindly as she could muster.

Martha finished with her customer a few moments later, and Chloe made her way up to the counter and explained she had made a call a few moments before and that a withdrawal was being made from her savings account. The amount she was withdrawing needed approval from a bank manager, and the woman disappeared into the back for a few short moments before returning with the manager. After explaining she was making the withdrawal in order to pay for her part of a new deal that was going to make her a bundle, the withdrawal was approved.

Chloe was thankful the entire process didn’t take much longer, and within a few short minutes, a small bag was being carried to the counter where she was standing. Martha opened the bag and put it through an automatic counter until all the bills had passed through the machine and the total equaled the fifty thousand she had requested. She was surprised at how fast the service was and smiled when the woman handed her the bag and thanked her for her business. As she reached out and took the bag being handed to her, she handed the note she had prepared in the car over to Martha.

“I need you to do me a favor,” Chloe said.

“You name it.”

“I need you to give me about a thirty-minute head start and then call the number that I wrote on that note. I promise everything is all right, but I need you to get ahold of Harper and tell her to trace the last incoming call to my phone number.”

Martha shrugged. “I can do that. Are you sure everything is all right?”

Chloe nodded. “I know it seems strange, and it might be a lot to ask, but if you can handle that for me, then I know everything is going to be just fine. Just make sure you give me about thirty minutes.”

Martha nodded and looked as though she was going to say something else, but she stepped back from the counter and smiled. Chloe was sure the entire conversation came off strangely to the woman, but she was glad she hadn’t started to bombard her with questions she wasn’t going to answer. Grabbing the bag of money off the counter and turning around, Chloe headed directly out the front doors. In less than a minute, she had made her way from the front doors of the bank to Harper’s car, getting in the driver’s side and putting the bag of money on the passenger seat.

As she started the car and prepared to pull out of the parking lot, Chloe hesitated. She really wished Harper was going to be somewhere nearby during the meeting, but she couldn’t take the chance of anyone knowing where she was going and Brent finding out. Pulling out her phone, she sent a text to the number the man had contacted her from, letting him know she had the money and she was headed to the old mill. Even though time seemed to go by slowly, everything around her seemed to fly by.

Chloe started to pull out of the bank parking lot and onto the main road, guiding the vehicle toward the old mill. It wasn’t a drive that would take very long, but the mill was located on the other side of town. She had the radio turned off, and the only thing she could hear was the sound of her own heart beating. The pounding in her chest was drowning out nearly everything around her, and she said a quiet prayer, hoping God would watch over everyone involved. Mostly, she asked God to watch over the two little girls currently being detained by Brent.

Continuing to drive and hoping her plan would work, Chloe thought of another idea, and when she came to the next stop sign, she reached over into the glove box and pulled out the spare phone that Harper kept inside. She knew she couldn’t have her best friend there with her to keep an eye on things, but it didn’t mean she wouldn’t be able to have the woman on the other end of the call listening to everything being said. At the very least, if, for any reason, things started to go south on her, Harper could trace the call and know exactly where they were being held.

A few minutes later, she was happy to pull into the old mill, but she noticed she was the only one there and Brent hadn’t arrived yet. Chloe was sure the man was somewhere nearby, keeping a careful watch over the area to see if she had been followed. As soon as she pulled in and stopped the car, her phone started to ring. Glancing down at the caller ID, she ignored it as soon as she realized it was Martin calling her. If everything went according to the plan in her mind, she would have both girls to safety soon. When the phone stopped ringing in her hand, she went into the settings and turned off all ringtones before calling Harper.

“Either something else is going on, or this is the longest coffee run ever recorded,” Harper said.

“Look, I couldn’t tell you before because Brent said I needed to come alone, but he offered to give me back Rose for fifty thousand dollars. I went to the bank and pulled out the money.”

“Where are you now?”

Chloe sighed. “You’re going to be receiving a phone call from the bank teller, Martha. She’ll tell you what to do next. The only thing I need you to do right now is stay on the line and not say a thing.”

“You’re usually really smart,” Harper replied. “I can’t believe you’re doing something so stupid. I need you to tell me exactly where you are right now.”

“I’m not going to do that,” Chloe said, looking up to see a van pulling up in front of her. “He’s pulling up now. Whatever you do, just don’t say anything.”

Her heart was racing as she placed the phone she had been talking to Harper on in the front of her pants. Chloe had no idea what was going to happen or if she was even going to get Rose back, but she knew it was the one chance she was going to have to catch the man red-handed before he disappeared for good. Her hands shook, and her heart felt as though it was going to pound out of her chest, but she slowly opened the door and stepped out of the car, being sure to grab the bag of money as she did.

Chloe made sure the phone was still connected to Harper and was well hidden while making sure the burner phone in her glove box was still visible. The one thing she knew for sure was that Brent would check or take her phone, but she was hoping she would get away with the one she had tucked into her pants. The van she had spotted pulling into the old mill came to a stop more than thirty feet in front of her. When Brent climbed out of the driver’s side and started to walk her way, it only made her heart beat faster. A light breeze crossed over the area and sent a shiver down her spine.

Whatever happened next, she knew she had put herself in a position of danger, but it had all been for the right reasons in her mind. If they were going to have any chance of catching the man and bringing both girls back home, it was at that moment. She hated she had agreed to anything happening, but as the man continued to move toward her, Chloe started to believe her plan was going to work and they would have the girls far away from him soon.
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The very first thing that Brent did when he finally was standing face to face with her was take the bag of money from her and place it on the ground. He forced her to place her hands on the hood of the car and patted her down before taking the dead phone from her hand and placing it on the hood next to her. Chloe was more than aware that everything was unfolding exactly how she thought it would, but it didn’t make her any more comfortable with the situation she currently found herself in.

“Where’s my daughter? You said if I brought the money, you would give Rose back.”

“You’re going to see your daughter real soon,” Brent said.

Chloe scoffed. “You made a deal. My daughter for that money. You’re going to have a serious problem on your hands if you’re not willing to follow through with your promise.”

Brent chuckled slightly and grabbed her by the arm. Chloe immediately started to fight back and almost had the upper hand when he backhanded her across the face before grabbing her arm again and dragging her toward the van. She was still fighting back, but she didn’t want to do anything that would compromise the situation with her daughter and possibly put both little girls in more danger.

“What do you think you are doing?”

“Just make it easier for all of us and comply with what I tell you to do. You’re coming with me, and so is the money. If you decide to keep fighting, then I will kill both girls and make you live with what you have caused.”

“Fine, but you don’t have to be a dick about it. You’re the one who said bring the money and I could get my daughter back. How am I supposed to know you’ve changed all the plans now?”

Brent laughed. “It doesn’t feel so good when everything in your life changes, does it? This is just a taste of what you have caused me over the last several weeks.”

“I don’t even know what you’re talking about. I just want my little girl back.”

“I guess you should have thought about that before you changed my entire life. Now, I need to make everyone pay for the things they have done and the suffering they have caused me.”

“You really are losing your mind, aren’t you? I thought maybe at some point you would realize that this whole thing is just going to ruin your life, but I guess I—”

“You ruined my life. You are the reason all of this is happening, and I want you to know nothing I have done would have happened if it weren’t for you,” Brent snapped. “Now, you’re going to do exactly as I say, or no one is ever going to see either of these girls again.”

The closer they got to the van, the more about what she started to realize. It was obvious the old man wasn’t Brent’s, and he had most likely stolen it from a worksite. Overall, it looked like the van barely even ran, let alone got from point A to point B. Chloe could only hope that everything that was happening was being heard by her friend, who was still on the other end of the call, on a phone the man hadn’t found. Brent pulled her around to the back of the van, where the back doors opened, and she could see the letters of the construction company on the back door.

Although she had planned on complying with Brent’s demands, she still wasn’t making it easy on him. Chloe continued to pull back and was trying to wear him down for whatever was going to happen next, but as soon as he opened the back door, she realized there was a metal wall separating the front of the van from the back. Then, she spotted the two girls tied up in the cargo area, and her heart nearly broke seeing them in such a way. Before she had the chance to climb into the back and hold the two girls tightly, Brent shoved her from behind, and she stumbled inside.

Immediately, she reached for Rebecca and Rose. She was holding both of the girls as tightly as she could and whispering to each of them that everything was going to be all right. Chloe had no idea at that point if she was lying to them or not, but the only thing she cared about was they were all in one place together. It didn’t matter if the other girl was someone she had never met. She hated the fact that Brent had done anything to either of the kids.

Chloe promised each of them over and over that everything was going to work out, and she had a plan to get them back home. Rose had started to cry, and it caused Rebecca to do the same, but she had no plans to let them out of her sight. One way or another, they were all getting out of the mess together. Brent was still standing at the back of the van, blocking the only door. There was a part of her that wanted to rush the man and fight him until the end, but it would have only left the girls alone to fend for themselves. It was something she couldn’t do to them.

“What now?” Chloe asked.

“Now, we move on to the rest of my plan. I’ve thought about this moment for quite some time, and I just kinda want to savor it for a few moments. It’s not every day that someone can get the revenge they so desperately needed.”

“Why don’t you just let the girls go and take me? They have nothing to do with whatever you think I did.”

Brent chuckled. “As much as I think you are the prize in all of this and the fact that I get to get my revenge on you is something that I’ve been looking forward to, I think it’s best if I keep the girls for just a little longer.”

Chloe scoffed. “You’re one sick bastard. What makes you think you’re going to get away with any of this?”

“I’ve made it this far. Hell, if it wasn’t for my bitch of an ex-wife—or soon-to-be ex-wife—none of you would have had a clue as to who had taken your daughter. I’m much smarter than any of you.”

“Eventually, the police or someone else is going to track you down and this is all going to come to an end.”

“It’s only going to end when I finish it. I obviously made some mistakes when I grabbed your daughter, but even then, it took the police longer than I expected to figure out I was involved. I think that just goes to show how much smarter than everyone else I really am.”

Chloe was getting ready to make another smart comment, but before she could, Brent slammed the door. She still held both girls, and neither one of them had said anything. As the man opened up the driver’s door, she could hear that door slam as well, and the van rocked as he climbed in and started the engine. The van came to life and started to shake all around them, and she realized he was pulling away from the old mill. A thought came across her mind, and although she knew she had made the right decision by not allowing anyone to follow her, Chloe regretted not telling Harper where they were. It was only then that she remembered the phone tucked into her jeans, and she pulled it out.

Before she put the phone up to her ear to talk to her friend, Chloe untied the girls, although it was difficult to see what she was doing in the darkness of the van. It took several minutes for her to untie each one of them, but there was no need to keep them bound for any longer. As she finished untying each girl, she tried to take in as much of the area around her as she could. It had been obvious by the age of the van and the wear and tear that the van had been used in some sort of construction, but even as she tried to find something to use as a weapon, the entire back end of the van had been cleaned out.
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“Are you still there?” Chloe said.

“Of course. What in the hell were you thinking?”

“I might not have had the best plan in place, but at least the girls are no longer on their own. I just have no idea where he is heading right now since there aren’t any windows in the back of this van.”

“So, you’re in a van?”

“It’s an old construction van that I’m sure he stole from somewhere. It really is a beater and probably hasn’t been driven in years. The entire outside of it is painted white, but there are rust holes everywhere.”

As she tried to give her friend as much information as she could, Chloe continued to look around the back of the van. One of the first things she noticed upon walking up to the vehicle was that it was severely rusted, mostly underneath. Even as she glanced around the back of the van and tried to see if there would be any way out, she noticed a huge rust hole in the floorboard. Had the girls not been tied up in the back of the van when she had first been shoved inside, the hole would have been large enough for both of them to climb out of carefully. It wasn’t big enough to fit an adult, but she knew if push came to shove, at least she would have a way to get them away from the man.

“How are the girls?” Harper asked. “Do they both seem to be all right?”

“Overall, they’re okay, but I know they are really scared. I wish I could give you some information as to where we are headed, but this thing doesn’t have any windows, and all the openings have been covered up.”

“I’m tracking you right now. The smartest thing you did was call me and leave me on the phone. I think that if I had figured all of this out on my own, you would have to be dealing with me instead of Brent.”

Chloe chuckled. “At least there is one part of my plan that still worked. I can’t say that I feel like he is really planning anything at this point.”

“Yeah, and I wish I would have left my gun in the glove compartment so you didn’t go in there unarmed.”

“I’m not unarmed. I know you and the rest of our friends have my back. I definitely didn’t expect him to want to kidnap me as well.”

“Maybe you should’ve thought about that before heading out to a meeting location that no one knew you were going to. Now, I’m going to continue to track you and find out where he is going. I’ll have the whole cavalry headed your way as soon as we know his destination.”

Chloe sighed. “I wish I would have had you follow me out. I definitely thought this was going in another direction.”

“It’s all going to work out. Can you give me any more information about the van?”

“I already told you it is a white van and severely rusted out. It’s louder than most of the vehicles around here and sounds like a hot rod, but I can’t really tell you anything else. It did have a construction logo on one of the back doors, but it was extremely faded.”

“That should be enough to pass on to the police when we get a bad idea of where he is taking you. Did Brent say anything about what he was planning on doing next?”

“I tried to get him to tell me as much as I could. That way, I could pass it on, but the only thing he kept talking about was getting revenge on me and threatening to kill the girls if I didn’t do exactly what he said to do.”

Harper scoffed. “I swear to God, if I get my hands on this man, he’s going to regret the day he even thought about kidnapping one of those girls.”

“Yeah,” Chloe replied. “I feel like that’s the same thing I thought I was going to be doing in this situation, too, but look where it got me. Whatever happens, just make sure everyone is prepared.”

“What do you mean?”

“Brent didn’t seem as though he wanted anything more than revenge. I think everything he has done up to this point has been to get to me.”

“And you just handed yourself over on a silver platter?”

“That’s one way of looking at it, but I just wanted to make sure these girls had someone to protect them if it came down to it. Now they don’t have to deal with this on their own.”

Chloe was glad the old van had a bad exhaust and was loud enough to cover any of the noise they were making in the back. She had barely heard the doors of the van close when Brent had gotten inside, and now they were riding down the road, impossible for him to hear anything going on behind him. It was the only thing she had working for her at that moment. The suspension on the van was ruined, and with every bump they hit, she was thrown from one side of the van to the other. She started to wonder if they had taken a back road somewhere when the van hit a large pothole and tossed her around.

Struggling to hold on to the girls and the phone, she chose to protect Rebecca and Rose from the erratic driving, and when they took a sharp corner, Chloe tumbled, and the phone fell from her hand. Her eyes scanned the back of the van for the phone, just in time to see it fall through the gaping hole located toward the front of the van. Through the hole in the floorboard, she could see a lot of mud underneath.

They had gone off-road at some point, but her heart was racing since she no longer had the phone in her hand. The one thing she had going for her up to that point was the fact that Harper had tracked them the entire time. Now that the phone was no longer in her possession and had been lost out of the rusted hole in the floorboard, she no longer had any way of being found. Chloe was kicking herself for the entire plan she had come up with; now, it had all crumbled. She had no idea why she thought she could rush in and be the hero, even if that hadn’t been her plan at the start of it all.

Whatever road they were on was becoming bumpier, and each time they hit a new hole in the ground, she and the girls were thrust all around the back of the van. Brent was driving much faster than he should have been. Even though she was trying to hold on to the girls as tightly as possible and keep them from being injured in the back of the van, it was nearly impossible to judge what direction they were going to be flung in next.

There was suddenly a sharp breaking that caused all three of them to lunge toward the front of the van before the vehicle came to a complete stop, and she heard one of the front doors open and slam. The next thing she knew, the back door opened, and Brent was standing in front of her. By the look on the man’s face, he was more than happy with the pain he was causing all three of them. His psychotic behavior was something she recognized from horror flicks she had seen in the past.

Although he had a slight smirk on his face, she could tell there was rage behind it as well. When he leaned forward in an attempt to grab her, she kicked her feet in his direction but barely made contact with one of his shoulders. Without hesitation, Brent jumped onto the back bumper and applied his whole weight on top of her legs. When she tried to spin around and crawl away, he grabbed her by the hair and yanked her out of the back before closing and locking the girls in by themselves once again.

Fear was the only thing going through her mind, although none of the fear building up inside was for her own safety. Chloe could only think about her daughter and Rebecca, still locked up in the back of the van. Brent continued to drag her for several more feet before stopping and allowing her to stand up. The man grinned directly at her and waved his hand toward the road. At first, she had no idea what kind of game he was playing, but judging by the smile on his face and the look in his eye, she knew it would not be anything good.
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Looking around, Chloe recognized nothing. Whatever back country road they had taken had led them deep into the forest. Her heart was racing as she tried to decipher what the lunatic was doing. Unarmed, she knew her chances of survival were slim, but Chloe didn’t care as long as the girls made it unscathed. Her life was a small price to pay for their freedom from the madman.

There was no time to think about what she was going to do next as Brent leveled the gun at her chest, slowly backing toward the van that held her daughter and Rebecca. A sickening sensation moved through her when she realized what was happening. He had no intention of setting the girls free, only of getting rid of the woman who was now a nuisance to his plan and escape. Chloe took a step forward, but Brent paused, cocking the gun and readying himself to fire it at her if she moved again.

“What the hell do you think you are doing?” Chloe asked.

“You are free to go. I don’t want you around anymore. As a matter of fact, you better start walking, or you’re likely to freeze to death out here,” Brent said.

“I am not going anywhere without my daughter and Rebecca. You have your money, but no one knows where you are or what you are driving. You can get out of here scot-free, and no one can follow you. Take the money and go. You don’t want two little girls slowing you down,” Chloe said.

“Well, you’ve got one thing right. I have no intention of letting your daughter slow us down for very long. Don’t you see? That is the beauty in all of it. I am going to do something with her. I just don’t know when, where, or what that is yet. You will never know, either, Chloe. You will spend the rest of your life wondering if I sank her at the bottom of the ocean or sold her off to some friends down in Mexico. You ripped my life to shreds, and now I am going to return the favor,” Brent said.

Tears were streaming down her face. “Please, don’t do this. I am so sorry for what you are going through and what happened with your wife and daughter, but please don’t punish my child or me because of it. I can get you more money if that’s what you want.”

She took a step in his direction, but the man waved the gun at her once more. Chloe didn’t care, though. She couldn’t let him take Rose. Everything she was, it was because of Rose. Suddenly, there was a loud noise that ricocheted through the trees. At first, she had no idea what had happened, but when the pain coursed through her, Chloe realized she had been shot. Instantly, she felt her leg starting to give out beneath her.

The warm trail of blood moved down her calf, soaking through her jeans as the cold wind hit it at the same time. Chloe forced herself not to look down. She didn’t want to know how extensive the damage to her leg had been. Thankfully, the gun Brent was carrying appeared to be of a small caliber, something a woman might carry in a small purse. Chloe couldn’t help but wonder if it had belonged to Patricia, a last line of defense against her abusive husband.

Now, Brent had control of it and the situation. It was a pain like nothing she had ever felt before. As Brent started to move toward the driver’s door of the vehicle once again, though, Chloe forced herself to stand back up. She couldn’t let him take the girls. She would continue to fight, even if it meant him shooting her again. Nothing was going to stop her.

“Hey! Asshole! I wasn’t finished talking to you yet,” Chloe screamed.

“Jesus, lady, don’t you get it? I won.”

He turned away from her once more, and all hope seemed to be lost as Chloe limped toward the van. Just as he reached the door, preparing himself to climb inside, a second shot rang out, and she hit the ground. Surveying her body, Chloe realized there were no new wounds save for the one now gushing blood in her leg. As she tried to stand back up, her stomach became woozy, and the world started to spin around her. She knew the amount of blood she’d lost was reaching dangerous levels, but her continued focus was on the girls.

The man seemed to move in slow motion, turning to face her as the gun tumbled out of his hand. It hit the ground with a hollow thud, his hands now moving to cup the growing spot of red in the center of his belly. From the forest off to her left, across the gravel road, Chloe saw Harper emerging from the tree line with her own weapon still pointed at the man. Suddenly, it all started to come together, the pieces now fitting as they should. Harper had saved the girls at the last possible minute. Watching as Brent took a few steps forward before stumbling and falling lifelessly to the ground, Chloe knew it was finally over.

With nothing left to give, she collapsed onto the frozen ground as the world started to fade. She could hear and feel her friend shaking her gently before turning her attention to Chloe’s wound, but there was no longer any feeling in her leg. Despite Harper pleading with her to stay awake, she couldn’t fight it. Closing her eyes, she heard the rustling of people around her but nothing else as the world went black. She was ready to meet her maker, though. Rose and Rebecca were safe. Chloe would do it all over again to keep her daughter alive.
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“They said she’s going to make a full recovery,” Harper whispered.

Her mother sighed with relief. “What about the girls?”

“Rose won’t leave her side, but Rebecca is back with her mother a few rooms down. The only one who didn’t make it—”

Chloe opened her eyes and blinked against the harsh light of the hospital room. As soon as she did, the others were watching and at her side in an instant. She struggled to sit up, finally managing it as she felt her daughter’s weight next to her. Looking down, Chloe smiled. Rose was fast asleep, curled up next to her mother, but the large cast on her leg hindered her movement. Harper, Hank, and both her parents surrounded her bed.

“How long was I out?” she asked.

“The shooting happened yesterday. You lost a lot of blood, but they managed to save your leg all the same. You’ll be staying here for a few weeks, though,” Glenda said.

“You’ve got enough metal in that leg of yours now that the TSA is going to have a field day, kiddo,” Ron said.

“The doc said it went right through the bone, and it should have killed you…but I told him you were a fighter,” Hank said.

She smiled. “What the hell happened out there?”

“You did, Chloe. You saved the girls’ lives with your quick thinking. I traced the phone’s location to where you were. As soon as I saw the van stop, I parked and headed for the woods.”

“Then it was you who saved the day, not me,” Chloe said.

“Not in the least. I didn’t have a clear shot at him, and I didn’t want to risk hitting one of the girls inside the van. If it hadn’t been for your refusal to go down, I would never have had the time to get into position. You’re the hero of this story, not me.”

She shook her head. “Let’s call it a team effort and leave it at that.”

Looking around at her friends and family, Chloe knew the harrowing event was finally over. No longer would she have to fight to keep her daughter safe. Their nights would once again be kind and full of joy. It didn’t matter what the future held. They would face it together.
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“Would you let go?” Chloe hissed. “I can do it myself.”

“Of course you can. God forbid a giant cast, leg snapped and pinned together, and a pair of crutches slow you down. No, sir, you do everything yourself…you stubborn mule,” Hank muttered.

“I thought you said Harper was picking me up anyway. Don’t you and the parents have a flight to catch in the morning?”

“Hell no, Mom changed that shit as soon as we got your release date. She said you need at least three days of her hanging around to get settled.”

“Sweet mother of Jesus,” she grumbled. “Don’t you have a job? You could have dragged her out of there for me. I don’t need anyone to help me at home. I can—”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. We know. You can do it yourself. I swear you’re starting to sound like a broken record.”

“Then maybe it’s time someone started listening to me.”

Hank rolled his eyes once more as they headed for the hospital exit. It wasn’t long before they were in his rented car and making their way back to Chloe’s house. She still couldn’t believe how much had changed in a few short weeks. Much to her surprise, Martin had gone through with his plans to relocate. Their divorce was already being settled, and she had made no secret of her plans to take Rose and move back to California. To her surprise, Martin hadn’t argued, assuring her she knew what was best for their daughter.

As they pulled up in front of her house, Chloe groaned. Their quiet cul-de-sac never had many cars parked on the street, but now both sides of the road were lined with vehicles. Her eyes darted to the house, making a note of the curtain rustling and the figures hidden behind it. There was obviously a surprise party waiting for her inside. Immediately, Chloe looked at her brother, the disdain seeping from her every pore. Hank simply smiled at her, though. She wanted to strangle him.

“Don’t look at me. Harper and Mom are the ones who did it all. I told them it was a bad idea,” Hank said.

As angry as she wanted to be with not only her brother but the others as well, Chloe couldn’t bring herself to muster the emotion. She knew they were only trying to help, and it had been a traumatizing period for both Chloe and Rose. Getting out of the car with her massive cast and both crutches proved more of a challenge than Chloe would have liked. After several strings of cuss words, she finally managed, without the help of her brother, to make it to her front door. As soon as she turned the knob and the door opened, people jumped out of every crack and crevice to surprise her.

Front and center were her daughter, Rose, along with Harper and her parents. Despite the anger she had initially felt, Chloe was soon overcome with joy instead. Her daughter raced to her, carefully wrapping her tiny arms around her mother’s waist in a manner that wouldn’t hurt her already broken leg. It brought joy to her heart when she saw Patricia and Rebecca amongst those who had gathered at her home for the welcome party. After an initial round of pleasantries, the gathered mass acquitted as Chloe was handed a flute of champagne. She hated public speaking, but the announcement she had to make couldn’t wait any longer.

“I just want to thank you all so much for putting this together. It was really a team effort to find Rose and Rebecca. It is something I would never wish upon my worst enemy to have your child kidnapped, but I know they are both here with us today because of the great work of many of you here. With that in mind, after giving it much consideration, I have decided Rose and I will be moving to California at the end of the school year…”

There was a flurry of muttered conversations all around her for a split second before her father broke out in applause. Hank was quick to follow, along with the rest of the partygoers. Looking down at her daughter, seeing the joy and excitement in Rose’s eyes, Chloe knew she had made the right decision.

“This town and community have been our home for so long. I know we are going to miss all of you a great deal. I feel like this is God’s way of telling us, though, it is time for a fresh start, for all of us,” Chloe said.

With her speech now ended, she took a drink to signal she was done, and immediately, people started to gather around her and offer their congratulations. It was her mother and father, though, who held on to her the longest. She knew they would get great joy from the announcement but hadn’t expected an equally wonderful response from everyone else. After mingling for a while, Chloe was tugged into a quiet corner of the house by her best friend for a private moment.

“I can’t believe you are moving to California. Do you know how huge this is?” Harper asked.

Chloe nodded. “I wanted to tell you before, but we could never get a minute to ourselves.”

“Well, funny thing about that. I wanted to tell you something as well. I was going to wait until you were healed, but now, I don’t see any point,” Harper said. “I am moving to California, too!”

Chloe gasped. “What? This is wonderful! When did this happen?”

“I have been talking to your brother for the last few days about making the move. I don’t want to be a part of this place any longer. I think we are going to open a private investigation firm together. What do you think?”

“I think that is a brilliant idea. This makes me so happy, Harper,” Chloe said.

As she pulled her friend once more into her arms, the tears started to fall. She couldn’t believe how well everything was working out. From a few feet away, Chloe heard the rustling of her daughter’s dress as the girl whispered for Peppermint to stop licking her. Bursting into laughter, Chloe turned and beckoned Rose over to them. She knew her daughter had heard the entire conversation, and from the joy that both the child and the dog were expressing, they were just as excited as she was to start the new adventure. At long last, they had found peace, and nothing would ever jeopardize that again.
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