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Prologue


Just as the final bell rang for the day, Rick Hunt darted past his teacher to the gymnasium, where the walkers waited for parents to pick them up and teachers to release them. It was always exciting when he got to walk home by himself. Even though their house was just a few blocks over on a neighboring road, it always made him feel like a big boy as he roamed the streets. Waiting with the rest of the children, he looked around for the familiar blue and white police cruiser but didn’t see it in the parking lot.

His heart started to race, knowing it meant his mother would meet him at the house, and he’d get to walk home alone. The familiar butterflies in his stomach returned. Rick quickly zipped up his thick winter coat and pulled the hood over his ears like his mother had taught him. Next, he slipped on the mittens he kept in his backpack and quickly raced to the gym's back door to be released.

Mrs. Grayson, his favorite teacher, smiled down at him. “Are you walking all by yourself today, Rick?” she asked.

He smiled and nodded. “Yep! Mom said if she’s ever not here, I should walk home by myself. She said that—”

“She’ll never be more than a few minutes behind you, I know, Rick. You’re a very responsible young man. Do you know that?”

He beamed and nodded. “That’s what my mom says, too! I just wish she didn’t have to work so much.”

“You should be proud of her, Rick. She’s out there keeping everyone safe. Plus, she’s always home to tuck you in at night, right?”

He nodded. “Every single night for as long as I can remember. Except when I have a sleepover, of course. That would just be silly if she tucked me in at someone else’s house.”

Mrs. Grayson laughed. “Tell your mother I said hello, would you?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Rick said.

Mrs. Grayson chuckled and opened the door for him, watching as he darted to the alley behind the school. He would take it for two blocks before crossing onto the main road. His house was two blocks down. Rick didn’t even need to cross the road before he’d make it home. In Lookout Point, Washington, there was never much to worry about.

With a population under eight hundred, the only crime that ever occurred was the occasional shoplifter from the thrift store. Rick wasn’t going to be like those teens, though. He prided himself on being responsible and knew you always had to pay for things. When he was out of the teacher’s line of sight, he slowed down and started to meander, picking up little pebbles before throwing them a little farther down the road into a nearby puddle.

Looking down to the edge of the fence running down the alley, Rick spotted a white rock with flashes of what seemed to be glitter speckled throughout. He smiled as he picked it up and inspected it with the curiosity of a child's mind. Tossing it up and catching it in his hands a few times made him giggle. The way the sun reflected off the rock made him think he should keep it and take it home, but he quickly changed his mind and glanced toward the puddle.

He brought his arm back and launched it in the direction of the water. Rick jumped with glee when the rock bounced twice and splashed into the little pool. Throwing his hands into the air as if he had just thrown a winning touchdown, he charged toward the small puddle down the alley. Suddenly, he heard the distinct sound of a car rumbling down the lightly traveled road.

It wasn’t unusual to see a car in the small town, but there was almost never one that came down the alley he was walking. It was the reason his mother always told him to take it if he was walking alone. He quickly moved to the side of the small path and held his breath as it approached the place he stood. Rick started to panic when the car came to a stop in front of him.

His heart raced as the driver’s door opened. Rick was ready to bolt as soon as he got a look at the person’s face. He knew it would help his mom catch whoever was following him. Suddenly, a head of hair appeared, and Rick sighed in relief. The instinct to flee evaporated from him immediately. She was no threat to him. Heck, the lady was friends with his mom, even if he couldn’t remember her name. Rick waved as she smiled at him.

“Hey, honey! Are you just getting out of school?”

“Yeah, I walk home when Mom’s working a little late. She’ll be there, though,” he said. “I really should keep going. I don’t want her to get worried about me. I’m not supposed to stop to talk to people.”

She smiled and jogged over to him. “That’s why I’m here, kiddo. Your mom sent me. There was an emergency at work, and she didn’t want you to be scared all by yourself. I’m supposed to bring you to her at the station.”

“The station? Why is she there? She always leaves work at the same time I leave school. That’s why I’m walking,” he muttered.

The woman smiled again. It made him uneasy. “I know she’s been shot in the line of duty before, and I don’t want you to worry, okay? She’s fine—”

“Was she shot again?” he asked.

When she didn’t answer right away, panic filled him. The only other time his mother had sent someone to bring him to the station was a year before. She’d been shot in the line of duty. While it was nothing more than an accident, the ride to the precinct had still been terrifying. Granted, just a few minutes after getting there, he’d learned that Mr. Rainer had accidentally fired his shotgun when his mother had gone to confront him about poaching on the neighbor’s land.

His mom was a nice sheriff, though, and didn’t press charges. All Mr. Rainer had to do was return the deer meat to the landowner, and it was all settled. He’d asked her at the time if he could keep the small, round projectiles they’d taken out of her, but she’d refused. Still, she’d let him see them before the doctors threw them away. There were six in all, but his mother didn’t even miss a day of work. She was the toughest person he knew.

“Is she okay?”

The woman hesitated. She looked around like she was worried, which only scared Rick more. He didn’t like that she wasn’t telling him anything. Grown-ups always did that—treated him like he was a child.

“Listen, as far as I know, your mom is just fine. Although, I know she’s in a bit of trouble and asked me to come to get you so you wouldn’t be worried about her.”

“If she’s fine, how’s she in trouble?”

“That’s all I know. Someone else is going to explain everything to you when you get there. Something about being classified information.” She smiled.

“Is she going to be okay?”

“Yeah, everything is going to be all right, but we need to get going. You don’t want her to be worrying about where you are, do you?”

“Well, no, but—”

“No, buts. I’m going to get in trouble if we don’t get moving soon. Hop in, kiddo. I’ll take you back to the precinct and get you to your mom.”

“Mom always said I shouldn’t get into cars with strangers.”

“Well, I think you’re forgetting that I work with your mom, and you’ve seen me before.”

Rick wasn’t sure he should go with the woman, but he was starting to get worried about his mother. After all, the woman was right. He had seen her working with his mom in the past, and she would be upset if he went home and didn’t show up when she’d sent someone to get him.

“Are you sure my mom’s in trouble?”

“Why else would I be here to get you?”

“Okay,” Rick answered.

“Well, hop on in and make sure to buckle up. It’s the law.” She grinned.

As the doors locked behind him and he buckled his seatbelt, the woman smiled at him from the rearview mirror. Rick felt like he was going to be sick. They pulled away from the alley and onto the main road but right away, he realized they were going in the opposite direction of the station.

“Where are we going?” he asked.

The woman didn’t respond. As the smile fell from her face and she turned up the radio, Rick knew he’d made a terrible mistake.
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Katie strummed her fingers on the cold, metal interrogation room table. She narrowed her gaze, focusing all her attention on the suspect sitting across from her. For a split second, she’d considered putting the criminal in cuffs, but the officers he had in his pocket wouldn’t allow it. No, she’d have to break him the old-fashioned way…with her skills.

“A theft occurred today, sir. At approximately eight this morning, six pieces of premium, top-shelf Halloween candy were pilfered from the jar on top of the fridge. And you claim you know nothing about it?”

He shook his head, oblivious to the dark-brown chocolate melted in the corners of his mouth that gave him away. Katie struggled and lost the battle not to smile at the boy sitting across from her. It was no wonder he was such an honest kid most of the time. He was downright terrible at lying. Still, dishonesty had to be dealt with, even if it was just candy. Katie wanted her eight-year-old son to understand that telling the truth was always the best path.

She sighed and shook her head, pretending to consider the options she had for dealing with the theft. Of course, there would be no real repercussions. As a deputy sheriff, Katie Hunt was accustomed to hearing every excuse in the book when she pulled someone over or gave a ticket for some small infraction. In Lookout Point, true crimes were few and far between. The punishment would fit the crime and be one of pure joy for her son, but she was going to joke with him a little longer.

“You know, candy bars don’t just disappear. Do you have any idea what could have happened to them?”

He shrugged. “You sleepwalk sometimes. Maybe you ate them when you were doing that.”

She tried not to laugh. “Yeah? Next, you’ll be telling me we have ghosts, and they are the guilty party.”

His eyes lit up. Katie instantly regretted giving him the idea but couldn’t stop smiling. He was such an imaginative kid. In earnest, she couldn’t wait to hear what he came up with next.

“You know, now that you mention it, I did see a ghost last night,” Rick said.

“Oh, did you really? What exactly was this ghost intruder doing when you saw it?”

“Well, it was sneaking downstairs, and I decided to follow it.”

“Really? Such a brave boy. How did you know this ghost wasn’t dangerous?”

“It was easy, Mom. I could tell he was only looking for some chocolate.”

She smiled. “And smart, too.” She smiled.

“I get it from you, Mom. You taught me to be brave and smart. I was just using what you taught me.”

“Okay. So, you saw this ghost sneaking downstairs to steal the chocolate bars, and you started to follow him. What happened after that?”

Rick thought for a moment before starting to reply. “I knew what he wanted, but I wasn’t going to let him get away with it. I mean, those were our candy bars. So, I knew I had to stop him.”

“How were you going to do that?” Katie asked.

“I thought I could sneak up on it and scare it, but by the time I got to the kitchen, all I could see was the ghost running off with our candy. It was the craziest thing. I’m pretty sure the ghost was just trying to feed his family. That’s why it took so many of the candy bars.”

Katie was truly blown away by the fantastic tale. She knew she needed a minute to collect herself before doling out her son’s punishment. When there was a knock on the door, Katie knew the time had come. What she had planned for him would be an undertaking of love but still teach him a few things about responsibility. The plan had been put into motion weeks before with her younger sister, Jen’s, approval and support.

“All right, so you’re not going to admit it was you?” she asked.

Rick sighed and rolled his eyes before flopping his head dramatically on the table. She cringed at the loud noise. The table wouldn’t hurt him, but she still hated to see him so torn between right and wrong. Katie cleared her throat to get his attention again, giving him a knowing look that he understood well. The truth was right there. All he had to do was admit it and take whatever punishment lay ahead.

“Fine, I took the candy and ate it after school before you picked me up,” he muttered.

“See now, that wasn’t so bad, was it?”

“Maybe for you,” he grumbled.

“Are you ready to hear the punishment for your crimes?”

“Don’t I get to have an attorney present? What about a judge and jury? Where is your evidence that this ‘alleged’ crime took place?” Rick asked.

Katie burst out into laughter and shook her head. “You know, sometimes I worry if you are too smart for your own good. I don’t think we need a court of law or any legal counsel present for this.”

“Then I demand a retrial. I was coerced into admitting fault.”

“Boy, you are something else, you know that?” Katie said. “Listen, I think we might be able to strike up a deal here, but it’s a one-time offer, got it? I can’t have you telling people I’ve gone soft.”

Rick sighed. “I still think I’m getting the raw end of the stick here. What’s this deal you’re offering?”

“It’s simple. I won’t be giving you any hard time, but the punishment needs to fit the crime. You’ve been wasting a lot of police resources by not coming forward with the truth.”

“Just tell me what I have to do. The suspense is killing me.”

Katie chuckled. “All right. I’m giving you community service.”

“What is community service?”

“Basically, instead of hard time, you’ll have to work off your punishment.”

“Awe, man. You’re going to make me clean my room and do the dishes, aren’t you?”

“Not this time, but if you don’t fess up next time, I’ll keep those things in mind. Besides, you still have to clean your room.”

“I will, but what else are you going to make me do?” Rick huffed.

“Well, you’re going to have to babysit Aunt Jen’s dog.”

She could see his mood change almost immediately. Rick loved dogs, and the excitement that crossed his face made her smile. Though it was still a punishment, she knew he was more than happy to accept the deal.

“I get to take care of Milky Way?” he shouted. “This is the best punishment ever.”

“It’s going to be your job to make sure he’s fed and let him out to go potty. Any messes he makes are going to be your responsibility.”

“I know, Mom. When is Aunt Jen going to be here? Is she dropping off Milky Way today?”

Katie knew his excitement was going to spill over soon. She quickly pulled out her phone and texted her younger sister that they were ready. Seconds later, the door swung open, and the rambunctious golden retriever came bounding into the room. Rick toppled out of his chair and divulged into a fit of laughter as the two rolled around on the floor. Katie laughed and waved to Jen as she stepped into the doorway, watching the pair that had been apart for nearly a month.

She knew for the next two weeks, while Jen was on her belated honeymoon with her husband, Matt, Rick would be in heaven while they dog sat. The retired K-9 officer was a delight to have every time he stayed with them. While the boy and dog continued to shower each other in love, Katie slipped out into the main part of the station with her sister. She never worried about Rick with Milky Way, just like she didn’t worry about the two of them running around the station unsupervised.

Of all the things Katie adored about being a deputy in Lookout Point, it was the sense of community she loved the most. Everywhere she looked in the precinct, there was a smiling face. From their temporary receptionist to the station’s supervisor, she knew everyone who lived in the little city. The only thing missing from their otherwise-perfect life was a father figure for Rick. He had teachers, coworkers, grandparents, and an uncle he adored, but she knew he still had questions about his own father, ones that were becoming more frequent.

Turning her attention to Jen, Katie pulled her to a corner of the station where no one could hear them by the receptionist’s desk. The perky young woman always had in her earbuds, making their conversation private. She had to talk with Jen and get her opinion. It was time Rick knew about his father, and Katie had no idea how to start the conversation.
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“He asked about his dad again last night,” Katie whispered. “They are doing some sort of genealogy project in class. I had to go down there to talk to his teacher about it.”

Jen sighed. “You knew the time would come eventually. Jack was never a bad guy, you know—”

“Don’t even start down that path again. You know he made the decision to walk away,” Katie growled.

“I mean, I’m not defending the guy, but you didn’t give him many options, either.”

“Right, I forgot. I’m the bad guy in this because I wanted to raise my son surrounded by family and people who love him,” Katie said.

Jen rolled her eyes and groaned. “You wanted to move home. I get it, and I’m not saying one of you is right and one is wrong, but this town hasn’t really been kind to Jack and his family. Can you blame him for not chasing after you?”

“Cassie, his sister, lives here. Why couldn’t he?”

“Because he had a life and a business in California. You both did. When you got pregnant and moved back home, you made the decision to end things with him as much as he did.”

“He said he didn’t want kids. What was I supposed to do?”

Jen shrugged. “Maybe if you’d told him you were pregnant instead of running away, that answer would have changed.”

“What’s done is done. It’s been nine years. I just want to know what you think I should do now that Rick is asking questions.”

“Tell him the truth. It didn’t work out and you’re the best mother in the world. He doesn’t need a dad around.”

Katie rolled her eyes. As much as she adored her sister thinking she was supermom, she certainly didn’t feel like it most of the time. Between the hours she spent working at the station as the lieutenant and the time split volunteering at the school and community outreach, she was constantly exhausted. It was Rick who kept her going, who kept her head screwed on tight. The boy was her world.

“Anyway, I’ll figure that all out. I just wanted an honest opinion from you.”

“You should try listening to me. I have a sixth sense about these things,” Jen said.

“I’ll think about it.” Katie smiled. “What about you? Are you ready for your honeymoon?”

Jen grinned. “Oh, yeah. I can’t wait to go to Europe for a few weeks.”

“I figured you were excited. What about Matt? Does he seem to be excited, too?”

“I think so, but it’s hard to tell. The guy is always so chipper. I’m still not used to being around someone genuinely happy about everything. A far cry from my last marriage.”

“Yeah, but at least you know you deserve that happiness, right?”

“I do,” Jen said. “Matt is everything I’ve ever wanted in a partner and a husband. I’m so excited to go on this honeymoon with him and see what else he’s good at.”

“Gross. I don’t want to hear any details when you get back.” Katie chuckled.

“Oh, don’t you worry, sis. I’ll make sure to give you all the dirty details when we get back.” Jen smiled.

“I’d really rather you didn’t. Have you heard anything from the ex? There haven’t been any more problems, have there?”

“No. Actually, I haven’t heard from or seen him in quite a while. Not that I would want to anyway. Why? Have you heard anything?”

“Nope. No sign of him lately.”

It was a lie, one Katie had rehearsed time and time again. There was no need to ruin Jen’s honeymoon with Matt. The cretin she called an ex-husband was Benny Avery. A local deadbeat and drunk, Jen had married him as a brazen eighteen-year-old. It had been one of the deciding factors for Katie in becoming a sheriff and moving back home. Jen didn’t need to know anything about that, though.

Katie had kept a close watch on Benny over the years. When her sister filed for a divorce the year before, it had been Katie’s threats that had made him sign the papers without a fuss. She’d do anything to protect the people she loved, no matter what. Plus, the marriage had been a mistake Jen had instantly regretted, severing all ties with the man and getting her life on track. Before the conversation could carry on, the interrogation room door opened, and Rick came bounding out with Milky Way.

As they ran over to Jen and Katie, she quickly left the pair with Jen and jogged to her office to get her things ready to head home for the day. It didn’t take long for her bag to be packed as she locked the door and headed back to where the others were waiting at the front desk. The perky, young receptionist was fawning over the dog and the boy, but it was easy to see why. They were a perfectly lovable pair. While she hadn’t known the woman long, she would be sad to see her go when Millie returned from maternity leave.

Rounding up the trio waiting for her, they made their way through the lobby and out into the bitter Washington air. It was going to be a long, harsh winter judging from the freezing temperatures they were already facing at the end of October. She opened the back door of her police SUV. Rick jumped inside, with Milky Way following after. Katie closed the door and turned back to her sister.

“So, what are your big plans for tonight?" Jen asked.

“Oh, nothing too big, really. I think we’re just going to order some pizza and maybe watch a movie. There’s a new one Rick’s been begging me to watch.”

“Did you hear that, kid?” Jen asked. “Better make sure she gets you the stuffed crust you love.”

Rick smiled. “Can we, Mom?”

“I don’t see why not,” Katie said, turning to give him a grin. “You just remember our deal.”

“I will. I promise,” he replied, giving his attention back to Milky Way.

“Sounds like you have a good night planned for tonight?”

“I think so. I hope the movie is as good as he says it will be. Then it will be off to bed, which I’m really looking forward to. Then, we’ll get up in the morning and get Rick to school. We have dinner with Mom and Dad tomorrow.”

Jen chuckled. “They’ll be happy to have you guys over. I know they love getting to spend time with Rick.”

“Yeah. He’s excited about it, too.”

“That’s great. Well, you guys have fun.”

Katie smiled. “You and Matt better have fun.”

They both laughed, and Katie leaned in to give her sister a big hug. She was excited for her sister to enjoy her honeymoon and to hear all about it when they got back.

“Now, you guys, be careful and enjoy yourselves. Europe should be a blast.”

“That’s what everyone keeps telling me. Plus, I’ve always wanted to go.”

“You’ll love it. It’s your honeymoon.”

After embracing her sister one last time, Katie jogged to the driver’s side of the cruiser and climbed behind the wheel. Rick was already buckled in, and Milky Way, being a former officer himself, was lying blissfully across the boy’s lap. They moved through the quiet streets and sang along to the radio. She’d ordered pizza before leaving the office. It was waiting for them when they pulled into the lot. Katie left the car running and the pair in the back seat as she quickly grabbed the pie and returned.

Their house wasn’t far from her office. She adored raising her son in the same small town her parents had raised her in. It amazed her to think how little the community had changed over the years. There wasn’t a single person she didn’t know, at least in passing. Katie could tell a visitor where to find everything from farm-fresh eggs to a nice side of beef or a bottle of wine if they wanted it. Likewise, she knew how to talk with the locals and smooth over most situations without them escalating.

Katie prided herself on her ability to calm people down. It was one reason she’d gone into law. Helping people in their darkest moments gave her a sense of accomplishment. Her mother had been furious, worried she’d have a hard time as the only female officer in Lookout Point, but Katie had quickly moved through the ranks to reach second in command in her first four years with the department. She had done so with grace and determination, refusing to give in to the pressures that washed out most officers within the first two years of service.

Pulling into the driveway of their small but wonderfully perfect home, she let out a sigh of relief. It didn’t matter if she was just a deputy in a small town. Making it home at the end of the day was still an accomplishment.
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By the next morning, she was well-rested and happy Rick had someone to play with while she tried to get her mind started with a cup of coffee. She listened to them playing in the backyard; a dusting of snow overnight had given them a fresh layer of snow to enjoy. Before long, though, it was time for them to start getting ready to head out the door.

While Jen had insisted Milky Way would be okay home alone all day, Katie saw no reason for the retired officer to be left alone. He was welcome to ride shotgun with her during her shift. She yelled out for Rick to get his stuff ready for school as she headed upstairs to get her gun and badge out of the safe. She did it religiously every night as soon as she walked through the door. Keeping her son safe was paramount in her mind.

As the boy bounded through the house to the foyer, where he started to get bundled up, she joined them downstairs and gave the house one final glance. The lights were off already, and she’d checked the back door and windows. It was a habit, no matter what, that she did every day before they left. After living in California for five years, it was second nature for her to be incredibly careful, especially when it came to her son’s safety.

When she finally managed to get both the boy and the dog into the already-warm SUV, she climbed behind the wheel and headed for his elementary school a few blocks down the road. For once, she was the cause of the traffic jam in the drop-off line. As soon as they pulled up to the school, she knew she was in trouble. Rick’s door flung open, and a hoard of children ran over to visit the dog that had spent a good chunk of his career teaching the same children how to approach and respect service animals. She barely made it out of there by the time the first bell was getting ready to ring.

Making the quick trip to the station was something of a blur. She had made the trip so many times that the drive was over in the blink of an eye. Katie quickly pulled the car into her spot and put the vehicle into park, zipping up her jacket before getting out. Milky Way’s tail was wagging fast. It was easy to see how excited the ex-cop was to get back to the grind. Katie smiled.

She walked into the station and was immediately approached by Ava, the woman filling in for their regular receptionist, Millie. The woman grinned as she made her way over to Katie.

“How are you this morning, Ava?”

“Oh, just another day. Living the dream, you know?”

Katie chuckled. “Fair enough. Anything new today?”

“Nothing out of the ordinary if that’s what you’re asking. It’s pretty quiet on all fronts.”

“That’s a good thing. You know, it’s nice to have you around, but I’m sure you’re ready for Millie to come back from maternity leave?”

Ava sighed. “Yeah, I guess. I really like the work here, but I’m sure Millie does a much better job. Have we heard when she’s going to be back?”

“Honestly, Ava, you do a pretty good job yourself. Though, I think we’re expecting her to return next week if she’s up for it.”

“That’s great. I bet she’ll be happy to get back to work.”

“I’m sure,” Katie said. “Well, if there’s not anything else, I need to get busy myself. Plus, Milky Way here is going to be riding with me today, so I have to get him ready to go.”

“Oh, that reminds me. Captain Conner is looking for you.”

Her heart quickened immediately. The captain rarely ever wanted to see her unless something was wrong. While they had a friendly enough working relationship, there was a latent animosity the man felt toward her, and she knew it. Katie had stepped on some toes, working her way through the ranks. It wasn’t her fault she went above and beyond in her duties. She was a single mom with a mortgage and, admittedly, something to prove to the “good old boys” in the community.

Tossing her bag into her office, she didn’t bother to check her calls before jogging to the captain's office door and knocking. When he barked for her to come in and take a seat, she didn’t argue that she’d rather stand, despite wanting to. The man made her uncomfortable. She liked being on her feet. When she sat, he slid a thin file across the desk without looking up from his paperwork. It was par for the course with Captain Conner, he liked to multitask, and she’d rather not be the focus of his undivided attention.

“What’s this?” Katie asked.

Conner sighed and looked up at her. “It’s a case file.” Conner smirked. “There was a break-in last night, and I want you to head over there to check it all out. The house they broke into has been under construction, but the neighbor saw it and called it in.”

“Okay. I’ll head over there and talk to the neighbors. See if they can tell me exactly what they saw and hopefully get us a good lead while I’m at it.”

“I thought you’d be taking a little bit more interest in this.”

“I’m interested. Any time we can get a criminal off the street, the better.”

“Good. Now, get over to that address and have a talk with them. I already have CSU going to the scene now. They’ll meet you there.”

“No problem, sir. I’m on it.” Katie smiled.

Conner glared at her. “What is it? I can see something is going through your mind. Just spit it out.”

“Well, I’m curious as to why you didn’t just hand the case over to one of the first-year officers?”

“Didn’t you look at the address? The break-in happened on your road. I thought I mentioned that?”

“You said this happened on my road?” Katie muttered as she flipped through the file in her hands.

“Yup, now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got work to do,” Conner said.

“Of course, sir. I’ll get started on it right away.”

Katie jumped up, grabbed the folder, and quickly darted out of his office and back to her own. She didn’t want to linger long, obviously needing to jump right on the case. Still, she needed to know what the responding officers the night before had found before questioning the witness. She quickly closed her door and sat down. Katie flipped through the report. There wasn’t much to go off. It was a little humiliating that a call had been made so close to her own home, yet she’d slept right through it.

She quickly scanned the report, though there wasn’t much the officer had given her that would be useful. It bothered her to no end how poorly the report was written. She had every intention of making some changes when the existing captain finally retired, though she knew that wouldn’t come for a few years yet. The timing would be perfect. Rick would be in middle school by then, and she could take on a little more responsibility at the station. Katie ground her jaw as she read.

The call was made to dispatch at 11:30 pm. The caller identified themselves as Bonnie Deaver, residing at 267 Mulberry Street. She claimed a man was breaking into the front door of the house to her right. Dispatch contacted the officer on call, Officer Mason. The officer arrived on scene at 1 am the following morning. After inspecting the residence and finding it vacant, Officer Mason informed the caller that an officer would come by to take her statement at their convenience.

“Right, which means he was too lazy to do it, and why the hell did it take him over an hour to get there?” Katie growled to herself.

The officer's official report was even worse, comprised of barely legible handwriting that made her question if he’d even been sober at the time. Even the implication, though, would spread like wildfire. There was no way for her to know with certainty, but the small precinct didn’t keep an officer staffed at all times. They took turns being on call, which meant not drinking during that time, but she was almost certain she was the only one who adhered to that.

With some minor budget cuts, they could afford an officer working the night shift, but it wasn’t her place to say anything. Grinding her teeth again, she tried once more to read Mason’s handwriting before giving up and slamming the file shut. The only way she was going to get the real story was by talking to the witness, Bonnie Deaver. The old woman was a gossip, but she was Katie's only chance at cracking the case.
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She got to the house a few minutes later. It was one she knew well. The elderly couple who had bought it the year before had started construction that week. At the same time, they’d fled to their summer house in the Florida Keys. It was the perfect opportunity for someone up to no good looking for a quick way to make cash. With the owners gone and the contractor’s stuff now left there overnight for work to begin, the tools were easy prey. Putting the SUV into park outside the house, she climbed out and headed to Mrs. Deaver’s front door.

The woman opened the door before Katie had the chance to knock. “I was wondering when someone from your office was going to show up,” she said. “I don’t know why you didn’t just stop over this morning when you were home.”

Katie smiled at her. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Deaver; I had no idea there was a break-in until I got to the office today. Now, would you mind telling me exactly what happened?”

She sighed. “Aren’t you supposed to question the witness right after it happens? It’s supposed to be fresh in their minds, you know.”

Katie didn’t hesitate to keep the smile plastered on her face. The woman obviously filled her time with crime shows and dramas on television. They were quickly becoming the bane of her existence. She had stopped counting the number of times someone had quoted something from a fictional show to her, convinced it was the truth of how things went. It had gotten ten times worse after the pandemic when people were trapped inside, making terrible decisions and taking up new hobbies.

She was happy those days were behind them. As it was, with a little patience, Katie was able to reeducate the people she met who were sure the television never lied. Yet she knew better than to try with Mrs. Deaver. Like much of her generation, she was set in her ways. There was no point in attempting to change her mind. All Katie could do was play along and hope her memory was good enough to recall the night before.

“Honestly, Mrs. Deaver, they should have sent an officer to speak to you last night. I’m sorry they didn’t, but I’m here now and ready to listen. So, if you could please tell me what happened, I’d like to catch the culprit,” Katie said with a smile.

“Well, I had just finished my nightly programs on the television and was getting ready to go to bed. Then, I needed to get something to drink.”

“Is that when you saw the neighbor’s house getting broken into?”

“Yeah. I got a glass of water and looked out the window right there. Next thing I know, I see this guy walking around with a black hood.”

“Are you sure he wasn’t one of the construction workers? Maybe he forgot something and was coming back to—”

“No, it wasn’t anything like that. The way he was creeping around the door and looking to make sure no one was watching, I could tell the man was up to no good.”

“All right. What did the man do after that?”

“I saw him head into the house, and he was gone for a few minutes. I almost thought he was a homeless man looking for a place to stay, but a short time later, he came back out and left.”

“Did you see what he took if anything?” Katie asked.

“I couldn’t really tell, but it didn’t look like he had anything in his hands.”

“Were you able to get a look at the man?”

“Not really. Like I said, he was wearing a hood.”

“Is there anything else you remember that could help identify the perpetrator?”

“I told you everything I saw.”

“Okay. Well, thank you for your time,” Katie said.

She started to jog away from the front porch as the elderly woman reminded her of how to process the scene next door. Katie waved back to her but didn’t turn around. When she reached the door, she saw the black residue indicating that their one-man CSU team had already dusted it for prints. Collin Hayes not only worked as their sole part-time CSU agent, but he was also the town’s only mortician and coroner.

Katie knew she could trust his work as she stepped inside. Given how rare it was for crime to happen in the small town, she knew they’d have the prints identified by the end of the day. If she were putting money on it, Katie would gamble that they would come back to a drifter passing through. When they were able to get ahold of the contractor, she would get a list of anything missing and make sure he and the owners both had a copy of the report for their insurance claims.

While it wasn’t the most interesting case in the world, it did help to break up the occasionally mundane life of a small-town officer. Walking through the house, she didn’t see anything out of place. Whoever they were using to do the work was good at their job. Plastic sheeting was everywhere to protect the floors, along with labeled cords and surge protectors. The machinery was all tagged with lockout combinations, something she rarely saw small-town companies use.

There was nothing else she needed to see. Heading back to her cruiser, she closed and locked the door behind her and slipped the key into her pocket. As an officer and the couple’s neighbor, they’d given her a spare long ago. Yet the lock hadn’t been busted, meaning someone had a key or they had picked the lock. It was an odd skill for a drifter to have, let alone use when they could have simply broken in. She drove back through the quiet streets to the precinct and made a beeline for her office. Milky Way was thrilled at her return and joyfully took his place on the small sofa in her office.

“You just make yourself at home, Milky Way.” Katie smiled.

She pulled out her desk chair and sat down. There was no need to take out her notes since Mrs. Deaver wasn’t able to tell her much. Just as Katie began to settle in, her phone started to ring. Milky Way perked up his ears and looked at her.

“Don’t get too excited. It’s just the district attorney’s office.”

Milky Way plopped her head back down, and Katie chuckled at the retired officer and answered the phone.

“Hello?”

“Good morning, Officer.”

“Morning, Micah. What can I do for you?”

“Straight to the point. It’s one of the things I like most about you.”

Katie knew what to expect next. Micah had been trying to get her to go out with him for months, and she continued to deny his requests. The two had talked about a case several months ago. They had dinner one time, and suddenly, she found herself in the middle of his advances. He was a good-looking man, but she still wasn’t interested in him the way he was in her.

“Speaking of getting to the point.”

Micah sighed. “I was just going to see if you’d be interested in joining me for dinner tonight?”

“I have to let you know I have a boyfriend.”

It was a simple lie, but one she knew would throw him off guard.

“Oh, well—”

There was a knock at the door. “I’m sorry, Micah. I have someone in my office. I have to go.”

Ending the call, she quickly told the person on the other side to come in. When she saw Collin, she smiled at him. He was always welcome in her office. Collin grinned and closed the door behind him, taking the seat across from her after giving Milky Way a warm welcome. He was twenty years her senior and a dear friend of her parents. She had him to thank for getting her foot in the door at the station. As a member of the city council, it was Collin who convinced the board she’d be an asset to the team.

“Hey, did you get the prints back already? I think that might be record time,” Katie said.

He chuckled. “Well, what can I say? Business has been slow, so I went ahead and ran them through myself instead of waiting on the lab.”

“I feel like slow business is a good thing, right?” Katie asked.

“You better believe it. Listen, I’m really happy I did run them so I could give you the results in person. Didn’t seem like something I wanted to broadcast over the radio.”

Her stomach tightened. “Why, Collin, what’s going on?”

He shifted uneasily as he pulled out a copy of the fingerprint report. Katie swallowed, the pit in her stomach growing as she read over the name on the paperwork a half dozen times. Katie felt like she was going to be sick. Her ex’s name. Right there in black and white.

Jack Shaw had returned to Lookout Point.
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The initial shock quickly wore off as she thanked Collin for the information. She didn’t want to give anyone in town anything to gossip about. Katie would follow the lead with an unbiased and clear head. The only reason Jack’s prints were in the system was because of his juvenile record. The childish antics had stopped as soon as they’d left Lookout Point. Still, knowing he was back in town made her sick to her stomach. She had to get him away from there, away from Rick, at any cost.

Working quickly, Katie locked her office door after Collin left and opened her laptop. She didn’t want someone barging in while she was looking for Jack. Using her resources in such a manner felt incredibly unprofessional, but she justified it to herself by reminding herself he was a suspect in an investigation. Using her powers, she logged into the local DMV website and quickly ran a search for his name. His truck, a full-size black pickup, was registered with California plates.

It was the only vehicle in his name, though. If he was there, that was the truck she was looking for. Closing out of all of the screens, she quickly grabbed her bag and took a deep breath before calling Milky Way to her side. She wanted him with her on the mission. Jack had never particularly liked dogs, and she planned on using that against him. Getting out of the office with him and not being the center of the water-cooler talk was another problem, though. She hated to lie, but it looked like it would be the only option.

Grabbing Milky Way’s leash, she watched him bound off the sofa in excitement. She knew he was getting bored with their lives already. Jen was far more exciting. Katie’s outgoing younger sister worked as a freelance travel blogger. She would spend days on the road, hiking and traveling with the faithful dog at her side. Much like his owner, the dog didn’t like being in one place for very long at all. Jen and Matt were perfect for each other in that regard. They both adored their carefree lifestyle. The only time she’d ever seen them slow down was during the pandemic.

She made her way out her office door and moved quickly toward the front door, knowing she’d have to let Ava know she was heading out. It was all part of the station’s policy to ensure they knew where their on-duty officers were.

“Hey, Ava.”

Ava took her earbuds out and smiled. “Hey, Katie. Headed out for lunch already?”

“No. Rick forgot his lunch again. I’m going to go over to the school and drop it off to him. Plus, I need to let Milky Way go for a potty break before we go out.”

“You’re a really good mom. You know that?”

Katie smiled. “Thank you, but I think a good mom wouldn’t have let him forget it in the first place. Still, they're going to lunch soon, so I need to head out.”

“Well, a lot of moms wouldn’t take the time to drop it off if it was forgotten. In my book, that puts you above the rest.”

“Thanks, Ava. I appreciate that.”

“No problem.” Ava smiled.

Milky Way started to circle around her legs, almost on cue. She thanked Ava again for the kind words and told her they’d be back shortly. Making her way out of the station, she wasted no time getting to her car. Still, there was a lingering feeling of guilt about lying. Katie hated that she hadn’t been honest, but there wasn’t much she could do about it, considering the information she was holding onto. She focused on the task at hand and pulled the car out of the parking lot.

In the town of Lookout Point, there were only two motels. Both of them were on the outskirts of town. While they had a certain rustic charm, she wouldn’t encourage anyone to stay at either long term, but hopefully, she’d find Jack at one of the two. He had never been the type of guy who was comfortable staying with family. Plus, she hadn’t seen a domestic call going out to Jack’s sister’s house in over a week, which was a new record for her and her husband. The first motel, the more run-down of the two, yielded no results.

To be sure, she spoke with the man behind the desk, but no one matching Jack’s description had rented a room. As she made her way to the next location, she couldn’t stop her mind from playing tricks on her. If he was there, then anyone who knew of their sordid past might tell him about Rick. She would stop at nothing to protect him, no matter the cost. If he so much as looked at her son, she would snatch him away and flee the country faster than he could blink.

Taking a deep breath, she reminded herself that Jack had no claim over her son. They weren’t married. He hadn’t been a part of Rick’s life, and she would destroy him in court. Knowing that truth still didn’t make her feel any better about his being there. Taking a deep breath to calm herself, Katie pulled into the parking lot of the second motel and instantly saw the truck with his plates.

Her heart pounded as she parked in front of the office. It only took a minute with the woman behind the counter to get Jack’s room number. She took a deep breath as she stood outside his door. With three quick knocks, she announced herself to anyone watching. Katie wasn’t going to risk someone snooping and thinking it was a social call. Several moments passed, but she didn’t bother to knock again. She could easily hear that someone was moving around inside.

“Well, hello there, Katie,” Jack said, answering the door. “It’s good to see you.”

Katie cringed. “Look, Jack. This isn’t a social call, and it sure isn’t good to see you.”

“Then, what do you want from me?”

“What in the hell are you doing in town?”

“I came back to help my sister. She’s going through a hard time, and I missed being here.”

“Well, we had a situation and there were fingerprints at the scene. Any idea why they came back to you?”

“Depends on where you found them.”

Katie scoffed. “There’s a house down the road from me going through some construction. It was broken into last night. How do you explain your prints being there?”

“That’s easy.” Jack smiled. “I’ve been working on that house.”

“I wouldn’t get too comfortable, Jack. As a matter of fact, it would be for the best if you just went ahead and left town.”

Jack chuckled. “I’m not going to do that. My sister needs me, and I still have work to do on that house.”

“Yeah, you’ve already mentioned your work,” Katie said. “You know you’re not welcome here.”

“Welcome or not isn’t the point. I have every right to be here. Look, if you don’t believe me, just call the homeowners. They’ll tell you they hired me,” Jack growled before slamming the door.

Storming back to her cruiser, she didn’t know what to think. As she peeled out onto the main road, her head was swimming. At least she knew he wasn’t there for her or her son. By all accounts, he still knew nothing about Rick. Jack’s sister, Cassie, lived in a trailer park on the outskirts of town and worked at a neighborhood bar. She hated to admit that most of the calls they got at the station were to the bar and trailer park. Cassie had no children, though, their paths never crossed, and she had no way of knowing Rick was her brother’s son.

Rick’s lineage had been a well-kept secret. She claimed his father had died, and no one ever connected her time with Jack and her giving birth to Rick. Her parents and sister were the only ones who knew the truth, and Katie had every intention of keeping it that way. Her hands tightened on the wheel as she parked the cruiser outside the station. Seconds later, she and Milky Way were heading back inside to her office. She didn’t bother to stop at reception. She was in no mood for Ava’s constant positivity.

It only took her a few minutes to pull up her neighbor’s number. When she finally connected with the couple in Florida and learned that Jack had been telling the truth, her rage simmered more. Her teeth ground together as she ended the call and set down the phone. One way or another, she was going to make sure Jack didn’t come anywhere near her son. If he planned on making Lookout Point his home, she planned on making sure he was miserable.
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Later that night, Katie relaxed over a glass of wine with Rose Hunt. The original plan was for them to go to her parent’s house, but she had gotten a call that they would visit her instead. The change in plans worked in her favor since she had her sister’s dog. The mother and daughter watched her father, Archie, wrestling with Rick and Milky Way on the living room floor. It warmed her heart to see how happy her son was, even if she didn’t know how long it was going to last. Without thinking, she sighed beneath the weight of the day’s events. Katie couldn’t believe Jack was back in town.

“Penny for your thoughts?”

“Trust me, you don’t want to know,” Katie said.

“Does this have anything to do with Jack Shaw being back in town?” Rose asked.

Katie nearly choked on her wine. Her eyes darted to her mother in shock. It was the icing on the cake that word had already spread through town like wildfire about Jack’s return. Her gut churned as she cringed. Sometimes, living in a small town wasn’t all it was cracked up to be.

“Christ, do I want to know how you know?” Katie asked.

“Oh, nothing as sordid as you’d think. I was dropping off some old clothing at the shelter on the other end of town and ran into Cassie Shaw. She mentioned quite a few interesting little bits of information, that’s for sure.”

“Jeez, do I want to know?”

Rose shrugged. “That’s up to you. As an officer of the law, I just figured you might like to keep yourself apprised of the happenings in the community.”

“That sure sounds like a fancy way to say ‘gossip’ there, Mom,” Katie said.

Rose chuckled and rolled her eyes as she took a drink of wine. Katie hated admitting when her mother was right, but if something was happening in the Shaw family, she needed to know about it. Whether or not anyone knew they were Rick’s family, Katie did, and it meant something to her. Hoping the lack of domestic disturbance calls was a good sign, she looked at her mother expectantly.

Rose smiled and gave her a wink. “See, I knew you’d want to know what was going on, smart girl,” Rose said.

“I mean, in the name of the law, I feel like I have to know now.” Katie smiled.

Rose chuckled. “That’s my girl. Well, the first thing Cassie told me was that she went and got herself pregnant.”

“Wow, really? Good for her, but I hope she’s not marrying that abusive boyfriend she’s been with. That guy is nothing but bad news. You know how many calls my department has taken over the years because of the things he’s done to her? Too many.”

“I’ve heard a lot of the stories. Still, I asked her the same question, and she told me she kicked him out.”

“Well, good for her. It’s honestly about time. What was the final straw?”

“Cassie said they got into a big argument. She tried to go to the bedroom, and he spun her around, slapped her in the face, and then hit her in the stomach. After that, she couldn’t take it anymore.”

“I hate to see that it had to get that far before she got rid of him, but good for her anyway. Do you think that’s why Jack’s back in town? He did mention his sister needed him.”

“From what she told me, it sounds like he came back to help her out. That’s how I found out he was back,” Rose said. “Trust me, I was as shocked as you are when I heard the news.”

Katie was blown away by the influx of information, but a wave of relief coursed through her. Jack wasn’t there because of her or Rick. He was still clueless about the boy’s existence, and she planned on keeping it that way. It did make her think about what would happen in the long run, though. Eventually, if Jack stayed in Lookout Point, he would notice or be told she had a son. He would do the math, and things wouldn’t go well in the end. She had to find a way to protect them.

“Do you think I should talk to an attorney?” Katie asked.

“And say what?” Rose countered.

She sighed. “Hell if I know. That my kid’s father moved back?”

“He doesn’t know Rick is his son, and until you’ve got reason to believe otherwise, I think it’s best to just leave things alone. Honey, you’ve got a good life here. There is no reason to stir the pot.”

Katie fell silent as they continued to watch the wrestling match in the living room. Deep down, she knew her mother was right. There was nothing to be done about the matter. She would watch his every move, though. If he was going to be working just a few houses away from their home, it would be easy enough to do. Part of her wanted to call in sick for a few days just to stalk him from her bedroom window, but she knew she was being irrational.

“I think that no matter what you do, it will be a well-thought-out decision. You’ve always had a level head on your shoulders, honey,” Rose said.

“Thanks. I don’t feel like I’m doing anything right as a parent half the time,” Katie said.

“And that’s what makes you such a good mom. You’re always wondering if you can do better. Look at him. That boy is ridiculously happy. You are a rockstar officer and an amazing mom. I couldn’t be more proud of you.”

She knew her parents were proud of her, but it always made her feel better when they told her. They sat in silence, watching the night’s events unfold. Small talk filled the rest of the evening until it was time for her parents to leave. They said their goodbyes and hugged, then watched as they pulled out of the driveway.

“Time for a bath, big guy,” Katie said.

“Okay, Mom.”

Katie smiled as he rushed to the bathroom to wash up. Rick was an easy child and enjoyed playing in the tub. When he finished, she jumped into the shower herself. It always felt amazing to wash off the grime of each day. Rick was playing in his room as she brushed her teeth and headed back downstairs to check the doors and windows one last time. A creature of habit, Katie performed the same checks each night.

She stopped momentarily at the front window, glancing down the road at the neighboring house under construction. It was still hard to believe Jack was back, let alone working on a house right down the road from her. She sighed. Shaking the thought from her mind, she trotted back upstairs to tuck Rick in for the night.

“Mommy, when is Aunt Jen coming back?” Rick asked.

“Oh, about ten days now. Why, honey?”

He shrugged.

“Come on now. Are you sad about giving Milky Way back?” Katie asked.

Rick nodded. “Do you think if you got married, we could get a dog? Then there would be three of us to take care of him.”

Her cheeks flushed. “Honey, we can get a dog at some point when you are older. I don’t need a husband for that. Where is this coming from?”

The boy shrugged. “I don’t know. I just know how happy Aunt Jen is now that she’s married, and Mrs. Grayson is always happy…”

“And you don’t think I’m happy?”

“I just want you to be really happy, that’s all.”

“Oh, sweetheart…you make me the happiest mom in the world, okay? You don’t need to worry about things like that, I promise.”

He nodded as Katie wrapped her arms around him. It broke her heart that he was worried about her. She never wanted him to stress about things like that. Tucking him in one final time, she kissed his forehead and rose from the bed. Milky Way watched her go but made no effort to leave Rick’s side. She was happy to leave the protective pooch with her son. Shutting off the light, Katie headed for her own room and softly closed the door behind her as she collapsed onto the bed.

It had been a terribly long day, and all she wanted to do was pass out and pretend like Jack wasn’t there. She didn’t want to think about what a wonderful time they’d had back in the day. Nor did she want to think about how the feelings had stirred inside her. No, the only thing she cared about was Rick and keeping him safe. Staying far away from Jack was the only way to make sure that happened.
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By the time the following afternoon rolled around, Katie had worked herself up into a frenzy again. It was finally Friday, but she was already thinking about calling off for the following Monday. The morning had been hectic, to say the least. After one of the deputies had let slip that Jack Shaw was a suspect in the completely bogus break-in, her phone hadn’t stopped ringing off the hook with “tips” about other break-ins that didn’t exist, either.

She was ready to strangle all of her staff by the time she was finally able to sneak outside and get some peace and quiet away from their prying eyes. Even as she sat in her cruiser, petting Milky Way as they both ate pretzels, Katie didn’t know what she was going to do. Jack was already starting to get on her nerves.

As much as she hated the idea of running anyone out of town, even Jack, she wasn’t going to risk her son’s peace for him. Despite knowing that her sister was off enjoying herself on her honeymoon, she thought about calling her to get some advice. They had always been best friends. She didn’t want to think about surviving Jack Shaw’s being back in Lookout Point without Jen’s insight. Suddenly, the phone in her hand started to ring, and her heart soared. Their mother had always told them they had a special bond that went beyond any distance.

“You know, I was just getting ready to call you,” Katie said.

“Oh yeah? Let me guess, you’re missing life without a dog and are wondering when you can send the monster home?”

“Not a chance. You’re going to have to pry Milky Way away from Rick. Those two are thick as thieves.”

Jen laughed. “Good! I bet he’s having the time of his life right now. I’m happy everyone is having a good time.”

“What about you? It’s your honeymoon. What on Earth are you doing calling me?”

“No reason in particular.”

“Jen, I know better than that. What’s going on?”

Jen chuckled. “It’s not bad or anything. I was just sitting here, and all of a sudden, I had this feeling you needed me. So, what were you going to call me about?”

“Well, you wouldn’t necessarily be wrong. Anyway, Jack’s back in town.”

“Shit. That’s not what I was expecting at all. What’s he doing back?”

“I’m not totally sure, though Mom told me Cassie is pregnant and kicked out her abusive boyfriend. Maybe he’s just back to help her out and I’m just being overprotective.”

“You probably are, but that’s who you’ve always been. Are you worried he’s going to try something?”

“With Jack, I never know. I’m just worried about the whole situation in general, and I’m not too sure what to do.”

Jen chuckled. “That’s the feeling I was getting. Look, the best thing you can do is to call my old friend, Milton Jackson. I’ll send you the number. He’s an attorney.”

Katie sighed. “I don’t want word getting around that Jack is Rick’s father. That would start a whole thing.”

“No worries. Milton will be very discreet, and he’ll be able to give you legal advice, just in case.”

“Are you sure he’s a solid guy?”

“He’s the best I’ve ever met. Whatever questions you have, he’ll answer them, and he won’t tell anyone you even talked to him.”

“Good,” Katie said. “I like him already.”

“I’ll text you his number. Call him.”

“Thank you, Jen. Enjoy the rest of your honeymoon. Love you.”

“Love you, too, sis.”

Katie ended the call and already felt a thousand times better after talking to her sister. She knew Jen was right. The only way she could put Jack out of her mind was if she heard firsthand from a professional that her ex didn’t have a legal leg to stand on. When the message from her sister came through with the attorney’s number, she opened it right away. Still, she couldn’t bring herself to dial the number. As soon as she placed the call, there would be a trail of premeditation. Katie couldn’t rest until she knew for certain, though.

She pressed the number but no sooner had the call started to connect than someone knocked on her car window. Katie jumped and glared out the window to find Ava standing there, waving in her obnoxiously cheerful way. Katie rolled down her window, secretly counting the hours of the woman’s last day there. It wasn’t that Ava was a bad person, far from it. Katie missed Millie’s quiet nature, though.

“Hey, Officer! I was just heading to lunch and saw you sitting here, looking all worried. Is everything all right?”

“Yes, Ava, I’m fine. I was enjoying being by myself.”

Ava chuckled. “Oh, I bet you never get a moment’s rest. I’m always amazed by how much you do. You’re like a one-woman supershow.”

Katie smiled. She was running out of patience with the girl. Katie didn’t need her praise or anyone else’s. As a matter of fact, the only thing she wanted was to be left alone.

“Listen, I really would like to get back to my lunch.”

Ava looked into the cruiser. “It looks like you forgot your lunch there, Deputy.”

“Right, I was just getting ready to go get some before you came over. As a matter of fact, if you don’t mind—”

“Oh! Right! Sure thing. It’s been a busy morning for you and all.”

“Ava…” Katie growled

The woman raised her hands and backed away as Katie rolled up the window and slipped her cruiser into drive. She hadn’t planned on leaving but staying there with Ava lurking around was just too much. Five minutes later, she was sitting in the parking lot of the local fried chicken joint. She wasn’t going to wait any longer. Grabbing her phone, Katie dialed the man’s number and took a deep breath.

“Hello, this is Milton Jackson. How can I help you?”

“My name is Katie Hunt, and my sister gave me your number.”

“What can I do for you, Katie?”

Katie gave him the rundown of her case. Telling him everything that had happened between her and Jack. It had been eight years, and her son had never seen his father, nor had the man ever come to ask about him. Now, with the years flying by, she told him how Jack had come back to town. While she wasn’t certain what he was doing there, Katie explained the other circumstances involving the man’s return.

“Honestly, he will have no rights to your son. It’s been a long time, and there’s not much he can do at this point.”

“Oh, thank God.”

“Now, it is possible he’d be able to fight to get visitation, but it would be a battle on his part.”

A sense of relaxation washed over her. Katie only wished she would have made a call like that much sooner. The feeling of that weight being lifted off her shoulders helped to change her mood entirely. She thanked Milton and ended the call. Happy knowing that Jack had no legal rights to her son, she smiled and sighed with relief, quickly heading back to the station and straight to her office to enjoy her lunch.

The rest of the afternoon went by without much incident. Ava seemed to understand she wasn’t in the mood for any more pleasantries. The woman left her alone for the rest of the afternoon and up until the end of the shift. She only knocked on Katie’s door once to let her know she was heading out. With her mind now eased, Katie thanked Ava for everything she’d done before the woman left.

“Aren’t you heading out?” Ava asked. “Big Friday afternoon plans?”

Katie chuckled. “I’m going to go pick up some Chinese takeout in about twenty minutes, then meet Rick at the house for a good movie and an early bedtime.”

Ava grinned. “Well, you enjoy your evening. It’s been a pleasure working with you.”

“You too, Ava. I’ll see you around.”

The woman gave her one last nod before closing the door gently behind her. True to her word, Katie worked for another twenty minutes before calling the hometown takeout joint and placing hers and Rick’s usual Friday night meal. Katie had never been great at cooking, but she made up for what she lacked in cooking skills by knowing all of the best restaurants and places to eat. Plus, twice a week, they would have dinner with her parents, and Rose adored cooking. As she closed up the office and called Milky Way after her, Katie smiled and locked the precinct doors.

She was looking forward to a relaxing weekend with Rick and Milky Way. By the time Monday rolled around, Katie knew the drama with Jack would be behind them.
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She made it to the edge of town and back to her house before five. When Rick walked home by himself, he would get there between 4:30 pm and 4:45 pm. Either way, Katie knew he’d be waiting just inside by the dining room window for her to pull up with dinner. Today though, Katie knew he’d be more excited about seeing Milky Way after a long day of missing him. Jumping out of the SUV, she opened the car door for the dog before grabbing the food out of the passenger side and juggling it all to the front door.

Rick knew better than to open the door. The only people who were allowed in the house all had keys. That included his grandparents and Jen. The station had a spare key as well in case of emergencies. She fumbled with her bags and finally made it inside, with Milky Way bounding beneath her feet in an effort to get to Rick first and get a jump start on playtime. She called out for Rick as she set their dinner and her bag on the kitchen table. Thinking he was in the bathroom, Katie started pulling out their Chinese before dumping food into Milky Way’s bowl.

Katie frowned when the pooch started eating right away. While he’d only been there a few days, he’d already shown that Rick was his number one priority and that included waiting outside the bedroom or bathroom door for him. Her stomach tightened as she called out for Rick again. When silence greeted her, the fringes of panic started to creep in. She raced to the bottom of the steps, taking them two at a time until she reached the bathroom door. It was standing open with the lights off, just as she’d left it earlier that morning.

“Rick!” Katie yelled out.

One by one, she raced through the rooms, each one coming up empty until she was back on the main floor of the house. Her hands shook as she pulled out her phone and quickly dialed the school’s number. Hopefully, someone would still be there.

After a few rings, the receptionist answered.

“This is Katie Hunt, Rick’s mom. I was hoping you could tell me if you’ve seen him.”

“I saw him before he left the building. He was excited to walk home today.”

“Have you seen him since then?”

“Not at all. Is everything okay?” the woman asked.

“No, he should have been here, and he’s not.”

“I’m sure everything is fine, but just in case, I’m going to start calling all the other parents. We have a calling tree in place for situations like this. We’ll let you know if we hear anything at all.”

She quickly thanked the woman and ended the call. Katie was starting to panic. There had only been a few times Rick had walked home by himself, but he knew he had to come straight home and not make any other stops along the way. Suddenly, she thought about her parents. It was possible he had headed to their house, even though he wasn’t supposed to. She dialed her mother’s number.

“Hey, sweetheart. I didn’t expect to hear from you.”

“Mom! Is Rick over there with you?”

“No, honey. I haven’t seen him today. Is everything all right?”

Katie’s heart dropped. She didn’t know where her son could be. It wasn’t like him to take any detours or at least not tell her what he was doing. Panic started to overtake her, and her voice broke when she spoke.

“He was supposed to walk home, and he should have been here when I got off, but he’s not. The school said they saw him leave and haven’t seen him since.”

“Take a deep breath,” Rose said. “I’m coming right over. We’ll find him.”

Katie felt like she was going to be sick. She didn’t want her mom at her house, not until she knew what was going on. There was no point in trying to stop her, though. Rose was a woman who did what she wanted, no matter who she ran over in the process. She couldn’t think straight. She was struggling to breathe as she looked down at her phone again. There were half a dozen people she needed to call. If he got lost or confused on the way home, it was possible he was wandering out in the neighboring woods somewhere.

The temperatures outside were quickly dropping again as the sun dipped behind the tall pines and oaks of the national forest that acted as a barrier between Lookout Point and the rest of the world. He must have taken a wrong turn or seen something that distracted him on the way home. That was the only explanation. Her mind flickered to Jack for less than a second.

He didn’t know anything about Rick. There was no chance in hell that he was a part of Rick going missing. The only reasonable explanation was that he got misdirected on the way home. While it wasn’t like Rick, it was possible he’d gone with a friend. The call tree the school sent out would tell her soon enough which one of them was the culprit, along with Rick. She was sure he’d simply gotten distracted, but they were going to have a very long conversation as soon as he got home.

Katie wasn’t going to sit around and do nothing, though. She needed to start looking for him right away. Grabbing her winter gloves and gear from the closet, she quickly bundled up against the cold and grabbed a flashlight. It wasn’t dark, but it would be soon. Milky Way sat, seeming to understand something was wrong as he watched her race around the house and get ready.

At least Rick had on his winter coat. Without it, the cold would be unbearable. She was thankful he was well prepared for the weather, especially if he was wandering on the outskirts of town. As an afterthought, she grabbed one of Rick’s hats as she clipped Milky Way to his leash. While she didn’t know the commands, she knew one call to her sister would tell her how to get the hound to track her son’s smell.

“Hey, sis. I was just thinking about you again. Is everything—”

“Rick is missing. He was supposed to come straight home, and I don’t know where he is.”

“All right, calm down. Matt and I will come right home. We’ll catch the next flight out.”

“I just don’t know what to do. I don’t know where he could have gone.”

“It doesn’t matter. We’ll be there as soon as we can,” Jen said. “We’ll find him, Katie. Now, Milky Way has a background in tracking. All you have to do is find something with Rick’s scent on it and let him sniff it. Then, tell him to ‘track’ and take him outside. I’m assuming Rick has a specific route to take home?”

“Yes, but I don’t know how far he went.”

“It doesn’t matter. Milky Way will find his scent.”

“Jen, I feel like I’m going crazy.”

“It’s going to be okay. Just get Milky Way on the trail, and we’ll get the first flight back home.”

The knock at the door made Katie jump. She had already forgotten her mom was coming over. She quickly told Jen she loved her and would see her soon. Ending the call, she walked over to the main door.

She opened the door, and her mother barreled in. It amazed her how quickly Rose Hunt had stepped into action. She was talking on the phone with someone, more like barking orders at them. There was no time to tell her mother what she was doing as she quickly raced out the door in the direction Rick normally took home from school. She saw no footprints in the frozen snow clinging to the blades of grass. He hadn’t come as far as the side yard where he normally slipped through the gate.

Katie tightened her grip on the leash, her eyes set on the last place her son was seen, the elementary school. With a starting point in mind, She broke into a run and raced down the alley with Milky Way at her side. The cold didn’t matter. Nothing did but finding her son before it was too late, before the cold did damage to his small body. As they ran, Katie said a prayer that everything was going to be fine and they’d find her little boy. There was no other option. Not bringing him home wasn’t something she could think about.

As the school came into view and she heard the siren sound calling out the first responders and volunteer fire department, Katie knew her mother was running the show. The only thing she had to focus on was finding her son, and Milky Way was her first hope.
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“The trail stopped about halfway down the alley. There are tire tracks,” Katie whispered.

Her mother squeezed her hand. Katie had run to the elementary school with Milky Way, giving him the commands to track her son’s smell. They’d headed for the same alley as before, with his nose to the ground until they reached the point where neither the house nor the school could be seen. It wasn’t much of an opening, barely fifty feet, but whoever had taken her son must have known about it. There was nothing she could do while a forensic team from the county was en route.

Hopefully, they would be able to take track impressions from the alley, but Katie wasn’t optimistic about it. She already knew there were no cameras in the area, either. As an officer, she knew about all the public and private ones set up in the area. She couldn’t think; she could barely move as her house had descended into chaos. Her mother hadn’t wasted any time getting a massive community search party out in the area. To the credit of her department, every officer they had showed up at her house to help find her son.

“We are going to find him,” Rose whispered to her. “Look at everyone who’s here, everyone who’s out searching.”

“Mom, you don’t understand; he didn’t wander off. Rick isn’t the type of kid to just disappear like this. Then there were tracks there, and Milky Way—”

“Is a retired police dog, not a hound or hunting dog. He could have just lost his scent. He might have been distracted by a bird or a new smell, sweetheart. Don’t believe the nose of a dog.”

She shook her head. Katie didn’t know how to make her mother understand that in her gut, she knew her son didn’t simply run off. Rick was a responsible little boy; it was only after months of practice that she’d let him walk home alone. The town was supposed to be safe. Who would take her little boy? Katie couldn’t stay in the house. She had to do something beyond sitting there and wondering when she would see her son again.

It was a long shot, but if someone in town took her son, there was only one person with a motive. At first, she’d thought there was no way Jack could know about Rick, but the more things unfolded, the more he became the prime suspect. Katie had to get out of there without letting the others know. If Jack had nothing to do with Rick’s abduction, she wasn’t going to let the world know who her son’s father was.

She knew she had to formulate a plan, but before she could start to think, she noticed Captain Conner making his way in her direction. As much as the two irritated each other, Katie respected the mindset he brought to finding her son.

“What do we know, Captain?”

“Not much. Just what you’ve already told us. Still, we have Karen Enders coming over from the WCAU. She’s going to be taking over the case. We’re going to find out what happened to Rick.”

Katie was happy to have the Washington Child Abduction Unit’s assistance and could only hope they would figure out something fast. She couldn’t imagine her son being out in the cold and not knowing what was going on. Her heart sank, but she had to stay focused.

“Captain, I need to get some fresh air. This is all making my head reel,” Katie said.

“I understand. Just don’t go too far. We’re setting up a phone tap just in case there is a ransom call or any contact from a kidnapper.”

Katie sighed. “I only want to make sure Rick is okay. If anything were to happen to him—”

“No need to start thinking that way. We have the best in the state working on this. We’ll get him back,” Conner said.

“Right. Well, I’m just going to step outside and get some fresh air and take Milky Way out. I promise I won’t go too far.”

“Go ahead. I’ll get everyone else working on their assignments.”

Grabbing Milky Way’s leash and harness, she quickly called him over. Katie stood on the porch for a few seconds, looking around at the scene unfolding in the coming darkness. There was nothing more she could do. Whether or not the kidnappers called didn’t matter. They would call her cell phone, and she’d be able to answer it from anywhere. Her kneejerk reaction was to head for her cruiser. It was well-equipped to handle any situation but was also easily tracked by the other sheriffs.

Instead, as she jogged through the yard, she headed in the direction of her personal SUV. It was half the size of her work vehicle and half as well equipped. It lacked the tracking devices of the work truck. Coming in at twenty years old, the old, black SUV had been her home, her escape, and even her only possession at different points in her life. Best of all, it lacked any modern technology like GPS that might make it traceable. If anyone came looking for her, it wouldn’t be easy.

It was parked in her driveway, which wasn’t a problem except for the half dozen first responder units lining the small residential road. It didn’t look like there was any way she was going to get out of there. Opening the door to the back, she let Milky Way in and leaned against it. Cursing under her breath, she tried to find any open route without being spotted by a firefighter, neighbor, or fellow officer. Katie felt like she was cornered, but she had to know. Even if it meant jogging the six miles to Jack’s motel room. Suddenly, she felt a tap on her shoulder and jumped, spinning around.

“Dad!” she whispered.

“Look,” Archie said in a hushed voice, “there’s no way you’re going to get around all of them. Just get in the back and stay down. Cover up with the blanket your mother keeps back there.”

“What are you doing?”

“I’m helping you to do whatever it is that you’re going to do. I know my daughter, and I know you have a plan. Now, I’ll drive out and just tell them I’m going out to search for my grandson. You just stay covered until I tell you.”

“What about my car, Dad?”

“Are you kidding me? Everyone in town is starting to get nosey. I’ll just walk back and tell them it was easier than finding a parking place.”

“I still don’t understand why you’re helping me. You know you can get in trouble, too?”

“I’m not worried about that. What are they going to do to me?” Archie asked.

“Arrest you for withholding information and interfering with an investigation.”

“It’ll be worth it. Besides, I’m only helping you get out there to find my grandson.”

Katie couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She knew her family would always support her, but she never thought any of them would break the law for her. She sighed and hugged her father. “Thanks, Dad.”

“No need to thank me, honey. If anyone can find Rick, I know it’s going to be you. Not any of these idiots.”

Katie chuckled and climbed into the back seat, grateful she always left the interior lights completely off. It came in handy when they went on long trips and Rick passed out in the back seat. She could get the car unloaded while he kept sleeping. Now, it was the perfect way to sneak away from her own home. Milky Way was thrilled to be sharing his space. She quickly grabbed the large quilt they used for picnics and laid down on the back floorboards of the SUV, covering herself with the quilt as she told the playful pooch to be still. Instantly, he listened to the command.

She listened as her father climbed into the driver’s seat and got the keys from the overhead visor. They pulled out unnoticed. Her father stopped and chatted with one of the firefighters before pulling off the street, letting him know he’d be back after going for a quick drive. Katie was still blown away by her father’s actions. A half mile down the road, he pulled into a gravel clearing and put the SUV into park. Katie climbed out and hugged her father one more time.

“Thank you so much for this, Dad. I promise I’m going to get him back,” Katie whispered.

“I know you will, sweetheart. I’ll let you know as soon as I get back to the house.”

“Thanks, Pops, for everything,” Katie said.

He waved her off as she climbed into the driver’s seat and buckled her seatbelt. Seconds later, she was pulling out onto the quiet road, moving at a speed that was anything but legal.
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Katie pulled up to the motel minutes later, skidding to a stop in the spot next to Jack’s black pickup. She didn’t hesitate to climb out, storming to the motel door and pounding on it with her fist. She could hear him moving around on the other side as lights flickered on, but he wasn’t moving fast enough, not with her son missing. She slammed her fists into the door again, nearly hitting him when he opened the door. Jack glared at her, lifting his hand to block the bright glow of the lights outside the room.

For a split second, she thought about turning around, but she couldn’t. The rage that coursed through her was like nothing she’d ever felt. Instead of retreating from the man who had once been her entire world, she drew her arm back and plunged it forward again with every last ounce of strength she could manage. Her knuckles connected with his nose. He squealed and stumbled backward before collapsing to the ground. Katie stormed forward into the room, shutting the door behind her.

“I think it’s time you and I had a bit of a heart-to-heart, Jack,” she growled.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” Jack growled. “I’m about ten seconds away from calling the cops.”

“I am the cops, asshat. Now, where the hell is my son?” she growled. “I find it a very strange coincidence that you come to town, break into a house two doors down from mine—”

“I didn’t break in, and I told you that! I was plugging in the drill batteries! You’ve lost your damn mind, Katie. You’ve gone mad with power or something.”

“Where is my son?” Katie growled.

“Your son?” he stammered.

“Yes! You useless piece of garbage, my son, Rick. Don’t pretend like—”

“I didn’t even know you had a son, Katie. Jesus, he’s missing? I swear I don’t know anything about that. Why would I take him?”

“You know why,” she growled.

“Listen, Katie, I really don’t. I can help in the search, though—”

“Just shut up, okay?” she hissed.

“You came to my residence. You’re the one who started asking me questions. Now, why in the hell are you here asking about your son?”

“Just drop it, Jack. I’m sorry I interrupted whatever the hell you had going on.”

“No, seriously. Why are you here, and why do you think I would take him?”

“Because he’s your son, Jack!” Katie regretted the words as soon as they slipped out. It was too late, though.

The look of confusion on her ex’s face was the only answer she needed. The man had no clue he was a father until that very moment. Even a great actor couldn’t create the expression that washed over him.

“I…I swear I didn’t know.”

“Well, now you do, but you can’t help me. I just assumed that was why you came back.”

“I came back to help my sister. She got herself pregnant and kicked out her deadbeat boyfriend.”

“Yeah, I know. My mom told me she ran into your sister the other day.”

“I never suspected you had gotten pregnant. Why didn’t you tell me I was a dad?”

“Because you’re not one. Rick is my son, and I’m all he needs. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to go find him.”

“I promise I had no idea. I wish you would have told me, though. Maybe things could have—”

“Could have what, Jack? Been different? You’re no different now than you were when you left. Just forget about everything I said. I need to go.”

She knew when someone was lying to her. It was a great trait to have as a police officer. It didn’t make her feel any better, though. Not only had she just exposed the truth behind who Rick belonged to, but Katie was also no closer to finding out who took her child. The precious moments she’d wasted couldn’t be retrieved, but she could still use the time away to her advantage. She just needed to get to the station and pull up every camera in the area.

Everyone was at her house, and no one would be around to bother her. As she headed back for the door, she heard Jack get off the floor behind her. As soon as she felt his hand on her arm, Katie froze. She spun around, ready to knock him right back to the ground, but before she could react, he had ahold of her fist. There was no amount of anger and rage that could give her the brute power needed to overtake him.

“Get off me, you son of a bitch,” she growled.

“Then stop trying to assault me. I was just going to offer my help in finding him. I have resources now, you know. If I had known he was my son—”

“He’s my son, not yours. Don’t get any ideas,” she snapped.

“I could have helped you, provided for you and him—”

“We don’t need your help. We haven’t needed your help in eight years, and we don’t need it now. Do you understand me? You mean nothing to me, to us. If you come near Rick or me, I will put a bullet in your head myself, got it?”

He stepped away from her, but it was obvious he wasn’t going to let the matter go. She didn’t care. Katie had one mission, and that was to get her son back. Moving out the door, she made a beeline for the SUV, ignoring Jack as he yelled after her. She had already made a huge mess of things with regard to the man. As soon as she got her son back, Katie knew she’d have to decide. There was no mistaking the look she’d seen in his eyes, a spark of happiness at the thought of having a son.

He didn’t, though. Rick was her son and no one else’s. Slamming her fist against the steering wheel, she almost didn’t hear her phone vibrating on the seat next to her. Granted, it was nearly impossible to hear anything over Milky Way’s excited whines at her return. She frowned when she reached for her phone and saw the message flashing on the screen. It was a blocked number. Instantly, she was on edge. Her line, a direct link to the dispatch, rarely let through any blocked calls. She answered it at once.

“Good evening, Katie. I’m glad you answered our call,” a distorted voice said.

“Where’s my son?”

“Rick? Oh, he’s doing great. Such a cute little boy. Looks a lot like you, doesn’t he? This one is a special one, I can tell.”

“Don’t you dare hurt my little boy,” she snapped.

“I’m sorry, sweetheart, but you have no power in this situation. I know that must feel completely different than what you’re used to, but I’m the one who makes the demands here.”

“Fine, just let me talk to my son. I want to make sure he’s okay.”

“Trust me, he’s doing just fine, and he’ll stay that way as long as you do what we tell you.”

“What do you want then?”

“We simply would like for you to give us five million dollars. After that, we’ll hand Rick over completely unharmed.”

“What? Are you kidding me? I don’t have that kind of money.”

“You’ll need to do better than that, Katie. We’re expecting no less than five million.”

“I have no way of coming up with that much cash. I won’t make that in a lifetime.”

“Then you’ll never see your son again. That’s the deal,” the voice said. “You should ask your baby daddy for a loan. We’ll call back in twelve hours with a drop point for the cash.”

“I’ll need more time than that. It’s five million dollars.”

“You’ll get twelve hours to comply. I can’t make any promises about what will happen next.” The voice chuckled.

Her hands trembled as the line went dead. She struggled to breathe. It felt like her clothing—the layers of winter gear—was suffocating her. Katie couldn’t believe what she had just heard. For all of his ranting about not knowing Rick was his, Jack was once again at the center of things. Why would they think he had money, though? He was nothing but a small-time contractor from the middle of nowhere. In either case, he was the answer to getting her son back, which meant she’d have to go back in and talk to him.

Katie wasn’t going to confront him empty-handed and give him a chance to weasel his way out. No. She whistled to Milky Way as she climbed out of the car. She commanded him to her side as she stormed back to the door. Jack was going to help her get Rick back, whether willingly or by force. She’d draw blood in a heartbeat for her son.
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He was ready when he answered the door a second time, stepping away from her with his phone in his hand. She could see the emergency service number already dialed in, just waiting for him to press the send button. Katie had to control herself to keep her rage from doing or commanding Milky Way to do something she might regret later. If he called emergency services, she would have no choice but to tell them about the kidnapper’s call and what they wanted.

Rick’s best chance was to do what they wanted, and that meant getting Jack on her side and getting him to put down the damn phone. Taking a deep breath, she raised her hands in a show of surrender. He eyed her warily but set the phone on the table, still within his reach if she tried anything. His eyes darted to Milky Way, still standing at attention, a low growl emitting from him. He was ready to lunge at her first command. She briefly wondered who would move faster, the man or the dog, but knew it wasn’t something she could entertain.

“You didn’t tell me the truth, Jack,” she hissed.

“I told you I didn’t come back here for you or our son.”

“He’s my son, not yours, but apparently, I’m not the only person who knows that. So, you’re going to answer some questions for me, got it?”

“I don’t owe you anything, and the last time I checked, you told me you didn’t want my help finding him. So, make up your mind.”

“That was before I got a call from the kidnappers who took him. They seem to think you’ve got five million dollars just lying around somewhere. So, tell me, Jack, why in the hell would anyone think something like that?”

The man hesitated, and suddenly Katie realized the kidnappers hadn’t been out of their minds. Just the opposite. Jack looked guilty, like he was hiding something. She knew him well enough to know the look. Katie gasped, her hand flying to her mouth as she tried to string together enough words to make a comprehensible sentence. Whatever had happened to the man in the last eight years, he obviously wasn’t jumping at the opportunity to share.

“You’re going to need to start talking, Jack. My son’s life is at risk, and I’m running out of patience,” Katie said.

“There’s nothing to tell you.”

“Do you think I’m playing with you? I’ll do anything for my son, and if that means letting Milky Way off his leash, so be it.”

“It’s nothing illegal, I swear,” Jack stammered.

“Talk, Jack.”

“Okay, okay. Listen, I won the lottery five years ago. It wasn’t a huge jackpot, but there were a lot of zeroes on the end of the check. They were supposed to keep me anonymous. You know, they give you an option for that?”

“I don’t care, Jack. Why in the hell are you running a construction business if you have all this money?”

“I’m just doing that to make sure certain people don’t know I won a bunch of money. People come out of the woodwork when they find out about that sort of thing.”

Katie rolled her eyes. “So, the whole business is just a farce?”

“Not at all. I love the work, and it’s nice being my own boss for once. I didn’t want to answer a bunch of questions, and I didn’t want people like my sister, Cassie, asking for money all the time.”

Her mind was racing. She couldn’t believe what he was telling her. She didn’t care about him or his money, but it was now affecting her son, and that was something that she couldn’t have. Plus, money brought other problems she didn’t want to think about. It gave him the power to hire an entire platoon of top-notch lawyers who could rip her custody away and take her son from her. She balled her hands into fists, trying her best not to think about what could happen and instead focusing on what she needed right then.

It was obvious the people knew he was Rick’s father and he had money. Now it was just a matter of time before she could get her son back. The only way she could come up with the amount of money they wanted was by asking Jack for help. The very thought made her stomach churn. Focusing again on the fact that it was the only way to find her little boy, she drew a ragged breath and shook her head.

“Listen, the money is no problem, you know? I’ll pay it to get him back—”

“How do you expect me to know that? I don’t know you, and I don’t want to, but yeah, you are going to pay it because my son was taken and it’s your fault, got it?” she snarled.

“I’m sorry, Katie. I was so careful, I have no idea how anyone—”

“I don’t care. How long will it take you to get the money?” she asked.

“I don’t know, maybe a couple hours at most. I’ll have to go to the bank in Bristol, the one here in town won’t have that much cash. Plus, I know the manager. He’ll open up shop for me even this late on a Friday night.”

“Fine, meet me at the house you were working on in three hours, got it?” she barked.

He nodded. She could see he wanted to say more, but she wasn’t going to give him the chance. Her nerves were already shot. She needed to get back to the house and let her parents know what was going on. As she left the motel room for a second time and climbed into her truck. Her phone started to ring. At first, she thought it was the kidnappers, but when her sister's number appeared, she sighed in relief. She needed to vent.

“Hey, Jen.”

“Katie, have you heard anything yet?”

“You’re not going to believe this. Rick was kidnapped, and the kidnappers want five million dollars for his return.”

“What? Where are you going to get that kind of money?”

Her heart was racing as Katie told her sister everything she had learned. Going down the list, from confronting Jack to finding out about winning the lottery. She was still in shock herself. But there wasn’t any point in keeping things from Jen. They had always told each other everything.

“Okay. I see why most of that is surprising, but it still doesn’t make any sense.”

“What do you mean?” Katie asked.

“If you think about it, how would anyone else know about Rick if Jack didn’t even know. Something just doesn’t add up for me.”

“I had the same thought, and honestly, I don’t know.”

“Maybe you should look into Cassie,” Jen offered. “That woman always seemed kind of shady to me. Plus, she doesn’t have the best of reputations.”

“I’m not going to do anything. I’m having Jack get the money, and we’re going to pay the ransom to get Rick back.”

“Well, even so, I’d look into her a little more. We’re going to be getting back in about six hours.”

“I’ll be happy when this is all over, but I can’t wait to see you.”

“Me too, Katie. Let me know if anything else comes up. I love you, sis.”

“Love you, too.”

As Katie ended the call and pulled away from the motel, she thought about how good it would be to have her sister home. Her heart felt like it had been shattered into thousands of pieces, and Katie was one of the few people she knew could help her start gluing herself back together. Even the conversation had resulted in a fresh new lead. Even if Jack didn’t know about Rick, Cassie had lived in the community her entire life.

It now seemed nearly impossible that she wouldn’t know about Rick. Her ties to less-than-desirable men were well-known in the police station. Katie was going to follow up on the lead just as soon as she stopped off at home. Milky Way needed a break from the chaos, and her parents would benefit from having him around. She knew her constant state of sorrow had to be taking a toll on the poor pooch.

While it came as no shock to her when she pulled back onto the road and saw a flurry of activity, it did bother her that they all seemed to be hunting for her and not her son. The captain was on the front steps before she made it to the back door to let out Milky Way. He darted past all the people and into the house to see Rose and Archie. Her cheeks flushed as her boss approached. She knew she was in for an earful.
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Two hours later, she was pacing back and forth in her bedroom. After brushing by the captain and heading straight for her room, she’d refused to speak with anyone but her mother. It was childish, she knew, but involving the others would only add to the risk Rick was put in. The caller had known she was a police officer. She couldn’t get them out of her house without something being suspected, but at least she could pretend to be grief-stricken and sequestered off.

Her mother had promised to return after dealing with the chaos created outside. She was running out of time. Katie knew the only way she would get back out of the house, first of all, to make the drop and second, to meet with Jack at the house under construction a few doors down, was with her parents’ help once again. As an afterthought at the motel, she’d placed a tracker on her ex’s truck. Doing that required her mother to go back to Katie’s bedroom, and at the rate Rose was going, it would be light before that happened.

Finally, there was a knock on the bedroom door, and her mother slipped in. Just as she’d suspected, the cops had traced the call to her phone and heard the entire thing. They were unable to find out where it originated from, though, offering her nothing more than what she already knew.

After learning that bit of information and refusing to tell them who Rick’s father was, she’d escaped to her room. Katie wasn’t going to let anyone bring in Jack and interrogate him. She was sure he had nothing to do with it. There was no time to think about how much she was butchering her career. She had to get her mom up to speed and get out of the house.

“Thank God! What took you so long?” she hissed.

“There are a dozen people down there asking me questions about you, about Rick, about anyone who might want to take him. Most of all, though, they are demanding you go down there and talk to them.”

“That can’t happen right now, Mom. We need to talk, and I need you to get Dad up here for it because I’ll need his help, too.”

She cringed. “Please don’t tell me you are making another escape attempt.”

“Jack is loaded, Mom.”

“What?”

“I guess he won the lottery five years ago and has a bunch of money. The kidnappers want five million dollars, and he’s going to pay it. I’m supposed to meet him at his house soon.”

“I can’t believe that man has money like that,” Rose said. “He’s willing to pay it?”

“Surprisingly, yes. He’s going to the bank to withdraw the money now. There’s more, too. I have a feeling Cassie might have something to do with it. After I get an attorney, I’m going to go over there and interrogate her.”

Rose sighed. “I’m not going to try to stop you, sweetheart. I do have to say that I’m worried about you.”

“I just want my son back, Mom. I’ll do whatever it takes.”

“As you should. I don’t blame you for wanting to go after all the leads. I just want you to be safe and take care of yourself out there.”

Katie smiled. “I’ll be safe, but I’m still going to do whatever I have to do to ensure Rick gets back home, where he belongs.”

“I know, honey. Is there anything I can do to help?”

“Actually, there is,” Katie said. “I need you to pass a message to Dad. Have him bring the car to the same place as before.”

“Do you want me to have him take Milky Way?”

“No, not this time. Just have him meet me at the same spot, and I’ll take it from there.”

“Okay. Please be careful. I love you, sweetheart.”

“Always, Mom,” Katie replied.

After the two women embraced, Katie watched her mother go before slipping on her coat again and going to the window. Her time in California had come into play when buying the house. In case of a fire or a break-in, she knew she could climb out onto the roof of the back porch and jump two fences to reach the road. In this case, the knowledge would help because it would take her right to the backyard of the house where she was meeting Jack.

She moved quickly and quietly out the window and down the sloped roofing. Lying on her stomach, she peered over the ledge into the back kitchen window. While people were milling around, no one seemed to be looking beyond the curtains. She was grateful for the cardio she did four times a week as she lowered herself over the ledge and quietly dropped onto the grass below. Katie leaped over the first fence, darting across her neighbor’s yard to the second fence.

Katie cleared it with the same speed as the first, using her key to slip into the house. She jogged to the front and peered out, waiting for Jack to arrive with the money. Katie knew she was ten minutes early, but every nerve in her body was on edge. All she wanted was her son back. Tapping her foot as she gazed out the window, she continued to wait. Every second that passed felt like it was an eternity. Time was against her; the solitude was against her.

It gave her mind a chance to think about what was happening, of all the terrible things that could be happening to her precious son at that very moment. It wasn’t fair that he’d been taken. He had nothing to do with Jack; neither of them did. The minutes continued to move slowly past. By now, her mother was being questioned by the police about where her daughter and husband had disappeared to again.

Her gut churned with guilt. Rose didn’t deserve the interrogation. None of them deserved anything happening to them. Again, her anger turned toward Jack. It was his fault they were all in a state of panic. Suddenly, her phone lit up in the dark room, the same blocked number as before appearing. Katie felt like she was going to be sick as she answered it.

“I thought you were giving me twelve hours?” Katie asked.

“Yeah, but like I said before, I am the one in charge here, not you,” the voice said. “Our timeline is moving up.”

“If I didn’t have enough time before, how do you expect me to do it with less?”

“That’s not my problem; it’s yours. You’re going to meet us at the park in one hour. You’ll meet us at the park, and you won’t bring any cops.”

“There’s no way I can get the money together that quickly. I’m going to need more time.”

The silence on the other end of the phone was killing her. Katie wasn’t sure if she should ask for more time again or not. Being patient was not her biggest virtue, but she didn’t want to put her child in any more danger. Suddenly, she heard a whimpering in the background, and her heart jumped into her throat. When the whimpering turned into crying, she freaked out.

“Is Rick okay?” she snapped. “Don’t hurt my baby.”

“He’s fine, Katie. I promise. Now, you have one hour. A minute late and little Rick might not be okay anymore. Got it?”

“I understand. I’ll have the money, and I’ll meet you in an hour. Just don’t hurt my son.”

“That’s better. One hour, Katie. No cops, and don’t be late.”

Her hands were shaking as the line went dead. She didn’t know why they had moved the timeline forward, but it wasn’t enough. Jack was missing. Katie tried to call Jack for the tenth time, but it went right to voicemail. It was twenty minutes past their meeting time. Something was definitely wrong. The more she thought about it, the more she wondered if he’d changed his mind and tried to make a break for it. Katie was no fool, though. She’d taken one final precaution before leaving the motel, the tracker from before.

Opening the app on her phone, she waited for it to load. When it popped up with the tracker and started to zoom in, she couldn’t believe what she saw. The son of a bitch had never left his motel room. With a renewed sense of rage, Katie rose and headed again for the back door. She had no intention of letting Jack off the hook so easily. He was the only way she was going to get Rick back. Moving through her neighbors’ backyards, Katie silently said a prayer that no one would notice her. If they did, she hoped they’d keep their mouths shut.
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It didn’t take her long to get to the SUV her father had parked for her. Katie knew she was running out of time. Gunning the engine, she made it to the motel in record time. She didn’t bother knocking on the door. Instead, she kicked it open, ready to beat him within an inch of his life until he handed over his banking information. Hell, she would take him there at gunpoint herself if it meant getting Rick back.

Instantly, though, she knew something was wrong. She saw Jack’s room had been tossed. There were spatters of blood on the bed and on the wall but no sign of the man himself. On top of the blood was a large bank draft bag and a receipt for the withdrawal he’d made roughly forty minutes before. Katie felt like she was going to be sick. He had gotten the money and planned on helping her after all, but somewhere along the line, something had gone terribly wrong. She picked up the bag with a pen.

Whoever had taken Jack and the money—assuming he hadn’t staged the whole thing himself—seemed to be rather clumsy in their approach. It was possible she might be able to get prints off the bag. Doing so would take precious time that she didn’t have. Unless she could get someone to do the work at two in the morning, she would have to bring in the others at her station. Her mind went immediately to her old friend, Collin Hayes. She knew calling him wouldn’t work.

After all, the others were monitoring her phone. She had to assume they would trace any call in or out that she made. Collin only lived a few minutes away from the motel, though. She could be at his doorstep, helping him ID the prints in the makeshift lab he ran out of his garage in no time. Grabbing a plastic laundry bag from the small motel cupboard, she bagged the sack the money had come in along with the receipt. All the other forensics would have to wait until she got back. Seven minutes later, she was pounding on Collin’s door, knowing his wife would be furious.

Collin answered the door with his wife standing by his side. He looked genuinely happy to see her, though there was a hint of concern in his eyes. His wife, on the other hand, didn’t look happy at all. Though her eyes were furrowed at first, her look softened quickly.

“We heard about Rick, Katie. I’m so sorry this happened to you. We were actually just getting ready to join the search party.”

“I appreciate that, Collin. I really do, but I’m not here about that. I need to ask you a big favor, and it has to be off the books.”

Collin looked confused. “Sure, but can’t it wait?”

“No, it can’t. Rick isn’t just missing. He was kidnapped.”

“What? By whom? What do they want?”

“I don’t know who they are yet, and I don’t have time to explain everything going on. I really need you to do this favor for me, though. It could be pertinent to locating who is involved with this.”

“Sure thing,” Collin said. “You know I’d do anything for that kid. Is there anything you can tell me about it?”

“All I can say is that the less you know, the less you’ll have to answer for later.”

“Say no more. Bring the prints into the garage, and I’ll take care of it for you.”

“Thank you, Collin. You have no idea how much this means to me,” Katie said.

“It’s no problem. Like I said, I’ll do anything if it means it will help Rick.”

Katie followed Collin to the garage, watching as he set up everything and carefully, with gloved hands, pulled the bag and receipt from the plastic sack. It was always a fascinating process to watch. Had the pursuit of justice through law enforcement not called her, Katie could have seen herself following in Collin’s path with forensics. The advancement of technology had always amazed her. Minutes after she had arrived, Collin’s wife reappeared dressed with two travel mugs full of coffee.

“Now, while you two are working on this little project, I’m going to pop over to Katie’s house and see if I can’t help Rose with this search,” she said.

“Thank you for everything. Would you let my parents know I’m doing okay?”

“Of course, honey…should I let them know you are here?”

Katie cringed and shook her head. The woman nodded in understanding. Katie didn’t want her parents to be worried about the situation any more than they already were. She was going to find Jack and get their grandson back. Collin kissed his wife before turning back to his work as she left through the main door in the garage. With nothing else to do, Katie tried to call Jack again but got the same voicemail recording as before. When Collin had gone through and pulled all the prints off the bag, he sent them to a friend in the government.

Katie knew better than to ask questions about who they were going to and how he managed to get them back so quickly. Granted, the illegal search and record run wouldn’t hold up in a court of law, but she didn’t care about that. She was acting as a mother now, not a cop. Collin leaned back and rubbed his eyes.

“How long do you think it will take your friend?” Katie asked.

“I called and let him know the situation, so he’s already up and waiting for the email. He should have something for us within the hour.”

She nodded. There wasn’t enough time. Katie was going to have to call the kidnappers and tell them the money was gone. She excused herself from the garage and stepped outside into the bitter cold. The last thing she wanted was for Collin to hear just how dire a situation she was in. The kidnappers would have to understand. She would find Jack or get the money herself somehow. They just had to give her time.

While the blocked number couldn’t be traced, they’d managed to remove the block, giving her the ability to call the number for the bastards who had her son. Katie’s hands trembled as she hit the send button on her phone. The panic inside her continued to grow as she placed the device to her ear and listened to it ring. After three times, she heard the gruff and hauntingly familiar sound of her son’s kidnapper’s voice. Even distorted, it was easy to recognize the tone.

“What do you want, Katie? You’re running out of time, and we aren’t the type who like to play games.”

“We have a problem,” Katie said.

“You have a problem. Get the money, or else face the repercussions.”

“I had the money, but it’s been stolen. Jack is missing, and I don’t have access to that kind of money. I’m going to need a little more time. It’s not going to be as easy to get it a second time.”

“Like I said before, that sounds like your problem.”

Katie sighed. “I understand it’s my problem, but since the money was going to you—”

“What kind of businessman would I be if I let everyone get an extension? Now, you know what I expect, and you know how much time you have to get this done.”

“At least give me a few more hours. I don’t know how to get five million dollars on short notice. I certainly don’t have it.”

“I gave you my demands. I won’t give you any more time. If you want to see your son again, you’ll figure it out. You now have thirty minutes to get our money and meet us at the park,” the voice said.

“Where in the park?” Katie muttered.

“Meet us at Lookout Point, and Katie?”

“What?”

“No cops, Katie,” the voice said.

She yelled out for the man several times, knowing the line was dead but refusing to accept it. Her heart felt like it was being crushed as the world started to spin around her. It couldn’t be true; no human would be such a monster. There had to be hope still for her son. Nothing was going to stop her from finding Rick. Now that she had the bag, all she needed was a hit on the prints, and Katie could track down the responsible parties, bringing her son home safe and sound.

With a renewed sense of determination, she stormed back into the garage. She wasn’t going to let the man’s threats or the fear of never seeing Rick again slow her down. If it took the rest of her life, she would find her boy.
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Afew minutes later, she climbed into her SUV and headed for the meeting location at Lookout Point Park. She didn’t have the money, but she had to at least try to get Rick back. Maybe she could reason with them to give her more time if they showed up. No matter what, she had to try. She pulled into the empty park and scanned the area for any sign of another vehicle but saw nothing. There were still fifteen minutes before they were expected to be there.

She had a duffle bag in the back, praying it would suffice as a decoy long enough to draw her gun and corner the suspect. She knew it wasn’t much of a strategy as far as plans went, but it was the only one she had. Jack was obviously not going to be of any use to her. He was missing, or he’d faked the whole thing and was now flying away somewhere with her son in a vengeful attempt at retribution.

Her hands tightened on the steering wheel as she parked her SUV and killed the lights, keeping watch for any signs of movement. They would show; she knew it. They’d think she had the money and would lead her right back to her son. She was trained in evasive driving and tailing a suspect. The people who had taken Rick obviously weren’t professionals. She’d have no trouble following them. Tapping her fingers, she tried to think happy thoughts. They would have a huge nap and then a big breakfast at the diner as soon as he got home.

Heck, Rick could even take the next week off school and she wouldn’t mind. After all, she was pretty sure she’d no longer have a job with the force once it was all said and done. She chuckled and shook her head. She didn’t care. The entire incident had shown her life with Rick was too precious to waste trying to climb up the political ladder. When her phone lit up on the seat next to her and she saw Collin’s number, her heart started to race. He’d gotten back results on the bag. She knew it.

“Did your guy find anything?” Katie asked.

“Well, there were three different sets of prints. Looks like there was Jack’s, the bank managers, and a guy named Blake Wright.”

The name rang a bell, but there was no time to process it properly. As hard as she tried remembering where she knew it, it just wasn’t coming to her. Maybe it was simply a name she had heard in passing. Either way, she knew she was running out of time.

“I expected the first two, but what about this Blake Wright? The name sounds familiar. I just can’t seem to place it.”

“I went ahead and ran a report on the guy,” Collin said. “Mr. Wright has a long list of encounters with law enforcement. Most of it is your run-of-the-mill frequent flyer.”

“Anything stand out that would make him our guy?”

“Just half a dozen or so domestic calls. Definitely a real dirtbag.”

“Is he from around here?”

“He’s a townie.”

“I really appreciate it. Any chance I could get you to run a registration check and see what this guy is driving? I still can’t get the name out of my head. It sounds so familiar.”

Collin chuckled. “Already went ahead and did it. I’ll send the information to your phone.”

“Thanks, Collin,” Katie said, ending the call.

Katie gasped as soon as she set her phone back down. The name registered with her so suddenly that it hit her like a ton of bricks. Of course, she knew the name of the man who had taken her son. She was responsible for at least half of the arrests on his record. It was rare for her to actually press charges, though, at least until recently. It was only when she’d become pregnant that Cassie had finally kicked the man out. Blake Wright was a terrible man and bottom feeder. He would do anything for money, including taking her poor son.

Her stomach clenched at the thought of Rick being in the man’s company. Even sober, he was a real piece of work. Her phone chimed with the man’s vehicle registration. She quickly scanned it, the recognition again like a tidal wave that made her sick. Not only was it a car she knew, but she had also seen it as recently as a few hours earlier in the motel parking lot. Rage and fear coursed through her. Was it possible she had been so close to her precious son yet not known he was there? Katie glanced at the time on her radio.

The meeting time had come and gone, yet no other vehicle had entered the parking lot. She had to make a decision. The men could be on their way there right at that moment or trying to make an escape from the motel. In a split second, she made the decision they weren’t going to show up and gunned her SUV to life. Peeling out of the parking lot, she whipped onto the main road and sped toward the motel once again.

Her mind was racing, thinking about what she was going to do to Blake once she caught him. He had turned her life upside down. The damage he’d done was beyond anything she could fathom. Rick would be traumatized for the rest of his life, and that was assuming she didn’t have to take him on the run to get away from Jack. Her knuckles ached from squeezing the wheel so hard. Once she was done with Blake and had Rick settled back in, she would go after Jack next.

It didn’t take her long to reach the motel parking lot. Katie looked around, but the car she had remembered seeing in the parking lot earlier that day was gone. The only thing that could be done next was to talk to the receptionist. She could immediately tell the man behind the counter was going to be a nuisance.

“What do you want?”

“I need to get a room number and key for a man named Blake Wright,” Katie said, flashing her badge.

“I know the law, lady. You’re going to need a warrant to get information for the people staying here. Especially if you want access to the room.”

Katie had heard enough, and she didn’t have the time to put up with a bumbling idiot. She quickly reached over the counter and snatched the man up by his collar, pulling him in until they were inches apart. “You’re going to give me what I want, or I’m going to have my whole department come down here and check for any infractions you might have. Do we understand each other?” she snapped.

“Yes, ma’am. I’m sorry.”

She let him go, and he quickly started typing into the computer at his desk. “So?”

The man stammered as he told her the room number. She quickly recognized it as the room next to Jack’s. Before she could say anything, the receptionist handed her a key and apologized again.

“Now, was that so hard?” she asked, taking the key.

She approached the door, her hands trembling as she pulled out her gun with her right hand and slipped the key quietly into the lock with her left. She drew a deep breath, ready to shoot everyone involved just as soon as she had her son clear of the room. Granted, the smart thing to do would be to call for backup, but she wouldn’t risk it becoming a hostage situation. She had on a bulletproof vest and had to assume the man and whoever was with him weren’t ready for a direct hit.

Bursting through the door, she screamed that she was law enforcement and swung her gun around, ready to take down everyone. A split second later, Katie realized there wasn’t anyone in the room except herself. Forcing the sorrow deep down, she made herself focus on the task at hand. Katie was still an officer of the law. She needed to clear the room and bathroom before calling it in. After that, she would figure out what to do next. Grabbing her baton, she holstered her weapon and used the baton to look under both beds.

Disheartened, she came up empty-handed. As she slipped the baton back away and pulled on a glove, she unholstered her gun once more and reached for the bathroom door with a gloved hand. Suddenly, she heard something on the other side. There was shallow breathing and someone moaning. Her mind raced as she thought about her little boy. He might be on the other side. With a trembling hand, she shoved open the door. Immediately, she was heartbroken. Jack was in the bathtub, covered in bruises and bloodied nearly beyond recognition. Her heart pounded as she called for backup.
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Within minutes of her finding Jack near death, the paramedics had arrived, closely followed by her boss, the captain, and the rest of the police force. She knew things were about to go straight to hell. As quickly as Jack was whisked away from the bathtub, she was dragged out of the small motel room by her superior officer and a very angry woman she could only presume was Karen Enders from special investigations. Her world was completely shaken.

The only person who could give her answers or a lead now was Jack, and she didn’t even know if he was going to wake up. The captain was trying to tell her something, but it felt like her ears were ringing. She couldn’t focus on his words. Next to him, the woman from special investigations looked like she was ready to blow her top. Until the man started talking about stripping her of her badge, Katie still felt like she was in a haze. Her eyes darted to him.

“Do you have any idea how ridiculous you sound?” Katie growled. “I’ll tell you what I know about the case so far, but don’t you dare make threats you will regret in the light of day, Captain. You aren’t the only one with friends in this town.”

The captain pursed his lips, but it was Karen who stepped between the two of them. Katie was ready to go rounds with the potbellied old man. He didn’t give a crap about her son. He only cared about the budget cuts and overtime. As long as his pockets stayed lined and he didn’t have to put in any real work, the disgraceful man was content. Karen Enders was another story altogether. Katie didn’t know the woman well enough to know yet if she could really help her son.

“All right, you two. Let’s everyone just take a minute. I know it has been a long night. Everybody is on their last nerve. This is not the time for us to start going at each other, though,” Karen said.

Katie tried to collect herself. She knew the woman was right. None of them had slept in almost a day. All the officers had been there helping to search for Rick. Katie had been so focused on finding Rick that she couldn’t see the amazing amount of support the captain and his team had given, no matter his shortcomings.

“Now that we’ve got that out of the way, Katie, would you mind catching us up to speed on what you know so far?” Karen asked.

Katie took them through the events of the evening. With every word she said, she felt herself feeling smaller than the tiniest item in the room. There had never been a time in her career that she didn’t feel like the situation could be handled, but the emotional drain had taken its toll on her. After explaining the kidnapper’s call and then finding Jack was missing with the money, she told them about the meeting that had fallen through and everything else that had happened.

“Is there anything else that you might be leaving out or want to add?” Karen asked.

“No, that’s pretty much everything I know.”

“Okay. Well, it’s a start. You should have given us this information from the get-go, but I understand the reason you didn’t.”

“I just want my son back,” Katie said.

“I know, and that’s what we’re going to do. Now, I think you need to go home and not do anything else. We’ll take it from here. If there’s anything else you can remember, tell us right away.”

“I’ll do that,” Katie agreed. “Oh, and Captain?”

“What is it, Katie?”

“I really am sorry I didn’t bring you into the loop. The caller said they would hurt Rick if I didn’t do what they said, and he said no other cops.”

The captain didn’t respond, just nodded. Katie dropped her head. She felt entirely defeated. Quickly making her way out, she didn’t stop to talk with the other officers but did offer them a friendly wave before getting into her SUV. Katie was exhausted and had every intention of doing exactly what Karen had suggested. Katie needed to go home to sleep for a while. They would let her know if they found anything in the room or if Jack woke up from his coma. Her mind needed to be functioning and sharp to get her son back.

For the first time since the ordeal had started, Katie found herself driving the speed limit. It would take fifteen minutes to get to her house from the motel at the rate she was going. Even as she tried to focus on the road, she felt her mind wander. How could she go home and sleep when she didn’t know what was being done to her son? What if he was out in the cold somewhere, fighting for his life?

Tears started to well in her eyes. Katie didn’t bother wiping them away; she knew more would come. For hours she’d been holding them back, holding on to a small flame of hope that Rick would be home before the sun started to rise, but as Earth lightened around her, a depression settled in that was sickening. Her body trembled with rage as she passed by the road that led to her house. Her eyes darted down it. There were only a few cars left in her driveway, one of them being her cruiser.

For some reason, she couldn’t bring herself to go home. Her son wasn’t there. Her son could be anywhere, being tortured, hurt, or mistreated. The guilt inside of her wouldn’t rest until she knew he was safe in her arms. Giving the SUV a little more speed, she knew exactly where she was going. Seconds after passing her road, her phone rang, and she saw her mother’s name appear. As much as she wanted to ignore the call, Rose and Archie had gone above and beyond to help her. Katie wanted to make sure they stayed in the loop so they could keep others, people she trusted, in the loop as well.

“Hello,” Katie said, answering the call.

“I hate to be the one to break it to you, but the captain called me. He said you’re supposed to be here.”

“I know, Mom. It’s just…I have a lead that I have to move on before anyone else does. I don’t want you to have to be in the middle of this, but I need to do this.”

Rose sighed. “Is everything okay, dear? I’m starting to worry about you, and I already have been going crazy with Rick missing.”

“I’m doing okay, for the most part. I’m just trying to make sure Rick gets back home.”

“You’ll find him. I know you will,” Rose said. “Did they find Jack yet?”

Katie groaned. She didn’t know her mother hadn’t been informed about Jack. She explained what had happened and how Jack was found. Reliving the scene wasn’t what Katie wanted to do, as a whirlwind of emotion started to rush through her.

“Oh, my God. I know the two of you had your problems, but that had to have gotten into your head. Are you sure you’re okay?”

“Mom, I’m doing the best I can do. I just need to focus on finding Rick. It’s the only thing I care about right now.”

“I understand, sweetheart. Just promise me you’re going to be careful.”

“I love you, Mom. I’m being careful.”

“I love you, too. Let me know if there is anything your father or I can do to help.”

She agreed and ended the call. Making her way across town, she pulled off on the gravel road that led to the very edge of her jurisdiction. While there had been some debate over where that line lay a few years back, Lookout Point had lost the dispute and ended up with the park, consisting of twenty trailers, and the bar, consisting of fifty faithful patrons. Katie hated everything about the area. The few good families that tried to keep the area nice were quickly devastated to find their neighbors would rob them blind, given a chance.

It was an eyesore on the community. She wasn’t surprised to find the bar still going in full swing, despite the law for it to stop serving at two in the morning. The locals would bring their own, and the law was near powerless to stop them unless they came up with hundreds of thousands of dollars in overtime money. The rowdy club wasn’t Katie’s reason for being in the park at seven on a Saturday morning, though. As she pulled to a stop in front of a trailer she knew well, Katie took a deep breath.

The situation would have to be handled delicately. Her son’s life might depend on it.
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Katie went to the front door of the trailer and knocked. She was careful not to make it sound threatening or intimidating. The last thing she wanted was to spook the woman. There was no answer on the other side, but she did catch a glimpse of the curtain moving to her right. Katie knew Cassie was in the trailer and simply choosing not to answer the door. She regretted ever changing out of her uniform. Maybe then the woman wouldn’t be quite so unhelpful.

Grinding her teeth together, Katie raised her fist again and pounded on the door with a little more enthusiasm. If Cassie thought the flimsy pressed wood and plastic would keep her out, she had another think coming. As she started to knock on the door for the third time, seemingly shaking the entire trailer, it suddenly burst open. Immediately, Katie stopped and took a step back. Rage coursed through her at the sight of the woman. She had her hands wrapped around herself protectively, a massive purple bruise encircling her left eye.

“I didn’t call you, go away,” Cassie muttered.

“I’m not going anywhere, Cassie. You should probably let me inside to take a look around,” Katie replied.

Cassie glared at her. “Do you have a warrant? Because last time I checked—”

Katie wasn’t playing her games. She didn’t have time to argue with the woman. Instead, her hand moved to her gun holster, unhooking it to make it easier for her to access her weapon. Instantly, the woman’s eyes moved down to what Katie was doing and filled with fear. Suddenly, she didn’t seem quite so willing to argue.

“I swear to God, Cassie, if you don’t let me inside right this second, I will put this gun to your head and work my way in without your help.”

“I’m not letting you into my place. I know my rights.”

She was starting to lose any patience she had left with the woman. Katie tried to step around the woman, but Cassie stepped in her way. Trying to keep her cool, she took a step back and glared at the woman standing in her way.

“You have those rights because of people like me. I protect those rights while you go around thinking you can get away with whatever you want.”

“Well, in that case, thank you for giving me the right to keep you out of my residence. Now, get the hell out of here,” Cassie said.

“We can do this the easy way if you’d like. Where you just let me in and let me look around. Then, you just have to answer a few questions.”

“I’m not letting you in, and I ain’t telling you shit. Now leave, or I’m going to call the police.”

“I am the police, or have you forgotten that?” Katie asked.

“I know what you are,” Cassie replied. “But you’re still not getting anything from me.”

“So, you’re saying you want to do this the hard way. I guess I’m going to have to take this gun and shove it so far up your—”

“What the hell is wrong with you? Have you lost your mind? I could have your badge for this—”

“And I’m about ten seconds away from firing a warning shot right into your leg. You don’t want to test me right now, Cassie. I haven’t slept in days, and I’ve got one hell of a hair trigger on this gun of mine.”

The color drained from the woman’s face. She seemed to finally understand that Katie wasn’t joking around. Cassie stepped off to the side, and Katie walked into the small but tidy trailer. She harbored no ill will toward the woman except for the fact that she was pretty sure she had something to do with her son’s kidnapping. Still, Cassie wasn’t the brains behind the operation. Judging from the shiner on her eye, it didn’t seem like she was a willing participant in anything.

Instantly, Katie scanned the area. She could see that nothing was out of place. Without waiting for Cassie’s permission, she darted away from the small living room down the hall. Cassie yelled after her, making the same threats as before about calling the police and getting ahold of her brother. It was at that moment, as she checked the back bedroom for her son, that she realized Cassie had no idea she’d been double-crossed by her boyfriend, Blake, and that her brother was in a coma.

When she was sure the rest of the small trailer was empty, she came back into the living room and instructed a very angry Cassie to sit down. Just because her son wasn’t there didn’t mean he hadn’t been at one point. After the drop went wrong, Katie assumed they had to change plans quickly. Her heart was racing. She glared at Cassie. Not once had she been so unhinged during an investigation, and now she was about to interrogate a suspect in their home, without reading her any rights and without her commanding officer knowing what she was doing.

It didn’t matter, though; nothing did. If she found out Cassie was involved with kidnapping Rick, she wouldn’t make it to a court of law. Katie quickly shook the thought out of her head. She knew a good bit of her temper was coming from the fear she felt over Rick’s absence and the fatigue taking its toll on her mind and body.

“Blake stopped by here last night,” Cassie said.

“Yeah? What did he want from you?”

“He tried to get me to leave with him, but I’m done with that man. He’s done more damage than good to my world.”

Katie scoffed. “Is this really how you want to play this?”

“What do you mean? Until last night, I hadn’t seen Blake in weeks, maybe a few months. He tried to make me go with him, and when I refused and pulled away, he hit me.”

“See, now that I believe.”

“Thank you. It’s been—”

“I’m going to cut straight to the chase. I know you and Blake took my son to get Jack’s lottery money. I just want to know where you’re keeping him.

“What money?” Cassie asked. “I didn’t have anything to do with Rick being taken. I would never do anything like that, Katie.”

Katie looked the woman in her eyes. She’d always been able to tell when people were lying to her. While it helped in her line of work, it could be frustrating as well. After all, some cases were impossible to prove. When those came across her desk, she’d often obsess over them for months. Now though, she knew Cassie had nothing to do with her son’s kidnapping. She obviously didn’t know about the money or even Jack in the hospital. Suddenly, Katie realized she had to be the one to tell the woman about her brother’s current state, including how he got there.

“I honestly believe you,” Katie told her.

“I would never do anything to hurt Rick or any other kid. I’m about to have my own.”

“I know you’re telling the truth. I had to make sure, though. It’s been a long day as it is, and I’m just exhausted and worried about my son.”

“If my child was missing, I would do the same thing. That’s why I kicked Blake out. He wasn’t going to be any help, and it would only put my baby in danger. I wasn’t going to do it. If it weren’t for Jack, I really don’t know what I would do,” Cassie said. “You said something about Jack winning the lottery?”

“I shouldn’t have told you that, but there’s more I do need to tell you.”

“What’s that? Is Jack okay?”

Katie sighed. “Cassie, Jack is in a coma. We think Blake attacked him and took the ransom money that was supposed to get Rick back.”

“Oh, God. Is he going to be okay? Why would Blake do something like that? It doesn’t make any sense.”

“We won’t know any more until he gets out of the coma. We’re hoping that’s soon, but it’s hard to know for sure about these things,” Katie said. “I can give you a ride to the hospital if you want to go.”

“Yes, please. Thank you so much.”

As Cassie grabbed her jacket and purse, Katie jogged out to get the SUV started. She knew she should have gone home, but she couldn’t, not yet. Seconds later, Cassie was climbing into the car with her, and they were leaving the trailer park. It was impossible not to feel the awkward silence between them. She knew Cassie was worried about her brother, and Katie was still devastated over Rick’s disappearance. Somewhere, there had to be a connection. Katie just had to find out what it was.
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When they pulled into the hospital’s parking lot, she was disheartened to find the captain’s cruiser was already parked at the emergency entrance. She knew he was going to show up there. As long as she could avoid him for a few minutes, everything would be okay. All she needed to do was get Cassie into Jack’s room. She’d promised on the trip over that she would call Katie as soon as he woke up. Now that she knew Cassie wasn’t involved, it felt good to have someone to talk to about the situation.

She had to find her son, and the woman, though not a mother yet, seemed to understand just how important the matter was. Slipping into one of the many side doors, she managed to make it as far as Jack’s room before seeing someone who might be able to help. Grabbing one of the doctors as they walked past, she introduced herself as the officer who had found Jack. Giving him more details than necessary in that moment, he looked at her as if he recognized her. It wasn’t surprising in a small town.

“How is he doing?” she asked.

“He’s okay. He’s stable.”

“That’s wonderful news, doctor. Really, this is his sister. Do you mind if she goes in?”

“Absolutely. I’m sure he’d love to see a familiar face. He lost a lot of blood, but we expect him to make a full recovery. It’s a good thing you found him when you did. He’s awake now if you need to talk to him,” he said.

Her heart raced, nodding for Cassie to go ahead as she thanked the doctor. No matter what had happened between her and Jack, Katie didn’t want him dead, now knowing he wasn’t the one who’d taken her son. Before she could follow Cassie, though, she heard the captain’s familiar voice booming out her name from behind. Katie cringed and turned to face the quickly approaching man.

“What in the hell do you think you’re doing, Katie? Aren’t you supposed to be at home, like you were told?”

“I know, Captain, but no one had told Cassie her brother was in a coma, and I was following a lead.”

Conner scoffed. “A lead you should have passed on to your superior, as directed. You can’t go rogue on this. Not even for your own son. You have me debating on whether I should arrest you or not.”

“Go ahead, Captain. I’m still not going to stop doing whatever it takes to find my little boy. You can arrest me and make a spectacle of yourself, or you can help me find Rick.”

“I understand Rick is your world, but we need to do this right. If you can’t abide by the rules, you’ll leave me no choice but to slap these cuffs on you.”

“I just want my son back, Captain. I’ll do what I have to do, even if that means having to go to the media. Now, if you want to be the center of their report, that’s fine with me, too.”

“Keep me in the loop. That’s all I’m going to say,” Conner said, stepping out of her way.

Storming past her boss, she knocked gently on Jack’s door, and he told her to come in. Katie forced herself to smile as she entered the room. It broke her heart not to have her son with her, but she was starting to understand that she was taking that frustration out on the wrong people. No matter what was going on, Katie had to keep in mind that her son was missing. The only thing that would bring him back was if she kept her head on straight.

As soon as she walked into the room and saw the tears in Jack’s eyes, she knew he wasn’t the hardened criminal she had made him out to be in her mind. She’d thought he’d taken her son, ripped him out of her arms forever, but now he was just another lead. He was the only lead they had, and she was going to find out everything he knew, no matter what it took.

“Look, Katie. I’m really sorry. I didn’t even know what was going on until it was happening, and then it was too late.”

“What did happen, Jack?”

“I heard someone at the door, and I thought it was you coming back to get the money like we had planned. Next thing I know, I was getting attacked, and then I blacked out. I don’t know what happened,” Jack said. “I’m sorry.”

“That money was meant to get Rick back. Why would he just take it when he was going to get it anyway?”

“I don’t know. Like I said, everything happened so fast. I’m sorry, Katie. I tried to fight back, but he overpowered me and took me by surprise.”

Katie didn’t care about any of it. Hell, she wouldn’t care if he told her at that moment that he’d been planning on taking the money and running, just as long as he gave her something to use to find her son. All she wanted was the truth. Katie felt her nerves starting to fray again. It didn’t matter that Jack was a part of it all. She didn’t care about who he was or the money he had.

Everything he knew now about Rick could be handled at another point. Taking a deep breath, Katie tried to keep the smile plastered on her face, listening to him apologize over and over. It was starting to grate on her brain, making her feel a migraine coming on. She had to get him to shut up and turn the focus back to finding Rick before she blew her top.

“What else do you know, Jack? That’s all I care about. Whatever happened to you in that room might help me find Rick.”

“I know, and I wish I could tell you more. That’s all I have, though.”

“Blake didn’t say anything or give any clue as to why he couldn’t wait for the money?”

“He just burst through the door and started to pummel me. He took me by complete surprise. Once I took that first hit, it was nearly lights out.”

“I’m going to need a little more than that. What did Blake say to you?” Katie snapped.

“Well, he kept screaming at me to tell him where the money was. I said I didn’t have anything, but he wasn’t having any of that. He said he knew it was there and that he heard us talking about it through the thin walls of the motel room.”

“What about Rick? Did he say anything at all about him?”

“He never mentioned it. Just that he was there for the money.”

Katie was completely devastated by the news. He had nothing to offer her, no fresh lead or idea of where Blake could have taken her son. The pain rocked through every fiber of her being as she struggled to keep her composure and keep herself standing. No sooner had the devastating news registered with her than there was a knock on the door. It snapped her out of the spiral of self-pity. Drawing a deep breath, she didn’t think before yelling for the person to come in. Instantly, she regretted it when the captain appeared in the doorway.

“Sir?” she growled. “If you don’t mind, this is a family affair.”

“Since when are you claiming Jack as family? Didn’t you tell me earlier this evening that you had no idea why he would be involved?” the captain asked.

Her nostrils flared, but it was Jack who spoke before she could.

“Sir, I don’t think any of that matters right now with a little boy missing. Now, Katie is a guest of mine, and our familiarity doesn’t concern you. What should, though, is finding her little boy. So, unless you’ve got something to offer the manhunt, I would like you to leave us now.”

“You were assaulted tonight, Jack. You’re gonna need to give me a statement—”

“And I will, just as soon as I’m feeling up to it.”

The captain snorted. “You really want to hitch your wagon to her finding the boy before we do?”

“Ryan Conner, I have known you my entire life, and not once have I put my faith in that badge of yours. Now your men, this woman here, hell, even Millie would have my respect but you, not so much. So, I’ll ask you again. Do you have something to offer, or are you getting out?”

He glared at them both. “I thought you would want to know we got a hit on Blake’s van. They found it parked at a twenty-four-hour strip club about thirty miles from here.”
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The news was incredible. She couldn’t believe they finally had a lead. It brought up another host of problems, though. If her boss knew he was there, she needed to get the jump on him and make sure that wherever Blake ended up, she was the one asking him the questions. She had to get out of there, but she knew the captain wouldn’t let her go so easily. As it was, he was physically blocking the door.

She didn’t know if he would try to detain her, but after the interrogation he’d just had with Jack, she wouldn’t put anything past the man. It was obvious he had a chip on his shoulder now. Looking around the room, she saw a second door leading out to the hall beyond the open bathroom door. Katie could get there before the captain did, but that wouldn’t slow him down for long. If he wanted to, he could put out an APB on her car and have a roadblock set up before she ever reached the edge of town.

Taking a deep breath, she knew she needed make a break for it. She readied herself and tried not to make it look obvious. Even for a man his age, Conner was a smart man. He glared at her and shook his head, his hand moving to the taser on his hip. Katie cursed under her breath. While she was confident in her skills and abilities to outrun the overweight man, she could not be nearly as confident about outrunning his taser. She was cornered, and she knew it. There had to be another option. She couldn’t let the police and the investigation unit take over the hunt for her son.

“Listen to me, Katie. We’re doing all that we can, okay?”

“You need to let me find this bastard.”

“We’ve already got him. That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you.”

“Where is he?” Katie snapped.

“They caught him off the APB we put out on him. Blake was found in a nearby city,” Conner said. “There is no need for you to go out on your own again, trying to find him. We got him.”

“Where’s Rick?”

“No one has questioned him yet. They’re bringing him to the station for processing. The city police contacted me as soon as they arrested him, and I told them not to ask him anything until he’s brought to us.”

“So, they’re going to take him to the station? Who’s going to be talking to him? I’d like to have a piece of him, Captain.”

“I know you would, and you might just get your shot, too. I just can’t have you in there right now.”

“What do I have to do to be a part of the interrogation? Haven’t I proven myself enough?” Katie asked.

“You’ve given this station a lot over the years, but I need you in there as a cop, not a mother. Do you understand me?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I can’t have you busting the guy up. Not with what’s on the line.”

“I can handle it, sir. We just have to find Rick.”

“We got this guy heading in now. Meet me at the station but bring your cop mentality and leave the mom badge at the door.”

“I will, Captain. Thank you.”

Katie had no intention of playing along with his plan despite giving the man her word. She would stop at nothing, not even violence, if it meant finding her son and bringing him home. As long as he had the suspect, though, she would be making a point of playing along. It only took her a few minutes to tell Cassie and Jack goodbye. Just as she’d suspected, Cassie offered to call her the second they learned anything or if Jack remembered anything else.

Katie ran out to her waiting SUV and jumped behind the wheel. It didn’t take long for her to make it to the station. With the captain still finishing paperwork at the hospital, she was the first one through the doors. Since it was a weekend, Millie would be home enjoying time with her newborn before joining them again on Monday morning. Slipping into her office, Katie locked the door and rested her head against her arms atop her desk.

She felt like she was going to have a nervous breakdown, and nothing seemed to help. Her hands were shaking with fear and rage. What Katie needed was a solid twelve hours of sleep, but since that wasn’t possible, she slipped open her desk drawer and grabbed a couple of the caffeine pills that she kept for emergencies. No matter what, she was going to find Rick. All Katie had to do was push herself a little harder, keep going just a little bit longer.

She took the pills and washed them down with water, thinking about Rick the entire time. Katie was starting to worry more with each passing minute. Where could Blake have stashed her son? The cold weather had moved in weeks before, and all she could think about was her boy being out in the cold, hoping the man who had him wouldn’t be so cruel. The sound of her phone ringing ripped her from her thoughts. It was Jen.

“Hey, sis. You guys make it back yet?” Katie asked.

“Our plane just landed, and we’re heading to the house now. Is everything okay?”

“Besides the fact that Rick is still missing, I’m okay. Just starting to worry more about the weather and finding him.”

“It’s going to be all right, Katie. The whole county and most of the state are on the lookout for him. You’re going to find him, and everything will go back to the way it should be. He’s a strong little boy, and don’t ever forget that he gets that strength from you.”

“Thank you, Jen. I think I needed to hear that. Love you.”

“Love you. We’ll be home soon.”

Katie took a deep breath, letting it out slowly to collect her thoughts. Her sister was right. Rick was the strongest little boy she’d ever met. They’d have him home soon. It would be even sooner if they could get Blake talking. Just then, there was a knock at the door.

“Come in!” she yelled.

The captain opened the door. She hadn’t heard anyone else come into the office, but now that the door was open, she could see the lights had been turned on and there were officers milling around in the common area. Katie knew they were there trying to help her find her son, but it didn’t feel right. She was responsible for Rick, not anyone else. Yet she had failed him as a mother. Katie looked expectantly at her commanding officer.

“Is there something I can help you with, sir?” she asked.

He cleared his throat. “Blake Wright is in the other room.”

Katie jumped out of her chair, but Conner held up his hand in warning.

“Do I need to remind you that I’m only letting you take the first crack at him because it’s your kid he took? You need to stay above the law on this, got it?”

“Of course,” she muttered. “I would never want to do anything to jeopardize the case against him.”

“You know, it’s a shame that all of this is happening. You were on track to take my place in a few years…”

“Forgive me if I don’t really give a flying fuck about my future with the department right now, Ryan. My son is missing and you’re standing between the man who has answers and me.”

“Might, Katie. He might have answers. I don’t want you getting your hopes up, okay? He doesn’t look very sober. You might not get anything out of him until he’s had a few cups of coffee.”

“I will get the answers I need,” Katie said.

“Are you sure you’re ready for this? I know you’ve gotten almost no sleep, and you can’t tell me you aren’t on edge.”

“Sir, please just step aside and let me do this, okay? I promise you I am of sound mind, and I will be a respectful, upstanding member of the force while I’m in there with him.”

“Do I need to send someone in there with you?” he asked.

“Have you ever needed to before?” Katie asked.

“No, but—”

“Then no. Now get out of my way, sir,” she growled.

He sighed and rolled his eyes as he stepped out of the way. She was out for blood, and it seemed like the man was finally starting to see that. She was happy that common sense was finally starting to sink in with him. He might have been able to get the drop on her at the hospital, but she was ready for him now. Thankfully, the captain made no effort to subdue her as she headed for the interrogation room. Katie was ready to pounce.
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She stepped into the interrogation room and looked at the man sitting with his hands cuffed to the table. The man had his eyes closed, and he was swaying gently back and forth. It tore at her heart to know the last time she was in that room, she was interrogating her son over something as petty and small as a few candy bars. Now, Katie would give anything to take that moment back, to tell him he could have as much candy as he wanted.

Hell, if he was brought home, she’d let him eat it every day for breakfast if he wanted. She drew a ragged breath and closed the door behind her. The others could watch from the adjoining room through the two-way mirror they used for lineups. As an afterthought, she clicked the lock on the door in place. It would take them twenty minutes just to find the spare key.

The original was hanging on her keys in her breast pocket. It was one of the perks of being considered the responsible one at the station. Now, it was going to bite every last one of them in the rear. Katie smiled as she slammed her fists on the table. The man jumped, his hazy eyes opening as he frantically searched around. When he seemed to realize he was in a police station, he instantly appeared to sober up some.

“I think you and I having a conversation was well overdue, Blake,” Katie said.

“I-I don’t know who you think you are, lady, but I demand an attorney! That money was mine!”

“I don’t care about the money, asshole. I want to know where my son is. You took him. You kidnapped him as part of your stupid plan. If there is one hair on his head that is harmed, I will make sure you suffer the consequences. Now tell me where my son is!”

He started to laugh, obviously still drunk. She didn’t think twice about it as she grabbed ahold of his shirt collar and slammed his head down onto the table. The man screamed out, but she didn’t let him go.

“Where is my son!” Katie screamed.

The man was obviously starting to sober up. “Okay, okay. What the hell do you want from me?”

“Start talking, Blake. Let’s start with the money, and then you can tell me where my son is.”

“Look, lady. I don’t know anything about your son,” Blake said.

“You’re going to have to do better than that. I want answers, and I want them right now,” she said through her gritted teeth.

“Fine. I was staying in the room next to Jack’s, over at the motel.”

“We know that. What else?”

“Well, it ain’t exactly like the walls are soundproof. I heard you telling the guy that Rick was the dude’s son. It got my attention, so I listened a little harder. Heard all the talk about the money and that Jack had it.”

“What do you mean? Where’s my son, Blake?”

“I don’t know anything about your son. I swear. I just heard about the money and thought it would be a quick way to make a buck. When I heard you leaving, I made the call like I was the kidnapper.”

“Then you went in and attacked Jack and stole the money?”

“Yeah, I mean, he tried to fight me off, but look at me.” He chuckled. “I had to hit him a few times before he gave it up, but then he told me it was under the bed, and I grabbed it and left.”

“What about when I called you back? That was all just a show, too?”

“Well, yeah. Hell, I was already pretty drunk by the time you called and said you didn’t have the money. That bag of cash was all I could think about.”

Her patience snapped. She couldn’t hold back any longer. It was time he started telling her the truth. Katie moved quickly around behind the man, grabbing him once again from behind before shoving the heel of her hand into the back of his head. The force made his forehead again snap against the metal table. He screamed out as the officers outside tried to get into the room, but the door was locked. Now, Katie was happy she’d taken the extra step before.

“Jesus, Katie! Have you lost your damn mind? Where the hell is your boss!” he yelled.

There was a small cut on his head, but beyond that, he was perfectly fine. She wasn’t going to stop, not until he was unconscious or she had the answers she wanted. Without giving him a moment’s reprieve, she smacked his head into the table for a third time. The others outside were really starting to get worked up now, but again, Katie only cared about one thing. Maybe after a few more swings, he would think twice about telling her half-truths and other lies. Every second her son was missing, Katie moved closer to the edge of dangerous.

“Where’s my son, Blake? What in the hell did you do to him?” Katie screamed.

“I swear on everything, I had nothing to do with him going missing.”

“He’s not missing. You took him!”

“No, I didn’t. It was just an easy way to make money. I didn’t realize it was that much, but it certainly was easy enough. Aside from the cash, I never touched your kid.”

“What was your plan then?”

“Grab the money and run. I was hoping to make it to the border, but I wanted to chop it up with some of my old pals before I left. Guess that was a bad choice. Should have just kept going.”

“Yeah. Sounds like you’re full of those.”

Katie was still trying to process everything the man was saying. Was he really capable of taking her son and then be stupid enough to steal the money anyway? Nothing was making any sense, but she wasn’t going to give up now. Her only clue at this point was sitting right in front of her. She glared at the drunk man, taunting him.

“All right, so let’s say I believe you. Why would you do that to Jack?”

Blake laughed. “That piece of shit had it coming. I dealt with that garbage he calls a sister for far too long. I owed him for having to put up with that bitch. Hell, I know she would have come with me if it weren’t for that asshole.”

“Just shut the fuck up, Blake,” she shouted.

She wasn’t going to stand around and listen to him talk about Cassie like that any longer. Katie had grown fond of the woman. She hated herself for ever thinking Rick’s aunt could be a part of such a terrible scheme. It was because of Cassie that she was there with the man to start with. Cassie had pointed her in the right direction along with Jack. Katie couldn’t listen to it any longer. Something inside of her snapped, and she lunged for him. It was different than before, though. Katie already knew her time with the department was over; nothing was holding her back now.

Wrapping her hands around the man’s neck, Katie had no intention of letting go. She had reached the point of no return. Just as she was sure he was going to pass out, Katie heard the other officers burst through the door and pull her away from the monster of a man. He was a wife beater. He’d pretended to abduct her child. Everything about him made her cringe. Katie screamed profanities at Blake as they dragged her away. It was only when she was shoved into her boss’s office that she finally managed to calm down.

As quickly as the rage had taken her, it was gone again, and she was left shaken by what she’d done. Her hand hurt. Katie was almost certain she had a few broken fingers. The room felt too small. The weight of what she’d done started to settle in as she paced back and forth. She had to get a grip on herself. She wasn’t doing her son any good by going after drunk idiots. If what the man was saying were true, then that was all he was—a terrible person who had slowed down finding the real kidnapper by an entire day.

Katie felt like she was going to be sick again. The caffeine pills weren’t agreeing with her. The office door opened, and her captain stormed inside, glaring at her as he took a seat behind his desk. Instantly, the fire inside of her ignited once again and she was ready to fight. She wasn’t going to wait around at the station for him to decide if he wanted her badge and gun. The old bastard could have it. She was done playing by the rules.
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“You need to sit down before I have you handcuffed to the chair; do you understand me?” he growled.

“If you’re going to let that asshole press charges—”

“We aren’t talking about that right now; you got it? We are gonna take this one thing at a time. Now, sit down. You’re making me nervous.”

“I don’t want to sit down; I want to know—”

“You know what, young lady, I don’t care what you want right now!” he boomed. “Now sit down, or I will have you tossed in the holding cell for the next twenty-four hours. Don’t push me. I’ll do it!”

Katie had never heard him so angry or loud before. It shook her to the core and seemed to snap her out of the daze she’d been operating in. She glared at him but did as he asked. Katie knew she wasn’t going to get answers unless she played along. In earnest, she was a little surprised he hadn’t already cuffed her and read her the riot act. If he had, it would have been perfectly understandable, in her opinion. She still couldn’t believe she’d assaulted the man, no matter the circumstances.

“His story checks out,” Conner muttered.

Her jaw dropped. “What?” she stammered. “You’re lying. You’re covering for him or something.”

“You little…I ought to…how dare you!” he snapped.

She cringed as he glared at her. Katie knew right away the accusation was uncalled for. Even as she started to apologize, though, he lifted his hand to cut her off. It was obvious he understood just how upset she was. Taking a deep breath, Katie closed her mouth and did her very best to keep quiet. Already, she had done so much damage. She didn’t know how he could still be sitting there, speaking to her. He was a good man, and she was an emotional basket case. Suddenly, she understood just how much she needed to sleep.

“We checked out the security cameras, Katie. It all checks out. We have several angles of him approaching Jack’s room,” Conner said. “We don’t have the altercation on camera, but we have enough to know he entered the room and left several moments later.”

“What about after that?” Katie asked softly. “He said he was heading to the border and switched up to go to the bar with his buddies.”

“That tracks as well. I sent a detective over to the bar he went to. Turns out, he arrived there about thirty minutes later. I don’t know what he was thinking, but it looks like he was telling you the truth in there.”

“So, we’re no closer to finding my son? What about before that? I’m assuming he frequented that bar if he was meeting people there.”

“He was on camera the night before, as well. Look, I know this isn’t what you want to hear, but he’s not our guy. At no time has anyone spotted him with a kid, and we didn’t see Rick on any of the footage, either. Someone else must have taken him.”

Katie looked at him in defeat. She couldn’t believe they were left with no clues to follow, and she was shocked by the unfolding events. It was hard not to break down in that room, but her son would still need her at her best.

“I’m sorry, Katie, but we believe he’s telling the truth. We have nothing more to go on.”

Katie was completely devastated. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Once again, they were at a dead end and no closer to finding her son. She didn’t know how much more she could take. Her heart was breaking with every passing second that he wasn’t home with her. Before she could stop herself, her entire body started to shake once again. There was nothing she could do to control it. The tears started to fall, but she quickly wiped them away. Katie wasn’t going to let her emotions get the best of her.

It wasn’t possible that no one in the entire town saw anything. It just wasn’t. They had to find another way to spot what had happened to him. Maybe they could offer a reward for the information, but she knew she was out of options. Katie was going to have to work with Karen and the rest of the law enforcement departments if she was going to find Rick. She hated herself for wasting valuable time and was starting to feel like a complete failure. There had to be more to the case.

“What about the tracks? The ones in the alley? Did we hear back about them? Those could be our next lead?” Katie asked.

He shook his head. “I’m sorry, but they were too basic to give us a good lead. We were looking at hundreds of thousands of makes and models. It just wasn’t a feasible avenue for us.”

“Right,” she whispered.

Katie was too shaken to keep talking. Suddenly, she felt the fatigue and desperately wanted to crawl into her bed back at home. Katie wanted to fall asleep and pretend like the last day hadn’t happened. She wrapped her arms around herself as she shook her head. There was a knock at the door, and the captain yelled for them to come in. From the corner of her eye, she saw Karen step into the room. It was the last person she wanted to see.

“Do we have anything we can use to figure out what happened to my son?” Katie muttered.

Karen sighed. “I know it’s going to be hard to hear, but the fact that the whole ransom was fake changes things.”

“What do you mean? My son is still missing, and now we have no leads to follow. Aside from that, nothing has changed.”

“The fact that we’ve had no real contact from the kidnapper does change things. It means we’re not dealing with the same kind of criminal. They’re going to be more evolved or someone closer to the family.”

“How did you manage to come up with that idea?”

“We’re back at square one, Katie. We have to start thinking differently if we want to catch this guy. If this isn’t about the money, then someone out there just wants to hurt you.”

“So, what are you saying? How do we go about finding Rick if we have no leads?”

“I’m not sure yet. We only have twenty-four hours to figure this out.”

“I don’t understand. Why is there a deadline?” Katie asked.

“In twenty-four hours, we’ll be handing the case over to the locals. I’ll no longer be in charge of finding your son.”

“What then? You’re just going to give up? What the hell kind of special unit just gives up when there’s a child missing?”

“It’s out of my hands. I’m just warning you so you’re not blindsided when the time comes.”

Katie felt the sobs threatening to escape. She couldn’t breathe in the small office. As she stood, Karen moved out of the way. It seemed like a wise move on her part. Katie could feel herself starting to lose control again. How could they just give up on her little boy? Right when she needed them the most, they were going to disappear like he didn’t matter at all. She ground her teeth, reaching into her pocket to get her badge. Slamming it on the desk, she pulled the clip from her gun and set it down as well. She was done.

The captain groaned. “Come on now, Katie. Why don’t you just go home and get some rest? We can sort all this out after—”

“There is nothing to sort out,” she hissed.

“He’s right, Katie. I read your file. You are a good officer with a clean record. What happened here tonight can be overlooked. You’ve got a bright future ahead of you. Don’t throw all of that away over—”

“Over what, Karen? Over my son? Do you hear yourself right now? Tell me, do you have kids? Which one of them would you toss out for your career?”

Karen’s cheeks flushed. “I think you need to go home, Katie, before you say something you won’t be able to take back as easily as a few punches.”

“Yeah, Karen? I take it I struck a nerve. I pray to God you never know the fear I’m feeling right now. As for the rest of this, well, I’m done with both of you. If you think for one second that I’m going to give up or work for a bullshit system that abandons missing children, you can think again,” she hissed.

As she stormed out of the office, Katie didn’t look back when they called her name. She had her bag in the car and her keys in her hands. There was nothing she wanted or needed from them.
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She made her way out to the parking lot with every intention of leaving the station and never coming back. After all, they didn’t want to help her, and she was in no mood to cope with that knowledge whatsoever. Her hands were still trembling from the confrontation. The second she walked through the door of her house, her mother was going to pepper her with questions. Rose had been beyond amazing, but her opinion would be vivacious given the marks on her knuckles.

There had to be something more she could do. Katie wasn’t going to give up on her child. She had Jack. He would help her with his resources now. There was some path they hadn’t taken yet, somewhere or some stone left uncovered. With a trembling body, she put her keys into the ignition and started her SUV. It was time for her to face the music and get some sleep. Despite it being the last thing she wanted to do, her decision-making ability was starting to take the brunt end of things.

Before she slipped the vehicle into drive, her phone started to ring. Each time she felt the vibration or heard the chime, Katie’s heart would start to race. She couldn’t stop the fleeting hope that came with each call. Had Rick been found? When she saw Cassie’s name, newly programmed in her phone, Katie knew it wasn’t about Rick. Had it been Rose or Conner, she would have cause for hope. Sighing, she quickly answered the call. Hitting the road could wait. She didn’t want to drive tired, talking, and distracted.

“What’s up, Cassie?”

“I don’t know,” she muttered. “This whole thing has my head all messed up. I know you must be going crazy, too.”

“Well, I’d say that’s an understatement. I’m trying to hold it together the best I can, but with each passing minute, it’s getting harder.”

“I can only imagine.”

“Are you sure you’re okay?”

Katie had good at reading someone’s tone of voice. Years of questioning deadbeat criminals had taught her to catch the emotion behind people’s responses. Cassie was nervous, and it wasn’t just about what had happened to her brother. Katie just needed to push her enough to talk about whatever she had called for.

Cassie sighed. “I’m okay. Honestly, I just wanted to give you an update on Jack. He’s doing a little better, and the doctor said he should recover well.”

“That’s good. I’m glad he’s going to be okay. Though, I don’t think his condition is the reason you called. So, what’s really going on, Cassie?”

“Well, I don’t want to give you any bad information, but I remembered seeing something, and I thought you should know.”

“What do you mean? What did you remember?”

“I don’t want to be wrong.”

Katie sighed. “It’s okay. Anything you can remember will give me some clue as to what happened to Rick.”

“That alley that Rick walks to get home, cars don’t usually go down it all that often.”

“What did you see in the alley?”

Cassie cleared her throat. “Well, that alley is pretty narrow, so I thought it was strange to see any cars pulling out, but there was one. It was silver, I’m not sure what kind of car it was, but it was one of those compacts.”

It was the second time she’d heard someone mention a silver car. Still, something was missing in her story. Cassie didn’t yet have any children. Why would she be at the school? The officer inside of her had questions. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust the information or the source. Katie had already gotten her hopes up more times than she could count. She wasn’t sure she could handle that sort of heartbreak again. No, first, she needed all of the details, then she could decide where to go from there.

“Where were you when you saw the car pull out?”

“I was getting a lunchroom application at the school just a few minutes after they let out. It might sound kind of silly, but I want to get a job with the kids. I’m hoping I can go to college and get my degree in teaching. Jack said he’d pay for it.”

“That doesn’t sound silly at all, Cassie. It’s good that you have goals and want to better your life.”

“It’s all because of this baby. I want him to have a good life.

“I’m proud of you.”

“Thanks. I know if it weren’t for Jack pushing me to get my life together and offering to pay for it, it wouldn’t be possible.”

“Good for you. Listen, thank you for letting me know. Even if it doesn’t lead to anything, I’m glad you called.”

“I’ll help in any way I can. I want you to get Rick back,” Cassie said.

“I want the same thing. This information is a big help. It gives me something to look into,” Katie said. “The best thing you can do now is to keep checking in on Jack. Staying with him is a big help.”

Katie changed her plans immediately after ending the call. She turned her SUV back off and jumped out, heading for the office once again. All she needed to do was slip back into her office, play nice with everyone, and she’d be gone for good. It would take some fancy footwork, along with a good bit of lying, but it was the least she’d done so far to get her son back. Taking a deep breath, she jogged up the steps and opened the door.

Every head in the precinct turned to look in her direction. She didn’t have to fake the blush that jumped to her cheeks. It killed her knowing that she’d caused such a dramatic scene. Instantly, Conner was out of his office and storming in her direction. He grabbed her arm and drug her to his office but didn’t close the door.

“I thought I made myself clear, Hunt—”

“You did, sir,” she quickly said. “That’s why I’m here. I know I screwed up, okay? Please, I’m going to write up my leave paperwork for the next two weeks. Keep this kidnapping thing my main focus, and I promise you won’t have any trouble with me. Just let me get the paperwork rolling, please. I need that paid leave.”

He held up his hands. “All right, all right, easy now. I just wanted to make sure you weren’t going to start any more trouble. I’ve got my hands plenty full already.”

“I know, and I truly am sorry for that. I made a huge mistake. Let me get my shit sorted and my head figured out, okay? I just need my computer for ten minutes. Then I’m gonna go sleep for the next two days straight and let you guys take over the investigation.”

“I really hope I can hold you to that. I’d like to see you come back when this is all sorted. You are a good officer, Hunt. I don’t want to lose you.”

She ground her teeth. Katie didn’t care at all about her job. He was never going to see that, though. All she had to do was keep her mouth shut.

“Of course, sir. Thank you,” Katie said.

Conner nodded in understanding and stepped out of the doorway to let her pass. Karen shot her a scathing look from where she’d set up shop in the bullpen. Katie couldn’t help her petty self as she gave the woman a wink before slipping into her office. She locked the door behind her and quickly slid behind her desk. Logging in with her credentials, she quickly found her way to the DMV database and put in basic search parameters for the vehicle that Cassie had seen.

It wasn’t much to go off, but it was a start. Anything was better than the nothing they had before. Still, she had to find a way to narrow it down more. Typing in keywords, the minutes passed quickly by until she was sure she at least had the pool narrowed to a few thousand. If she could just spend a little more time figuring it out, she would have the answer. Suddenly, her monitor flashed before turning black.

“What the hell,” Katie growled. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

She tapped on the keyboard. When nothing happened, her heart started to race. She was so close to figuring it out, and she knew it. Just as she started to reboot her computer, there was a knock at the door. It surprised her to the point that she jumped. The persistent knock came again. Katie quickly closed her monitor and rose. Suddenly, every last shred of herself that she’d been holding together came undone. Katie knew she should have left the first time and never come back.
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She unlocked the door, and her boss stormed in. his eyes darted immediately to the computer. Katie looked beyond to find Karen grinning at her. The bitch had hacked her computer and told Conner what she was doing; Katie was sure of it. She fought to keep her temper under control. Nothing in the world was going to keep her from finding Rick, not even the woman from the state government.

“What the hell are you doing, Katie. Dammit, I trusted you,” he growled.

“And I trusted you to have my back, to help me find my son, but you’re cowering like a chicken. You’re scared of that woman out there, aren’t you?”

He glared at her. “I’m not going to have this conversation with you again. You need to go home. You’ve been cut off from any resources the station has to offer. I told you, Katie, you need to let us handle this.”

She snorted and rolled her eyes. Nothing Conner said mattered to her. Katie didn’t care if he never let her come into the station again. She had nearly reached the end of her rope. The fact that Karen was out there gloating about cutting her off from the help needed to find her son just added fuel to the fire. The pressure growing inside her mind was starting to become unbearable. It felt like her world was slowly closing in around her, and no one in her life was there to offer a hand.

Katie stepped out of her office, glancing around the place that had been her second home for years. The place where she’d made friends. Rick called half the men there his uncles, yet now, they looked away from her and refused to come to her aid. One day, they would know how it felt to need help and have none. Katie hated herself for the rage she felt. Yet it seemed befitting that she should go out in a blaze of glory. After all, she hated them for what they were doing. They deserved every last ounce of fury she had.

It was all coming to a head in her mind. The emotions she had been holding under control flipped. In an instant, she was blinded by the rage inside of her. The anger boiling over from the disappearance of her son, the lying piece of garbage who had wanted nothing but some easy cash, and the fact that there wasn’t a single one of her brothers-in-uniform who seemed to want anything to do with helping her. Without hesitating, she lunged directly at her boss. To hell with the rules.

“You’re making a huge mistake, Conner,” Katie screamed. “You haven’t handled shit this far, and now you’re cutting off the only person who really wants to find Rick. Hell, the bitch over there snickering would rather look into what I’m doing than help find him.”

“Katie, it’s not like that. She’s just doing—”

Before he could finish his sentence, she grabbed his uniform under each armpit, pushing him backward. She’d heard enough of the crap he was trying to spew. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw two uniformed officers moving in her direction.

“One more step, and I’ll beat both of your asses, too,” she screamed, stopping them in their tracks. “Are all of you against me on this? Where’s my help in finding my son?”

“Katie! That’s enough. I know you’re upset, but you need to leave before I have to make you leave.”

She scoffed. “I’m done, Conner. I’ve heard all I need to hear. I should have expected this.”

“You’re not you right now, and we understand that. You need to let go of me and get the hell out of here before I have to have one of these officers tase you.”

“Fine. No need for this to escalate. I need to find my son.”

Katie let Conner go and started toward the exit. She didn’t feel any regret over what had just happened, but she needed to look for Rick. As she walked toward the door, she could hear her boss’s footsteps following not far behind. It was evident she had lost control, but none of that mattered if it got her little boy home to her.

As the man shoved her out the front doors, Katie stumbled forward. She had to get away from there before they really did lock her away. Just as she reached for her keys, a familiar face appeared, and relief coursed through her. Unable to hold it back any longer, Katie threw herself into her sister’s arms and started to bawl her eyes out. Jen soothed her as they walked. She fished her keys out and gave them to Jen at her command.

“I’m not going to give up,” she muttered. “I don’t care what anyone says.”

“Jesus, Katie. I would never ask you to give. Not in a million years, and I’m not going to, either. Right now, I just need you to trust me. Can you do that?”

“You’re going to take me home and lock me up there, aren’t you?” Katie growled.

“I’m going to take you home so you can get some damn sleep, Katie. There is nothing you can do right now. Now please shut up and get in the damn truck before you get us all arrested. How much good will you be to Rick then?”

“Everyone has an opinion these days, don’t they?” Katie said.

“Save the theatrics. You always were a real jerk when you got a little tired,” Jen joked.

From the corner of her eye, she saw Jen toss the keys to her husband. He gave them a cursory wave before jumping behind the wheel. She hated the idea of him driving her SUV. As a matter of fact, she hated the idea of anyone driving it except her or her dad. She knew she was in no position to argue with Jen, though. She stumbled to her sister’s pickup and climbed into the passenger seat, too shaken to do much of anything else.

There was no point in continuing her fight. As the quiet sobs started to rake her body, Jen pulled out onto the road. She knew her sister could hear her, but she didn’t know what to say. The behavior at the precinct had been totally uncalled for. She didn’t know what was wrong with her. Everything was starting to spin again. Katie felt like she was going to be sick as she wiped away the tears.

“Nobody’s giving up on finding Rick,” Jen said. “As a matter of fact, we already have a team coming to help find him.”

“What’s the use?” Katie sobbed. “I feel like there’s no hope; it’s just gone. My nerves are shot, sis. I can’t take this anymore.”

Katie put her hands to her face to wipe away the tears. Just as she did, she felt the car swerve to the side of the road while Jen brought the car to a stop on the side of the road. Jen put the car into park and took off her seatbelt. She looked over to her sister, who was now staring her in the eyes.

“That’s horse shit, Katie. You’re not thinking straight, and that’s because you haven’t had a moment of rest since he was taken.”

She sighed. “How can I sleep when I don’t know where he is or if he’s okay?”

“Look, if there’s anything I know about Rick, it’s that he’s resourceful and smart. You taught him how to be strong, just like you. What you really need is a few hours of sleep. You’re going to get some, even if I have to drug you to do it.”

Katie chuckled. “You’re right, Jen. You’re absolutely right. I know we’re going to find him. What would I do without you?”

“Well, let’s just say your crying face wouldn’t be any prettier.”

“Thanks for bringing me back down.”

Jen smiled. “Let’s get you home so you can get some rest.”

They pulled onto her road moments later. It was somehow both a relief when she saw there were no cruisers and a terribly heartbreaking feeling of dread all wrapped into one. She hated that they were all giving up. She hated herself for thinking about it moments earlier. The fatigue was killing her. Jen was right that she needed to sleep, and now, the house would be silent enough for her to do so. Katie knew what waking up would bring, more pain and misery.

She would agree to get some sleep, but there had to be something to keep her going. There was nothing, though. Only the hope of seeing her son again kept her moving, but even that was getting terribly hard to find as the hours without him wore on. Jen slipped the car into park with her husband following suit behind them in Katie’s vehicle. Jen reached for the door, but Katie grabbed her arm. She needed answers. They weren’t going anywhere until Jen told her what was going on.
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“Who? What? How?” Katie asked.

Jen chuckled. “Easy. I know you’ve got a lot of questions, but right now, you are supposed to be going in there and getting some sleep.”

“Really? Are we doing this? Last time I checked, I was the older sister here. Come on, Rick is missing. What do you want me to do, pretend like I can sleep after you drop that huge bombshell? I have to know, Jen.”

“Seriously, Katie. I promised Mom you would come here, go to sleep, and everything else could wait a few hours. You know how fast good gossip travels in this town. The whole fiasco at the station won’t stay quiet for long.”

Katie cringed and looked out the window. She knew her sister was just being honest. After all, they’d spent their youth in Lookout Point. Their mother would know before they made it home if they’d been out raising hell. The gossip mill in their hometown ran all day and night. There was no way to avoid it. As a cop, she didn’t mind having all the cackling women telling her the juicy bits of information that helped keep the town safe. On the other side of things, though, she wanted to tackle every last one of them and tell them to mind their own business.

“Look, I promise I will go right in there and pass out, but I’m not going to be able to sleep if I know something is happening but don’t know what. It’s downright infuriating. Please, Jen, just talk to me, and I’ll do whatever you want.”

Jen sighed and rolled her eyes, but Katie knew she’d be getting her own way.

“I meet a lot of people in my travels, and some of them just happen to be the best in the world at what they do. Sometimes, they’re professional bounty hunters, hackers, and FBI agents.”

“So, you just happen to run into the type of people who are going to be willing to help me find my son?”

Jen chuckled. “In a way, yes. These people I meet are truly caring people. They also are good at what they do.”

“That’s amazing, Jen. When are they going to be able to get started?”

“You need to get some rest. It doesn’t matter when they’re going to start. You promised you would lie down after I told you.”

“I will, but Rick is still missing, and I want to know what these people are going to do.”

“Fine, but after this, you go lie your ass down for at least a few hours and get some sleep. You can barely keep your eyes open right now.”

“Fine,” Katie said.

“The team we put together will be here in three to four hours. The computer guys have already started working on a few things on the way here, so technically, they’ve already begun.”

“Thank you so much, Jen.”

“Anything to help Rick. Now you go get some rest, and I’ll let you know when the team arrives.”

“I appreciate everything you’ve done, sis.”

“You’d do the same thing for me. It’s what family does,” Jen said. “Now, let’s go.”

Katie was overjoyed by the news. She couldn’t believe there was a ray of hope left. It felt like an eternity since the last time she’d felt even a small glimmer of joy. Yet now, Jen was giving her something she could hold onto. She finally had a good team coming in, people who wouldn’t stop simply because it wasn’t in the budget to give more than two days to a child who had been abducted.

As soon as she stepped out of the truck, the bitter wind assaulted her exposed cheeks. Where the tears had not yet dried, they now froze to her skin. It didn’t matter, though. The cold air had given her a second wind. If she hadn’t already promised her sister that she would go inside and rest, she might have made a break for it. There was something else in the air, though, a sense of urgency. How could she sleep when she knew her son was still out there?

Despite the new joy she’d found in knowing a specialized team was coming, she couldn’t shake the feeling that she was still missing something. Rick—that was what she was missing, and Katie knew it. What if he were out in the cold? Alone and scared? She wrapped her arms around herself but still couldn’t shake the terrible feeling inside of her. Jen seemed to sense she was struggling and pulled her into her arms.

“Come on, you’ve got this. Let’s just work on getting through the doors for now. How does that sound?” Jen asked.

Katie shook her head. “I can’t go to sleep, not with him out there.”

“You listen to me, Katie. We are going to go in there, and you’re going to go upstairs and sleep. We had a deal. If you don’t do it for yourself, then do it for your son.”

Katie snapped out of the chaos and nodded, following Jen into the house. Every part of her hated that she was being forced to sleep, but it was the only option. Her heart felt like it had broken so many times it might never heal again. Immediately, her mother descended on her with a massive hug. She hated to admit that it felt amazing to be in the quiet house with just her family.

“Sweetheart,” Rose said, “you look like hell.”

“Thanks, Mom. I feel like shit, too. I’m just glad Jen got here and was able to put a team together who actually wants to do something about finding Rick.”

“I’m happy they came back and are bringing in a good team. We’re going to find him, honey. I can just feel it.”

“Jen said they’ll be here in a few hours.”

Rose smiled. “Just enough time for you to get a little rest. You really need to get some sleep. I promise I’ll wake you up as soon as I hear anything or when the team gets here.”

“I don’t know if I’ll be able to sleep, not with Rick being out there somewhere, scared and alone.”

“Well, he’s a strong and smart little boy. I’m sure he’s hanging in there, just like you are,” Rose said. “Now, before you lie down, how did it go at the station? I see you don’t have a badge on.”

“It’s not complicated. I don’t think they really want to put a full effort into looking for my son, and I told them—”

“I’ll fill you in on everything, Mom. Katie needs to go get some rest before the team gets here. She doesn’t have the time to get into another story about losing her cool.”

Katie sighed. “I’m going. Wake me up if anything happens. Goodnight.”

She climbed the steps, each one feeling like she was walking toward her own coffin. Forcing herself not to look as she passed by Rick’s room, Katie barely made it to her room before bursting into tears once again. It took every last bit of strength she had to make it to her bed, only pulling off her shoes and sweater before collapsing onto her mattress. The last thing she wanted was to go to sleep. Katie knew her mind would be plagued with thoughts of Rick and a time when he was with her. The tears started to fall as she slipped into fitful rest.
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For a split second when she woke, Katie had forgotten everything that had happened. When her eyes opened, she felt the joy of waking as she had every morning for the last eight years of her life, with the enthusiasm of a parent knowing their child was safe. Instead, she was left with a hole where her heart should have been. Katie clutched her chest and sobbed. It didn’t matter that she felt well-rested. She was nothing without her son. When she realized how much time had passed, Katie jumped out of bed. She couldn’t lay there any longer. Part of her hated herself simply for sleeping as long as she did.

Katie made short work of getting dressed and darting into the hallway. Roughly five hours had passed. She’d been dead asleep. Something had woken her, though, and it was the instinct of a mother that had done so. There was work to be done to get him back home to her. That was why Jen was there, downstairs with the others. It was the whole reason she’d been forced to sleep, to give them time. Now that they’d had it, she was ready to get back to work. Katie couldn’t stop until she found Rick. Racing down the steps, she skidded to a stop when she saw the group of people gathered in her home.
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She was groggy, her head swimming and pleading for caffeine. As soon as she crossed into the kitchen, the four people gave her warm greetings, but none of the three strangers stopped what they were doing. She was amazed by the setup they had created in her kitchen and at the dining room table. Immediately, Jen seemed to sense what she needed and darted around the chaos to the other side where the coffee pot was brewing.

Katie tried to stay out of everyone’s way, sitting at one of the barstools along the island as she leaned against the wall. The fleeting hope she’d felt when she had woken wasn’t entirely gone. The obvious search still underway helped with that some. It felt good knowing people had been looking for Rick while she wasted time sleeping. Jen set down the coffee mug in front of Katie, and she quickly grabbed it.

The hot liquid hit her body with a welcome jolt of energy. She wanted to get started right away. Every minute Rick was out there, he could be in danger. Katie refused to consider the alternative. Rick had to still be alive, still fighting. Her stomach rolled at the thought of what he might be enduring. Katie shook her head and closed her eyes, forcing herself to focus on the coffee. The only way she was going to help her son and the people trying to find him was with a clear head.

Jen sat next to her and gave her arm a comforting squeeze. It was nice to see that her parents had finally vacated her house. She adored them for doing so much to help but knew that sleep and taking care of themselves were more important than ever at their age. Something told her they would be back before long, and she was okay with that as well. Keeping them away would only make matters worse. Her mother was a huge asset in heading off the police on their tails.

“I checked in on you once and was happy to see you were getting at least a little sleep,” Jen said.

“More than I wanted to.”

“Yeah, but less than you needed. Let me introduce everyone here. Gary, there at the computer, is obviously a hacker. He was able to hack into the DMV database and pulled everything on the make and model of the car.”

“That’s good. How was he able to—”

“We don’t ask those kinds of questions. Gary just does what he does best. Now, the woman there is Sophia. She’s a bounty hunter and has one of the highest collection rates in the country.”

“Where’s she going?” Katie asked.

“Sophia is heading out to check on a few leads on the information Gary was able to pull from the DMV.” Jen smiled. “By the process of elimination, we’ll narrow the field of vehicles down.”

“What about the last guy over there? What does he do?”

“That’s Jackson. I’ve known him for years. Jackson works for the FBI, and he’s got a friend over at the NSA.”

“What kind of information can he get from the NSA?”

“They’re using the satellites that were in the area at the time Rick went missing to see if they were able to catch anything. We’re hoping they caught something that will help us locate the vehicle or find out what direction they headed.”

“This is amazing. I’m so thankful they’re willing to help,” Katie said.

“This is all for Rick. They know the system is flawed, and they’re willing to do whatever it takes to find him.”

Katie was completely blown away by the outpouring of support she was receiving. She had more faith in the four people working on finding her son now than she did in the entirety of the government assistance. Katie knew they weren’t going to give up on Rick, not like the others. It wasn’t simply knowing they had the skills and resources to help find Rick. It was knowing they were there because they wanted to be.

No one was forcing them; they weren’t being paid. Before she could break down in tears and tell Jen and the others how much she appreciated them and everything they were doing once again, her phone started to ring. She saw Cassie’s name and thought about sending the call to voicemail, but she was curious to know how Jack was doing. Katie hated to admit to herself that the little time she’d spent with him had brought up old feelings. Ones that were hard to forget all over again.

Yet part of her understood her emotions were out of control given the circumstances. She couldn’t trust her heart at that moment. He’d been a big help, contrary to what she’d been expecting. While the looming fear of his trying to take Rick away from her was still there, it wasn’t a battle her mind had the strength or desire to combat at that moment. Whatever happened after they got Rick back, her son was her only priority. Katie answered the call.

“Hey, Cassie, is everything okay with Jack?” she asked.

“Yeah, no, he’s doing fine. They are talking about releasing him in the next few days. Actually, they just took him for one last scan. He wanted me to give you a call to see if you’d stop down.”

“Yeah, sure. You said he’s okay, though?” Katie asked.

“Yep, he’s feeling a lot better. He said he had an idea that might help find your little boy. He was excited, but I don’t know what it’s about. He just said he wanted to wait and talk to me when he was talking to you.”

Katie’s eyes darted to Jen. She knew her sister wasn’t going to like the idea of her leaving, but any lead was worth following. When it came to her son, she wasn’t going to be stopped.

“I’ll be there in twenty minutes,” Katie said.

Jen gave her a puzzled look as Katie ended the call. She would have to make her sister understand.

“Jack has an idea he wants to talk to me about, but I don’t know if I should go with everything we have going on here.”

Jen sighed. “You have to go, and I understand that. We can handle this side of things. If Jack can help, you don’t have any other choice.”

“But, what about the stuff here?”

“We got it. I promise I’ll call you with any news,” Jen offered. “Look, do you trust me?”

“Of course I do,” Katie said. “How is that even in question?”

“Then trust that I will call if we find anything. Now, go. Find out what Jack has to say. It could make a huge difference, but you’ll never know if you don’t go and hear what he has.”

“Cassie did make it sound important, and he wouldn’t tell her anything until I got there. I should just go ahead and go. Maybe it will break this thing wide open.”

“Exactly. We’ll be here, and I will call you if anything pops up.”

“Again, what would I do without you?”

“You’d finally be the cute one in the family.” Jen smiled.

Katie laughed. “Thank you, sis. For being here for me and for doing all of this for me. It means the world to me.”

“I know. Now go. Let me know what Jack has to say.”

Grabbing her purse and jacket, Katie gave her sister one last embrace as she darted out the door. As she jumped behind the wheel of her truck and fired it up, she felt good. Katie had more hope than she’d had since the beginning of the ordeal. The investigation had started slowly and had more than likely cost her a career in law enforcement, but she would get her son back now; she knew it.

Pulling away from the house and the team working to bring Rick home, Katie silently said a prayer that they would be led in the right direction. Like Jen had said, Rick was a fighter, but he was still just a little boy. He was no competition for someone three times his size or the elements of the hard Washington winter. No, the longer he was away from her, the more dire his situation became. Every minute counted.

Pushing down a little harder on the gas pedal, Katie flew across town to the hospital. Jack had resources and possibly connections that might help them pinpoint Rick’s abductors. She hated herself. He was her little boy, her entire world, and she had let him down.

“No,” she hissed.

Katie wasn’t going to let herself sink into the looming depression. She refused to give herself over to the sadness that threatened to consume her. Rick needed her at her best, not a mess of self-pity and anguish. Katie would push forward, keep the hope alive, for her baby.
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By the time she reached the hospital, it felt almost like a normal day. Her heart lurched when she saw one of the police cruisers parked outside. The events of that morning came rushing back to her. Katie cringed at the replay of what she’d done and said. How strange it was for her to know that in the span of a few hours, she’d destroyed the career she’d spent years working toward. All of her hard work was down the drain, but she didn’t care.

All she wanted was Rick back. Even in her mind, Katie knew she was starting to sound like a broken record. Yet the thought overrode everything else. Not a single action was left untainted by her desire for Rick’s safe return. Even once he was back in her arms, she had no desire to return to the same force that had abandoned her in her time of need. For all she cared, the entire department could go down in a flaming cloud of bad press and she would happily watch it burn.

Katie took a deep breath; she wasn’t going to make any more decisions until Rick was returned. Her judgment was way off. Shaking her head, she made her way inside and thankfully managed to avoid anyone who might want to talk with her. Slipping into Jack’s room, Katie saw that he was sitting up in bed and cheerful. Katie smiled at him and closed the door behind her. If nothing else came from the visit, she was happy to see him in good health again. She hated to admit it, but Jack was a decent guy.

“How are you feeling, Jack? Cassie said they were running a few more tests.”

“Yeah, they ran one of those scans to make sure everything inside was okay. Everything was clear, and I’m getting better with every passing minute. Anything on Rick yet?”

“No, but we have a team looking into all avenues. Jen has some pretty amazing contacts, and I think we’re getting closer.”

“Good, I hope they find him soon,” Jack said. “Listen, I got the money back from the fake kidnapping call.”

“Okay, but there’s no longer a ransom on the table. Blake did all that because he overheard us talking about your winning the lottery. He just thought he could make an easy dollar.”

“Right, but we don’t need the money for a ransom now, and I want to do anything I can to help you get Rick back. I know it doesn’t change anything, but if I can help in any way, I want to.”

“So, what do you want to do?”

“I thought we could use the five million dollars as a reward for anyone who gives us information that leads to locating Rick. That way, maybe the kidnapper will get as greedy as Blake was and try to return him for the reward.”

Katie was completely blown away by his outpouring of goodwill. She had to fight back the tears, knowing the reward money would change everything. People would be looking everywhere for her little boy. The reward would bring national attention and bounty hunters from all over the globe in an effort to find her child. She couldn’t help the tears that slid down her cheeks. Jack reached out and squeezed her arm reassuringly. Katie smiled at him but took a step back as her heart started to race.

Her head wasn’t clear. She knew she had to be careful in how she approached the situation. The momentary elation was already tainted by the underlying reasons for Jack's sudden involvement in the situation. It didn’t matter that she wasn’t a police officer anymore. The instinct was something that would never leave her. Of course, she appreciated the gesture, and the money was a huge tipping point in finding Rick, but at the same time, Katie didn’t want Jack to think it changed anything.

He could use his money to get her son back, but Rick was still hers. If she had to pretend like it was going to give him an “in” into her son’s world, she wouldn’t allow it. Her stomach rolled. She couldn’t take the money if it came with strings attached. Not if she’d be getting her son back just to lose him to a man she no longer knew. Katie could only take his offering if he understood where she stood in relation to it.

“You’re right about one thing, Jack.”

“What’s that?”

Katie sighed. “It doesn’t change anything with Rick. He’s my son, and you have no rights to him.”

“It’s not about that. If anything like this were to ever happen to Cassie and her child, I would expect you to do whatever was necessary to find out what happened. Not just because you’re a good cop, but because it’s who you are.”

“I would because it’s the right thing to do.”

“Exactly. Just like this is the right thing to do. That money doesn’t mean anything to me. It’s one of the reason’s I never blew it all. Besides, I’m doing this for Rick. Not because he’s my son, but because it’s the right thing and he’s your son.”

Looking into his eyes, she knew he meant every word he said. A huge weight was lifted off her chest immediately. Knowing Jack didn’t want anything but to help, she felt comfortable taking him up on the offer. Katie knew the money would create a bit of chaos as they worked to set up another call center. For a fleeting moment, she thought about telling Conner and Karen about their plan, but the idea was quickly shot down. She knew the procedure, and it wasn’t to support offering so much money to civilians.

It could cause chaos for the police; their dispatchers could be overwhelmed. Katie knew in the midst of all that would be a few solid leads, though. Those were what she cared about. The decision was already made in her mind. The others didn’t need to know, but one person did. Grabbing her phone, she pulled up her sister’s name and hit send. If anyone could make a national press conference happen within a few hours, it would be her amazing little sister.

“How’s Jack doing?”

“He’s getting better. He also came up with a good idea, but I wanted to run it by you,” Katie said.

“What’s his idea?” Jen asked.

“Well, he got the five million back from the fake kidnapping. He wants to use it as a reward for information leading to finding Rick.”

“That’s amazing, but what about his being Rick’s father.”

“He says he wants to do anything to help find him. He knows it doesn’t change anything, but he still offered to help.”

“That’s even better. What do you need from me?”

“I want to have a press conference to get the word out about the reward. How fast can you get the media together to announce it?”

Jen chuckled. “Well, you know me. I can get every channel together in thirty minutes or less. They’ll all be thrilled to get the first scoop on a case like this.”

“I knew I could count on you to get this done.”

“You know me so well. Listen, once this goes public, it’s going to get very hectic. The call lines are going to fill up quickly.”

“I know, but it could give us the break we’re looking for.”

Katie felt more excitement than she had in days. She knew the money would make a huge difference in the hunt for Rick. People, like it or not, were hugely motivated by cash, and the reward Jack was now offering would give the general public a true incentive to start searching for her son. Whoever had him couldn’t stay in hiding forever. Katie’s stomach lurched. As an officer of the law, she knew the risk that came with trying to flush out the kidnapper, but the forty-eight-hour timeframe had already come and gone. She knew when it came to missing children, Rick’s odds were quickly shrinking.

She was too elated to think about the negative repercussions. This was a huge win for them, and she wasn’t going to sully it with the thoughts trying to weasel their way in. The money would help, that much she was sure of. All she had to do was make sure there was a team in place to take the onslaught of tips—both good and bad—that were sure to come pouring in. For the first time in a while, though, there was hope, excitement, and the knowledge that it was a new day with a fresh, renewed sense of hope.

Rick was going to come back to her. Her life was nothing without him. If she didn’t keep the hope alive, her world would be hollow. Taking a deep breath, Katie smiled and pushed away the depression. Things would get better; she knew it.
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Twenty minutes later, she was standing at the main hospital entrance where they normally had patio tables and a café for visitors. They had all been cleared away, though Katie didn’t know how or when. She knew Jen was behind it. Already there were over three dozen media vans and reporters all waiting at the front of a newly erected podium. She fought the urge not to get sick. Public speaking had never been one of her strong points. Katie wished Jen was there to take over.

There was a reason Katie was tasked with giving the press conference, though, and she knew it. The public needed to see her, the grieving mother, desperate to find her son. It would be no act. All she wanted was for Rick to be returned home. Reminding herself of why she was giving the conference, she drew a deep breath. Katie reminded herself that she was doing it for her son, for the one thing that kept her grounded in life.

It was an impressive turnout, though. Katie had anticipated all the local stations and a few from bigger channels, but nothing like what she was seeing. It was going to be on national television, just like Jen had told her. Of course, it was. Katie chuckled and shook her head. Her sister was truly amazing at what she did. She had to have called in every contact she had to get the turnout. Though, the lure of five-million dollars had to be a great incentive as well.

Was it too much to hope that her son would be back in her arms before nightfall? No, it was too much to ask for. They had followed good leads before, and each time, it had ended in heartbreak. Her stomach clenched as her nerves tingled on edge. Everything, all the hope they had for a successful outcome, was riding on her shoulders and the speech she was about to give. The mounting pressure wasn’t helping her to stay calm. She had three minutes before the press was expecting her.

Just then, she noticed Conner walking her way. It was easy to see by the look on his face that he wasn’t happy in the least. It was as unsettling to know he still didn’t seem to want to be of any assistance.

“What in the hell is all of this?” Conner seethed. “What’s going on here?”

“Jack got the fake kidnapper ransom back, and he wanted to use it to help find Rick. It was his idea to give a five-million-dollar reward for information that returns my son. We set up this press conference to get the word out.”

“This isn’t going to help. All my officers are going to be tied up on the phone lines, following phony leads and false accusations. It’s going to be a mess.”

“I don’t really care at this point. All it will take is one solid lead. Then we could have whoever did this behind bars, and I’ll have my son back home.”

“It’s a bad idea, Katie. It’s going to create widespread chaos. Every Tom, Dick, and Harry is going to think they saw something or call just to try to get the reward.”

“Well, I guess you’ll have no choice but to do your part to help find him now, won’t you?”

“We’re already doing everything to find him. This is going too far.”

“Well, it’s not your choice. I’m doing everything in my own power to find my son. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a press conference to get to.”

The rotund man stationed himself in front of the large double doors. Katie’s jaw dropped. She couldn’t believe he was actually going to try to stop her. Rage coursed through her. She’d gone up against drunk men even larger than the captain. He wouldn’t make a move once the reporters could see him. All she had to do was make it to the door. Crouching down, Katie appreciated the look of shock on the man's face. He hadn’t expected her to actually make a run for it.

With speed she’d harnessed from working out daily, Katie charged at him. He grounded himself, the first mistake. By the time she darted to the right, a mere two feet in front of him, he wasn’t ready for her and stumbled as he tried to lunge. Katie burst through the front doors, turning back as the door closed just long enough to see Conner recover and curse under his breath. It was going to be an interesting few minutes, to be certain.
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Fifteen minutes later, she was thanking the reporters and heading back into the hospital. She had told them everything they needed to know, including showing them a picture of Rick that was taken just days before his abduction. There was a frenzy when she told them of the five-million-dollar reward. Almost instantly, she knew it was the magic number that would make the news. It didn’t matter, though. Everything they were doing served the same purpose, getting her boy back.

Katie had to admit, though, she got some pleasure when she gave out the local dispatcher’s number, along with Conner's personal line for tippers to call in. If she was going to blow up her career, the least she could do was have a good time in the process. Thankfully, Conner had disappeared by the time she stepped back inside. Katie made a beeline for Jack’s room once again. When she entered, she skidded to a stop.

A woman she vaguely knew glared at her before cursing at Jack and storming past Katie. Lily Grant was a piece of work. As a distant cousin of Jack and Cassie’s, Katie had only ever met the woman when she was in cuffs. She hated Katie and everything she stood for. There was no love lost between the two of them. The animosity was mutual.

“What’s going on, Jack? What did Lily want?”

“The one thing I knew was going to happen when word got out about that money has already begun. Everyone is coming out of the woodwork and asking for their share. All my old deadbeat friends and family have been calling and coming in nonstop.”

“I’m sorry you’re having to deal with that, but you did a good thing.”

“I know, and it’s not your fault. I didn’t mean to complain about it. You have enough on your plate already.”

“Are you going to be all right, or should I get a guard posted up to weed out the freeloaders?”

“No, I’ll manage to fend them off on my own.” Jack smiled. “As long as this helps get Rick home, that’s all I care about. Besides, if it somehow gets you the information you need to find him, there could never be a better investment.”

“Thank you again, Jack. I can’t tell you how much this means to me. If you ever need a hand fending off anyone, you just give me a call,” Katie offered.

Jack laughed. “I might just have to take you up on that offer. You never know who might come walking through that door.”

“What you’ve done for Rick and me, you won’t have to worry about that. Just let me know if there is anything I can do to help ward off the masses.” Katie smiled.

“Thank you, but I think I’ll be okay.”

Katie hated herself for being the one to expose Jack to the media and his own family. Lily had always been a bad seed, but it hadn’t been something she’d taken into consideration. As a matter of fact, she hadn’t thought about any of the people who would come crawling out of the woodwork. Jack had come back there to start a new life, and now, he would be forced to deal with everyone he’d put distance between. Jack was turning out to be just like she had remembered.

He was kind and charming, and she was struggling to remember why they had ended things in the first place. Still, it didn’t change anything between them. He never wanted Rick, and now it was too late for him to be a part of her child’s life, no matter the help he gave. At that moment, Katie made a promise to herself that she would help protect him from the so-called friends and family who were now going to come after Jack and his money.

It was the least she could do after everything he’d given up to help her find Rick. Even knowing she didn’t want him in her son’s life, Jack hadn’t hesitated to be on her side. It was a debt she would gladly spend the rest of her life repaying. After she found Rick, she had a new and very personal goal in life, but for now, the tip lines were open, and she was ready to get back to the hunt.


27



Before they could talk more about everything happening, the door burst open, and Cassie appeared. Her cheeks were flushed with rage as she stormed over to the bed. Her gaze darted from Katie to Jack and back again.

“Was that Lily I just saw sneaking out of here like the snake she is?” Cassie asked.

Jack nodded. Instantly, Cassie went for the door, but Katie stepped in front of her. She didn’t know the full history between the two women but knew she had no pull in the department to bail her new friend out of jail if she went after Lily. At that moment, she needed Cassie to stay focused on taking care of her brother, not getting revenge against one of the people trying to take advantage of him.

“Hey, just calm down, okay? You don’t want to start this fight right now. You’d be playing right into her hand,” Katie said.

“What the heck do you mean? She’s after Jack’s money, and you know it. He’s got a heart of gold and people—”

“And right now, he needs you here with him, keeping them as far away as possible. You can’t do that for him from a jail cell. Can you?”

“That woman is just the first. Do you know that? They are going to be coming out of the freaking woodwork to try to take advantage of him now,” she growled.

“I know, Cassie. He did this so we could find Rick. I can’t keep looking if I have to wonder what’s going to happen to you. There are going to be more. I need you to keep Jack safe. Conner can post a guard until we can get private security, but you are Jack’s sister, Rick’s aunt now. Can I count on you to keep it under control and not get arrested?”

Cassie nodded and took a deep breath, moving away from the door to sit at her brother’s side. She smiled at him and took his hand. Katie let out the breath she’d been holding in, happy she wouldn’t have to make a citizen’s arrest against her son’s aunt.

Without warning, Conner burst through the door. She could tell the man was livid, but that was something she was starting to get used to. After the recent altercations between the two, the guy knew better than to get into her face.

“What now, Conner?” Katie asked.

“The call center is being overwhelmed with calls, and these so-called leads are costing the department a small fortune. I told you this was going to happen.”

“I have to do whatever it takes to find my son. What do you expect from me?”

“A little common courtesy would be nice. I had to approve more overtime than ever just to handle the call load.”

Katie laughed. “My son’s missing and you’re worried about overtime? Maybe you should get your priorities in check. I don’t care about your overtime and personal issues with me. The only thing that matters is that I get Rick back home, safe and sound.”

“What in the hell, Katie? I thought we talked about this. When are you going to—”

“Hey. It was my idea to put the reward up to find Rick,” Jack said. “Why don’t you leave her alone and help her find her little boy?”

Jack’s words seemed to pierce through Conner and stopped him from talking. Katie needed a minute to think, so she walked to the window. She was excited about the new leads coming in and knew Jen would be busy tapping into the dispatch lines to sort out the good ones from the bad. Still, there was another problem she couldn’t ignore. Conner didn’t seem like he was going to let her slip past any time soon. If he wasn’t going to let her out of his sight, she’d have to get away without his noticing. From where he was stationed at the door, though, it wasn’t looking good.

Turning the lock on the hospital room window, she saw that it would open a few feet, and she could fit through. Still, they were on the second floor. The brush below would offer her some padding, but there was no telling what she might break in the process. She was no good to her son if she was laid up in the hospital under lock and key. No, there had to be another way. There was always the direct route. Katie could charge him again and hope he hadn’t gotten wise to her moves yet.

Suddenly, the door burst open, and her mother appeared. The flustered woman took in the tension in the air and quickly smiled. If anyone could diffuse the situation, it was going to be Rose. She had never been so grateful for the fiery woman standing there now. Rose was as protective over her grandchild as she was of her own children. She’d keep Conner in line.

“What’s the problem here?” Rose asked.

“Your daughter is creating a nightmare at the precinct. We can’t keep up with the calls coming in.”

“That’s a good thing, right? Well, you shouldn’t have to worry about that. I’ll take over and handle the call center.”

“You should get ahold of Ava, Mom. She’s amazing with that sort of thing.”

“Not to be rude, but this is a police matter, Rose. I don’t need a civilian telling me how to run my department.”

Rose snorted. “Yeah? Seems to me you’re doing a fine job so far.” Rose snorted.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Well, for one, you’ve already lost your best officer because you can’t…”

Katie couldn’t take the bickering any longer. She had to get out of there. With her mother now there, it offered the perfect distraction for her to do so. Conner kept glancing in her direction, though. Katie knew she wasn’t going to make it past without him noticing, not as long as he was facing her. She moved casually as the man bickered with her mother. First, she took a drink to Jack before standing near the door and folding a few sheets that had been brought in for the patient. As she watched her mother arguing about the best way to set up the call center and the ideal location, she’d nearly made it to the bedroom door leading into the hallway.

Just as she was about to turn the knob and make a dash for the hallway, her mother’s eyes landed on her. The split second was enough to get Conner to turn around. She quickly retracted her hand before the man saw her and gave her mother her undivided attention. Later, she’d have to let Rose know what she’d been trying to do and how her mother’s curious nature had thwarted her escape plans. The woman would get a kick out of it, knowing she was a great spy without realizing it.

“Katie, you should call Jen. She has an update on that project she was working on, and I think it will do you good to listen to what she has to say.” Rose smiled.

“What kind of project?” Conner barked. “Have you been doing more work behind our backs?”

“It’s just a family matter,” Rose said. “I don’t need the police telling me how to run my family.”

“I’ll just step outside and call her real quick,” Katie said. “It will only take a moment.”

“Katie! Don’t think about going anywhere. There’s still a lot we need to talk about. We’re not done here. Not by a long shot.”

“Why don’t you finish with me first? I think we were in the middle of discussing something, too.”

Her mother could also make for a great distraction. One of these days, she’d have to tell her how good she really was. Before Conner could turn back to her, Katie slipped out of the room, popping open her phone with no intention of calling her sister. It gave her an excuse to stop and look up and down the hall, though. There were no other officers milling around. Conner hadn’t posted anyone at the exits, but she was sure that he was tracking her car. It didn’t matter. All she needed was a head start. Taking a deep breath, she darted for the nearest exit and burst through the doors, not slowing until she was inside her car and pulling away.

Jen had information for her, and she didn’t want to get it over the phone. There was no way of knowing if Conner or Karen had tapped her line. Conner wasn’t going to throw her in a cell, not before she found her boy. If she had to spend the next ten years evading him to find Rick, then so be it. After that, he could do whatever he wanted, but something told her the media frenzy she’d created would do a good job of tying his hands.
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She had planned on heading right for the house, but no sooner had she pulled onto the road than Katie saw another car leave the hospital. It wasn’t strange that others were coming and going, but it was odd that the woman looked a good bit like Karen, though her face was shielded by sunglasses and a large hat. The last thing she needed was the woman following her. Instead of turning for her house when the road ended and split directions, Katie turned for the middle of town.

If Karen was tailing her in the hopes of getting information to make Conner's case against Katie stronger, she wasn’t going to make it easy. Just as the academy had taught her how to tail a car, she could lose one just as easily. Granted, the woman was with the state government, but nothing about Karen struck Katie as someone who worked in the field. Katie knew her hometown better than most locals. Karen was no match for her.

Even if the woman was able to follow her through the streets, she would gladly pop Karen’s tires without remorse. Still, she had to call her sister to let her know what was happening. If Karen slowed her down for more than a few minutes, Jen would get worried. She would call her mother, who would inadvertently alert Conner to her departure, something she was trying to delay as long as possible.

There was too much on the line, especially now with the massive reward, for Katie to risk being brought in. If simple evasive measures didn’t work, she’d disable the woman’s car and slow her down for sure. Grabbing her phone, she dialed her sister’s number and put the phone on speaker. She had to let her know she was okay, even if she was going to be a few minutes late getting home. There never seemed to be a dull moment.

“Hey, Katie,” Jen said when she answered the phone. “Did Mom talk to you?”

“She mentioned you had some information I should talk to you about.”

“Well, my friend ran a search on the specs of the alley. It turns out it’s narrow enough that there aren’t many vehicles that would actually fit through there.”

“So, what do you have for me?”

“We were able to narrow the options, based off of what we know, down to about a hundred cars. Which brings us a whole lot closer to finding the one the witnesses described.”

“That’s great. How long before we can get that down to one?”

“Shouldn’t be much longer. We’re closing in on the kidnapper now. I just thought you should know we were making headway.”

“Thanks. I’m actually heading back to the house now. Should be there in a few minutes.”

“Sounds good, but do you know what would sound even better?”

“What’s that?” Katie asked.

“If you could stop at the donut shop and get a few dozen. Nothing in particular, but just something for the help to snack on. I’m sure you know what to get.”

Katie chuckled. “Is that a cop joke you just laid on me?”

“It sure is. So, do you mind grabbing us some?”

“Not at all. I’ll stop there first and then head your way.”

“Thank you,” Jen said. “Oh, and if you could get us some coffee. Got a few caffeine addicts here who could use a boost.”

“No problem. Probably wouldn’t hurt if I had a little caffeine myself. See you soon, sis.”

Katie didn’t mind making the stop. She had to lose Karen or whoever the woman was following her. She wanted a little time to clear her head as well. The last few days had been filled with nothing but panic. She couldn’t keep running on high alert all the time, or she was going to burn herself out again. The moments of peace, of quiet that she could take in between were going to be her saving grace. They reminded her to stay grounded, to stay focused, and keep her head clear for her son.

One side road after another, Katie whipped through the streets. The car did its best to stay on her tail, but after cutting off a garbage truck and nearly trading paint with two different tractors, Katie was able to lose her stalker. She pulled into the donut shop ten minutes later and climbed out of her car to head for the front doors. As soon as she walked in, a warm memory engulfed her. It was one of Rick’s favorite Sunday morning stops. He always got a bear claw and hot chocolate, and in the fall months, he’d get hot apple cider.

She tried to ignore the pain in her chest as the woman behind the counter grinned at her. Katie plastered the same fake smile she’d used most of her adult life on her face as she placed the order. Taking a little time to catch her breath, she waited outside for the order to be ready. As an afterthought, as she went back over the conversation with her sister, Katie knew she needed to keep her in the loop on what was happening with the chase. She also needed Jen to do something for her. She had an idea, but it was a long shot.

Katie dug her phone out of her pocket and dialed her sister again. If there was even a chance that her idea would work, she had to take it. As she put the phone up to her ear, Katie glanced around the parking lot. Nothing unusual, but it always felt weird to stand alone, and she needed to keep herself busy while waiting for Jen to answer. After the second ring, her sister answered.

“Did you forget something?”

“No, but I have an idea. Could you print me the list of names left on the cars? It’s possible that if I just see the name, it could trigger a memory.”

“That’s not a bad idea. I’ll have them print it out so you can look it over. Is everything all right? It sounds like you’re preoccupied.”

“I’m just trying to think of anything that might be able to move the process along. I’m hoping a name pops out at me.”

Jen chuckled. “It sure would make this easier. How long before you get here?”

“Shouldn’t be too much longer. I’m just waiting for the order, so it may be a few more minutes before I leave here.”

“All right. Anything else going through that head that could be helpful?”

Katie sighed. “I don’t know about helpful, but would you be able to sweep my SUV for bugs when I get back?”

“I can do that, but is there any specific reason? Did something happen to make you think we needed to?”

“Well, I don’t know, but I’m not taking any chances,” Katie said. “I think I’m being followed. A car left the hospital at the same time I did and tailed me for a bit.”

“That doesn’t make sense, but if you are, you need to get your butt home as soon as possible. Keep an eye on the tail, and we’ll get everything scanned when you get home.”

“Thanks, sis. Hopefully, I’m just being paranoid.”

Jen sighed. “Me, too, but you have good instincts. If you think you’re being followed, you probably are. Get back to the house.”

As soon as she ended the call with her sister, she headed back into the shop to pick up the order. She barely made it out before one of the locals started to approach her. Katie knew she wasn’t in a good place mentally to have a casual conversation and pretend like she was holding it together. Instead, she ran to her SUV and quickly pulled back out onto the road. Within minutes, the car was on her tail again.

Her hands tightened on the wheel when she caught the woman’s gaze. At least Karen had given up the ruse of her disguise. Now, with a renewed rage, Katie started her evasive maneuvers once again. As she did, Katie thought about what was waiting for her back at her house. The list was going to help. She knew it. Something about the silver car kept playing through her mind, but she couldn’t place it. The knowledge that it was right there, out of her reach, was infuriating.

Moving with enough speed that people and cars around her were starting to notice, Katie darted through the streets to the outskirts of town, and before long, she had lost her stalker once again. The trip had been an informative one. There was no way Karen had found her a second time without having a tracker on her car. She cursed under her breath. Her car had been open and exposed a dozen times between when Karen had arrived and when Katie went AWOL. Now it was up to Jen to find the tag before Karen started to cause real trouble to their investigation.
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When she pulled onto her road, Katie was blown away by the chaos that greeted her. Cars were lined up on either side of the street, a steady stream of people moving in and out of her garage. She couldn’t believe the outpouring of support that seemed to be in full force. Right away, she recognized her mother’s car in the driveway. She wasn’t surprised to find Rose spearheading the operation.

No sooner had she pulled onto the road in search of a parking spot than she saw her sister running out of the house to flag her down. With nowhere else to park, she put the car into park and climbed out to hug her sibling. It was good to see her. Despite only having been gone a few hours, it somehow felt like an eternity. Opening the passenger door, she grabbed the three boxes of donuts and two boxes of coffee from the passenger seat.

“I still don’t think I got enough,” Katie muttered.

“Yeah, I guess this place blew up a little bit after the reward money was announced. I should have mentioned that on the phone.”

“No, this is fine. This is the chaos I was expecting. I mean, they are all here for Rick, right? I can’t be upset about that. I just…it’s a lot.”

Jen chuckled. “You aren’t joking. I promise it’s not that bad, and no one is allowed to go upstairs, so you’ve still got your private space. It was either this or the station, and I didn’t think you’d want that.”

“No,” Katie said. “No, this is the best place for it. I want to be in the loop.”

“Good, then you head inside. Mom’s waiting for you. I’m gonna sweep the SUV, and I’ll get it parked for you.”

“Thanks,” Katie said.

She wanted to be updated with what they’d found, but she knew Jen wanted to get the car checked for bugs first. She was already starting her scan with the handheld device. Jen paused and gave her a playful smile and wink.

“I promise I’ll be in as soon as I’m done. Ten minutes tops. You should know that if we had anything concrete, I would tell you before doing this, but as it is, this takes precedence right now. Go on, I’ll be right in, big sister,” Jen said.

Katie smiled at her and nodded, working her way toward the front door. She hadn’t even reached the porch when the door opened, and her mother came bustling out to take some of Katie’s load. As soon as she stepped through the threshold of the front door, the rest of the items were whisked away from her. It was quite a sight to behold. Her house was now the base of operations both for the call center and the second investigation. She was quickly overwhelmed by the activity. Once her hands were free, her mother pulled Katie into her arms.

“This is really impressive, Mom. I can’t believe how much you guys have been able to accomplish since I’ve been gone,” Katie said. “Were you able to get ahold of Ava and get her to help?”

“Well, I gave a few calls, but the number came back as out of service. I tried to get ahold of her, but no one seems to have a new number for the girl.”

“That’s okay. This still looks amazing.”

Katie glanced around the room, soaking in the work her mother had put into the call center. The woman was a miracle worker, to say the least. Rose had managed to turn the entire living room into a working space. There were several people from the neighborhood working the phones and taking notes. All of the calls were being filtered through the system set in the center of the room.

“There are a lot of people who care and want nothing more than to help you get Rick back. The turnout has been truly amazing,” Rose said.

“It’s a beautiful thing. It looks like we’ll have a lot of thank you cards to send out when Rick gets home.”

“That is true.” Rose smiled. “Now, we have this all under control. You don’t need to worry about the calls. We’re filtering them all and making sure only the ones that seem realistic are pushed to the top. We’re going to find him. I can feel it.”

“Thanks, Mom.”

She was completely blown away by the outpouring of love and support she saw. It was a little strange that Ava wasn’t there. Normally, the young woman loved that sort of thing. Still, she wasn’t all that shocked. Ava had talked about taking some time off after Millie came back as the dispatcher. Before she could call the young woman herself, she saw Jen slipping in through the front door and quickly found herself distracted.

There was way too much going on to give more volunteers much thought. She wanted to get her hands on the list her sister had told her about. Jen managed to catch her eye and indicated she should join her in the kitchen. As soon as she crossed into the room, she saw the space was slightly less chaotic than the rest of her main floor. Right away, Katie that she had something in her hand, something small.

Her heart sank. She knew enough about tracking devices to recognize one when she saw it. Her blood was boiling. Katie was ready to drive down to the precinct and give them a piece of her mind. The tracker was illegal, no matter their personal thoughts on her or the case they had open on her son. She ground her teeth and fought to stay in control of her emotions. Pummeling Conner and Karen wouldn’t do her any good, at least not at that moment. There would be time for that later.

“Judging by the look on your face, you know exactly what this is,” Jen said.

“We’ve had a few cases that we needed them for. Any clue who might have put it there?”

“I think it’s safe to say you have a pretty good idea, though I don’t know right off, and there’s no evidence to prove who put it in place yet.”

Katie sighed. “Not like it would do much good. Did you get that list for me?”

“Yep. Got it right here. Every name on there is all that’s left after we ran the specs of the alley,” Jen said, handing it over.

“Thank you. Hopefully, something will stand out.”

“We’re hoping for the same thing. Why don’t you grab one of those cups of coffee and take that list to your room so you can look over it in peace?”

“That’s a great idea. I think I’ll do that. Looks like you and Mom have this all well under control.”

Jen chuckled. “I think it’s being handled. Anyway, let me know if anyone jumps out at you. We’ll look into them immediately if someone does.”

“I will, sis,” Katie said. “Again, thank you for all of this. For everything you’ve been doing. I couldn’t have made it this far without you.”

“Anything to help. You know I love that boy as much as you do. We’re going to find him.”

“I’m starting to believe that, too. There are too many people invested in his safe return for us to come up emptyhanded.”

Climbing the steps with the papers tucked under her arm and the coffee in her hand, Katie slipped into her bedroom and closed the door behind her. She could still hear the people downstairs, but it was a peaceful hum of activity. Setting the printout and the coffee on her vanity, she sat down and started looking through the names. She made it roughly halfway down the list before wondering if it was going to be another dead end. But Katie wasn’t going to give up, and she kept scanning.

Near the bottom, four from the end of the list, there was one name she recognized—Tony Young. She couldn’t place it, though, and it was driving her insane. Prying through her memory, she searched for the link, the connection keeping her son away from her. Suddenly, Katie gasped as her mind severed the final link. Tony Young was familiar because she was friends with his wife.

Katie felt like she was going to be sick as she jumped to her feet. Her hands were shaking as she looked at the name again and then the address for where it was registered. It couldn’t be. There was no way. It had to be some sort of coincidence, but even as she considered it, Katie knew it wasn’t possible to just be a fluke. She wanted to scream out at the truth. Yet it was staring her right in the face in black and white.

The kidnapper’s car belonged to Millie’s husband.
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Katie didn’t think as she grabbed her jacket from the end of the bed. She knew where Millie and her husband lived. It was a quaint house on the outskirts of town, lovingly restored by Tony in the months leading up to the birth of their first child. Now, Katie was left wondering if the woman she’d called a friend was responsible for taking her son. It didn’t make any sense, but she wasn’t going to obsess over it, not until she got the chance to talk with Millie and Tony in person.

As much as she wanted to race out without any help, she knew she couldn’t go alone. It wasn’t safe for either the kidnappers or Katie. If they had her son, she would rip out their throats without thinking twice about it. No, someone had to come along to play Switzerland. Jen was the perfect person for the mission. She would see the world with a level head, something it seemed like Katie couldn’t do the last few days.

Jogging down the steps, she grabbed ahold of Jen and quickly told her to get her coat and come with her. Her sister gave her a confused look, but she didn’t argue when Katie promised to explain everything once they were in the car. She knew her mother was worried when she saw the two women slip outside, but Rose didn’t follow them out. Thankfully, her faith in her children was rock solid.

She knew they wouldn’t be leaving unless it was absolutely necessary to find her grandson. As they moved to the SUV and she quickly climbed behind the wheel, Jen insisted Katie tell her what was going on. She sighed and rolled her eyes as they pulled away from the house and the chaos inside. While she was enjoying her sister getting irritated, Katie knew it wasn’t the time for games. Rick was far too important.

“Look, I don’t know anything for sure, but I want to talk to Millie and her husband because I think the car used to snatch Rick was theirs.”

“Holy shit, Katie. We don’t need to go over there and question them. We should be calling the cops. Let them bring the woman in and do it right.”

“It’s not the perfect evidence. The name just popped up on the sheet and got me thinking. I don’t want to say it was her, but I’ll know as soon as I talk to her.”

“This is a big break, though. What are the odds that someone that close to you has a matching vehicle to the kidnapper?”

Katie sighed. “That’s my thought. Still, I want to give her the benefit of the doubt and a chance to explain some things. I’ll be able to tell if she’s lying to me.”

“I still think it would be best to let the police handle it.”

“Why? Because they’ve done such a fine job of handling things so far.”

“That’s fair, but you have to promise me we’ll let Conner know what we find.”

“Fine, but I’m going to ask her some questions first. If there is anything that doesn’t seem right or we come up with some clue, I promise I’ll let Conner know what we find.”

“Katie, you have to keep your cool. Play this by the book.”

“I just need to get a handle on the situation. That’s all,” Katie said.

The drive didn’t take very long, and before she knew it, they were pulling up to the house Katie had once been welcomed inside. It was hard enough knowing Millie was involved but knocking on the door of the woman she suspected of taking her child was making her body tremble. She wanted to burst through it, guns blazing, but she held herself together and, instead, knocked on the door with as much calmness as she could muster. There was no response from the other side. Taking a deep breath, she knocked a second time with more enthusiasm.

Still, no answer came from the other side. Grinding her teeth, Katie reached for the doorknob, but Jen grabbed her hand and stopped her. Of course, they weren’t there. They were probably already on the road, running with her son and their newborn baby. How did they think they could get away with it? Why all the games? She resisted when Jen grabbed ahold of her, working to drag her back to the waiting car. Katie didn’t want to go; she didn’t want to leave without answers.

“What the hell are you doing?” Jen hissed.

“I am going in there to find my son, and if he’s not inside, I’m going to find out where in the hell they took him. I didn’t bring you along so you could stop me,” Katie snapped.

“You’re an officer of the law, Katie. You can’t go around breaking into people’s houses. You got a free pass on beating that guy up in the precinct, but that’s not going to happen again.”

Katie glared at her and jerked her arm free. “You think I care about upholding the law right now? Really? That’s where your head is at?”

Jen glared at her. “Get your ass in the car right now.”

Already she could see the neighbors taking an interest in them, though, and a scene wouldn’t do them any good. If someone decided to call the cops, she would never be able to talk her way out of it. Plus, she would be forced to tell Conner what they’d found, and as it was, the link was one she wanted to keep secret until she was sure. Taking a deep breath, Katie climbed into the SUV again, but she didn’t start the engine. She needed a minute to get her head on straight.

“I know you want answers, sis, but this isn’t the way to do it. I need you to take a deep breath and get ahold of yourself here.”

“I’m trying to, but the answers I need could be on the other side of that door.”

Jen sighed. “I understand, but that anger you have built up inside of you with Rick missing, you have to let it go. You’re allowing it to control your actions, and it’s not doing you, or him, any good.”

“I know you’re right.” Katie sighed. “I feel like I’m losing control. What am I going to do, Jen?”

“Just take a minute to allow yourself to calm down. Either way, Rick is going to be okay. For all we know, Millie probably had nothing to do with this.”

“Yeah, but no other names popped out at me.”

“You know as well as I do that it could be just a coincidence. We won’t know anything until they have been questioned,” Jen said. “Breaking in the door will only get you arrested, and then what?”

“Then I can’t be there for Rick.”

“Exactly. Just a little patience. Now, take a deep breath and allow that anger to leave your body. We’ll get our chance soon enough.”

Katie closed her eyes and pictured her son. He was the only thing keeping her going. Nearly thirty minutes later, Katie was about ready to storm the door again when they saw a blue car moving in their direction. Right away, she recognized the woman in the passenger seat. Her heart started to race. It was the people they were hunting, but it wasn’t the car they were searching for. She felt like she was going to be sick as the couple pulled into their driveway. Millie waved as they passed by where the women was sitting in their car.

“Do people who kidnap kids usually wave and smile?” Jen asked.

Katie swallowed. “No. Something isn’t right. You’re right that Millie would never do something like this. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

“The only way we are going to get to the bottom of this is if we get out and talk to them. Can I trust you to keep your head on straight, or do you need to be left in the car?”

“Don’t treat me like I’m a rookie, Jen. I’m a cop, which is more than you can say,” Katie growled. She reached for the door handle.

“Then don’t act like one, Katie,” Jen shot back. “Do you think I like being like this? I’m just trying to keep you from being arrested. Got it?”

She glared at her sister but nodded. She understood that it was just a friendly conversation, and for the time being, she needed to trust that her sister knew what she was doing. Reminding herself that the people now waiting for them outside their car were friends, Katie nodded. Getting Rick back was the single most important thing in the world, and it could only be done from outside of a prison cell.
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“Hey, Katie,” Millie said. “Is everything okay? I heard about Rick; do you know anything yet?”

“That’s what I want to know, Millie. We’ve got some information that I think you need to explain,” Katie replied.

“Easy, Katie,” Jen warned. “Let’s keep in mind that right now, we are just looking to have a conversation with them. Don’t forget, Millie has been your friend for almost a decade, and Tony has lived here since he was born.”

“Katie, what’s going on? Did something new happen? You know you can talk to me, right? I know with the new baby and all that I haven’t been much help, but—”

“It’s not that, Millie.”

The woman’s eyes darted to her husband and Jen in confusion. In the car seat dangling off her arm, her newborn baby was sleeping peacefully. He was bundled against the cold, so only his little face could be seen. It broke her heart when she thought back to Rick being that age. Fresh and new from the hospital, it had been her parents and Jen who had gotten her through. There hadn’t been a single night where she knew she didn’t have family she could count on. Everything about the situation broke her heart.

Pulling herself back to the conversation, she realized it was unfathomable that Millie or Tony could be involved with taking her son. They were like family to her. As she listened to Jen tell Millie about the investigation so far, tears sprang into the woman’s eyes. She covered her mouth to stop the sobs as her husband took the baby and let them all inside. No, Millie was just as shocked and heartbroken as the rest of them over the situation. She knew in her gut that they didn’t have a hand in things, no matter what the report said.

“I’m so sorry this is happening to you, but I don’t understand how we can help.”

Jen sighed. “To make a long story short, your car is on the short list of possible vehicles that could have taken Rick. It’s one of the few that would actually fit down the alleyway.”

“Oh, my God,” Millie sobbed. “I…we just sold that car last week. We haven’t had the chance to get the title swapped over, but it’s not ours anymore.”

“So, you don’t own the vehicle?” Katie asked.

“No, with the baby on the way, we had been trying to sell it for a few months. We finally got someone to look at it last week, and they bought it with cash. I can’t believe we might have sold our car to a kidnapper.”

“We don’t know for sure that was the car actually used. We’re just running down the list of owners, and since Katie knows you, we figured we’d start here.”

Millie wiped her eyes. “I wish I could be more help or could tell you we had nothing to do with it and the car was here.”

“It’s okay,” Katie said. “We’re chasing every lead at this point.”

“I understand. I was hoping you were stopping by to give me good news about Rick. I never would have guessed the real reason you came over. I wish I would have never sold that stupid car now.”

“None of this is your fault. So, don’t go blaming yourself,” Jen said. “We’re going to find who did this, and Rick will be back home again.”

Katie knew it was too easy for the car to lead them right to Rick’s abductors. Still, the information was far from useless. Knowing it was sold, but had been theirs at one point, was a step in the right direction. It gave her hope, despite the car not being there. Plus, it was nice confirmation knowing her friends weren’t involved. They had to keep pushing forward. It was the only way they would stay on Rick’s trail.

“Do you still have the information for the person that bought it?” Katie asked.

“Yeah,” Tony said.

“That’s great news,” Jen said.

Katie glanced at her. She knew her sister was trying to keep things upbeat and positive. While she loved her for it, it was starting to get under her skin. She didn’t want to see the sunny side of things. Katie wanted information and nothing else. If Jen felt the need to have a leisurely conversation, she could do it on her own time. It was infuriating that she didn’t seem to pick up on the rush Katie was in.

Katie cleared her throat, looking pointedly at the man sitting across from her. His cheeks flushed bright red as the question Jen had asked lingered in the air. Obviously, he wasn’t piecing together what they wanted him to do. Suddenly, it seemed to dawn on him that there was something he was supposed to be doing. Katie would have been amused by his lack of understanding, but they were on a tight timeline, and she couldn’t wait forever.

“Right! I’ll go see if I can dig it out. We were supposed to meet them yesterday to get everything switched over, but with the chaos around here, we just didn’t get a chance, too.”

“Thank you,” Katie said.

He hesitated. “Listen, I know it’s against the law to do it, but we weren’t too worried about the title. They seemed like nice kids. However, you should know they talked about doing the title change from the road.”

Her heart started to race again. If they were already gone, there would be no way to track them unless they put a BOLO on the car. The man nodded and quickly jumped up from the sofa. Within seconds he was gone from sight in hunt of the information they needed to move on to the next leg of their journey. She hated that it wasn’t as simple as locating the car’s GPS but understood why the older cars were so loved. Just like her SUV, the little car would run forever if it was well taken care of.

“Yeah,” Millie said. “She seemed like a good kid.”

“Had you ever seen them before?” Katie asked.

“No, but she was some friend of Ava’s. The girl was a college friend from a town over. We didn’t talk much about what she was doing, but she was nice enough that I wasn’t too worried about the title.”

“Who was with her?”

“She brought a guy with her to look at the car. As nice as she was, the guy was a bit of a creep,” Millie said. “Well, he looked kind of creepy, anyway.”

Millie started to tear up again, and Katie could tell that the pain was genuine. She really felt bad for putting the new mother through the questions, but she had to do whatever it took to find her son.

“Is there anything else you can tell us about the two?”

“No.” Millie sobbed. “I just can’t believe our car was used to take Rick. I hate to think that anything bad could happen to him or you. I absolutely adore you guys.”

“We’re going to find him. I promise you that,” Katie said. “Everything you’ve told us has been a huge help.”

“I hope so.”

“It has, I promise. Thank you for everything, Millie,” Katie said.

“Anything I can do to help find Rick. I hope you nail this son of a bitch.”

After what felt like an eternity, Millie’s husband reappeared with a slip of paper in his hands. He smiled at the trio of women victoriously, but it quickly faded when he remembered the entirety of the situation. Sitting back down, Tony handed her a piece of paper and a photo of the happy couple—Millie and her husband—standing in front of a silver car.

“I thought the picture might help. It was about taken about five years ago, but that shows the damage on the front bumper.”

“Tony here ran us into a curb to save a rabbit that ran across the road,” Millie said.

Tony smiled. “Hey, that one bunny life was worth the dent in the bumper. I hope it helps. That paper has the address and phone number of the kids who bought it, but the line’s already disconnected. I think they must have left their apartment already.”

She felt like she was going to be sick as she whispered her appreciation. Her sister must have seen that she was getting overwhelmed and quickly ushered her back out of the house. Katie didn’t know what she would do without Jen. As soon as they were in the crisp, fresh air, her mind snapped back to the task at hand. They were one step closer. Now all they had to do was go to the kids’ apartment and follow their trail from there. She knew they were close. Her gut told her as much. Keeping that hope alive was the only thing that kept Katie moving.
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She quickly made a dash for the driver’s side of the car. Katie didn’t want her sister to get any ideas and climb behind the wheel. Being in control of where they were going was the only way she could ensure the trail they followed stayed hot. Seconds later, with the address in mind, they pulled out onto the road. She was surprised it took Jen as long as it did to realize she wasn’t heading back for the house.

“What are you doing?” Jen asked.

Katie didn’t answer. Jen was going to be upset, and she knew it, but there was no point in arguing. Her sister wasn’t going to change her mind about where she was going. It wasn’t a mission she wanted to do alone. She needed her sister there with her, at her side, when she found her little boy.

“I swear to God, Katie. Pull this car over right now,” Jen said.

“I’m sorry, Jen, but I can’t do that. If we go to the house and give the police this information, they’ll slip through our fingers. I know they will.”

“Dammit, Katie, pull over right now so we can talk!”

Katie went back to ignoring her as the town flew past them. They had to go to the couple’s apartment. Jen was a logical thinker. Katie already knew they would be breaking and entering, plus leaving the county after Conner had made it clear that she needed to stay put.

“Katie, you’ve got fifteen seconds to pull over, or I’m jumping from the car. Fifteen, fourteen…”

Katie groaned and quickly slammed on the brakes. The tires squealed as she skidded onto the gravel patch on the side of the road. She didn’t doubt that her sister would keep her word and leap from the moving car just to prove her point. It was infuriating that Jen was as stubborn as she was. There would be a fight coming, but she was ready. Nothing, not even her sister’s logical thinking, could keep her away from her son.

“I want you to tell me where in the hell we are going?” Jen fumed.

“Just following the lead, nothing more.”

“Oh, no. You’re not getting off that easy. What’s the plan when you get there?”

“I’m not going to lose my cool. I want to ask a few questions to know for sure they had nothing to do with it.”

“Are you sure you can do this without getting yourself or me into any more trouble?”

Katie sighed. “I know this all seems to be a big mess everywhere it leads, but I promise I will do this by the book. I only want answers, Jen.”

Jen snorted. “Right. Okay then, what would happen if we let the cops handle it themselves?”

“Well, they’d probably show up with a large force and scare the suspect. So, I think it would be best if it’s only you and me. That way, it’s just a couple of people with a few questions.”

“I’m only going to agree if you promise to stay cool and let me do the talking.”

“I’m the one who has the son missing, and I’m the only one here who is a cop. I’m not going bad cop on them. I just want to talk to—”

“Yeah, like you were going to bust into Millie’s house. I’ll do the talking, got it?”

“Fine, but can we go now? I’d really like to get there before the trail goes cold.”

“Do you promise?”

“Pinky swear,” Katie said. “Cross my heart and hope to—”

“Smartass. Just don’t make me regret this.”

Twenty minutes later, they were pulling up to a modest apartment complex. It was the perfect place for a young couple just starting out, but Katie knew the dark secret they were hiding. They were monsters who had no remorse, no souls. Only truly evil people could kidnap a sweet child like Rick. She was still puzzled over the connection with Ava, but it would get sorted soon enough. The girl was off enjoying her weekend after a job well done, as any twenty-something-year-old should be.

Katie couldn’t focus on more than she already had on her plate. Slipping the car into park, she scanned the door numbers for the right apartment before opening the car door. Right away, Jen grabbed her wrist to slow her down. Katie ground her teeth. Her nerves were on edge, and she didn’t want things to disintegrate into another bickering match. If they were going to be looking for Rick together, they had to get on the same page.

“We do this my way, remember?” Jen asked.

She nodded and climbed out. The apartment was on the building’s main floor. Katie pressed her ear to the door but heard nothing on the other side. She took a few steps back, preparing herself before she kicked in the door. Before she could lunge for it, though, her sister jumped in front of her.

“What are you doing?” Katie hissed.

Jen pulled out a lock-pick kit and waved it in front of Katie. She rolled her eyes but took herself out of the crouched position. Her skilled sister didn’t take more than a few seconds to pick the lock. When the door swung open, Katie felt like she was going to be sick. They stepped into an empty apartment. It looked like the couple had left in a hurry based on the things still lying around. Katie felt the rage starting to grow inside of her.

She hated herself for taking so long to get there, for making the decision to do the press conference instead of following leads. Who knew how long they’d been gone or if they had just left the apartment. For all she knew, they could have already been in Canada by the time the broadcast went out. Her body started to shake as Jen grabbed her arm to calm her down again.

“Come on,” Jen whispered. “Let’s go figure out where these people went.”

The sisters made their way to the apartment office. It was a rundown little room at the entrance to the complex, and the man behind the counter looked as though he was tired of his job. Katie knew the man would be a problem the minute they walked in. Still, she needed to know where the people had gone.

“What can I do for you two?” the manager said.

“We’re looking for a couple of people who were staying here recently,” Katie said.

“I’m sorry, but I can’t give you any information without a warrant.”

“I only want to know when they left.”

“I can’t help you,” the man hesitated. “Wait, aren’t you the woman from the TV? Your son was kidnapped, right?”

“Yes, that’s me.”

“Is this about your son?”

Katie sighed. “Yes. We’re chasing down a lead, and we think it’s possible we’re following our main suspects.”

“I’m sorry for brushing you off. I’d do anything to find my daughter if that were me. The only thing I know for sure is that they bought that car right before they moved out.”

“Do you know anything else, or did they happen to mention where they were going?”

The man sighed. “I don’t really know anything. They did say something about heading to Florida, but other than that, I can’t really help.”

“Thank you, sir. You’ve actually been more help than you realize,” Jen said.

They made their way back to the car despite the nausea starting to overcome her. She refused to give up on Rick, though. The child was her world. Life wasn’t worth living without him in her arms. As she climbed behind the wheel and closed her eyes, Katie tried to keep herself from breaking down. Jen climbed into the passenger seat and sighed.

“Hey, we’ve got the entire nation…no, the entire globe looking for Rick. Something is bound to turn up sooner or later,” Jen said.

“I know, I know, it just takes so much energy to keep that hope alive. I don’t know what else to do. This whole thing is a mess. What if we don’t find him, Jen?”

“Don’t you dare start talking like that, Katie. What would Rick say about you giving up? Your little boy is out there fighting for his life. Now you want to throw in the towel?”

Katie was shocked by her sister’s harsh words, but they succeeded in what they were supposed to do. She had snapped Katie out of the circling drain of self-pity. Rick was fighting to stay alive, and she would never stop fighting for him, either. It was her job as a mother to protect him, and she wasn’t going to fail again.

“No,” Katie hissed. “I’m not giving up. Not now and not ever.”

Jen grinned. “That’s my girl.”
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She wasn’t sure what their next move needed to be. Without knowing the couple or where they were headed, the investigation had once again reached a standstill. With every passing second, the chances of her son being taken out of the country grew. They couldn’t stop looking for him. They had to get word to the border that someone might try to take him across to Canada or fly off the continent. It was bad enough they’d hit a wall. All she could do now was think about where to go from there.

Katie knew they needed more help. While it was wonderful having Jen and her team there helping with the search, their manpower was spread thin with the new tips rolling in. She hated the idea of bringing in the police force on the lead but knew they were running out of options. They had to get more people on the case and field any good leads they got. She took a deep breath and shook her head. Despite the vehicle rumbling beneath her, she had no direction to go. Closing her eyes, Katie prayed for some guidance.

“All right. So, where do we go from here, sis? What are we going to do since we have no idea where in Florida the couple is heading?”

Katie sighed. “There’s nothing else we can do besides calling the police. They can put out a statewide APB on the car, and maybe we will get lucky. Hopefully, some state officer will see the car and then pick them up.”

“You know as well as I do that the moment you contact the police, they’re going to have all the information that we’ve found so far.”

“I know, but I really don’t see any other way at this point.”

“What if we took it in an entirely different direction?” Jen asked.

“What do you mean? You don’t want to go to the police?”

“I mean, if there’s a chance they’ll still spook when they see a bunch of cop cars, I’d rather not chance it.”

“Do we have another option? I’m not seeing it right now.”

“That’s your emotions getting to you. We don’t have to let the cops in on this. At least, not at first.”

“Okay, I’m not following here.”

“I’m saying we should take the information to the media. Doing that, along with the reward, would probably give us a better response than a few dozen cops on the highway.”

Katie scoffed. “That’s a good idea, Jen. I’d prefer to do that over going to the police first. I don’t know what I’d do if you weren’t here.”

“Let’s face it, you’d probably be in jail already.”

Seconds later, Jen was calling her contact with the phone on speaker. Katie couldn’t believe how good her sister was at getting her way with people. The man was an anchor at a major station. Jen was busy flirting shamelessly with the man on the other end of the line. They made small talk for a few minutes before her sister turned the conversation to her missing nephew. The man had heard about it, following the story closely like the rest of the nation, but he hadn’t reported on it himself. They had a field anchor in the area covering the developing story.

It took some time, but Jen managed to convince the guy on the other end of the line to put out a news blast searching for the car. He explained that normally they would go to the police first with the information, but Jen convinced him they already knew. It wasn’t much of a stretch. After all, Katie was still technically a police officer. There was no way her termination paperwork had gone through yet. She regretted not keeping hold of her badge, though the weapon she could do without. Katie had a secondary gun she kept.

As her personal piece, it had been bought and registered with the state for a good ten years prior to her becoming a cop. Her mother had insisted on her getting a gun to protect herself while she lived in California. Now, she was happy her mother had harped on her until she broke down and bought the small gun. When her sister was done on the phone, Jen thanked the man one last time before ending the call. Whether or not the blast helped, only time would tell.

“That should do it. He’s letting the other stations in the area know as well. It’s going to go out on their network as breaking news, so the others should pick it up, too. Are you sure you don’t want to call Conner and give him a heads-up?” Jen asked.

Katie shook her head. “No, he wouldn’t do the same for us. Let’s just see if we get anything out of it first.”

Before there was time for them to contemplate where to head next, her phone vibrated. The AMBER Alert went out in the same manner as a national weather emergency. Katie was happy to see the information being shared so fast. It only took another six minutes before her phone chimed again. She quickly pulled it out and saw that it was a text from her mother. The blast on the wanted silver car had not only gone out immediately, as the man on the phone said it would, but it was also already starting to yield results.

“Mom wants us to call her. I think she’s got something,” Katie said.

“See? You were worried for nothing. I knew he’d come through for us.”

“Well, I’m glad you had that confidence because I sure as hell was starting to worry. I really appreciate your friend putting the word out for us.”

Jen shrugged. “Every once in a while, people surprise you. This story is already national news. All we did was remind people of what they are looking for.”

“Would you mind calling Mom and seeing what she’s got? If she’s got a good sighting, I don’t want to be on the phone and driving.”

Jen nodded and quickly dialed their mother’s number. She waited with bated breath as the phone started to ring. If they had found the car, maybe it wasn’t too late to stop the abductors from taking her son away forever.

“Hey, Jen. Is Katie with you still?” Rose asked.

“Yeah, I have you on speaker, Mom. What do you have? Has someone seen the car?”

“Well, it wasn’t hard to find, actually. They ended up getting a flat tire, and the car was towed to a garage just a few miles outside of town.”

“That’s great. Do you have an address for the shop?”

“Sure do. It was the shop owner who called. As soon as we’re off the phone, I’ll send you the address.”

“Are they still there?” Katie asked.

“As far as we know. The owner was pretty angry about the whole situation and is basically holding them hostage.”

Katie almost found the whole thing humorous if it weren’t for the fact that she was still looking for her son. They’d caught a break when she found out about the car in the first place, and they had been chasing the lead since then. Now, they had a good chance to catch the couple and hopefully get some answers. Her thoughts traveled to her son and how scared Rick probably was.

“What about Rick? Is he with the couple?”

Rose sighed. “The caller didn’t say. Only that he had the car at his shop and he was keeping the owners there for the moment.”

“All right, Mom,” Katie said. “Thanks for everything you’re doing over there.”

“Anything for Rick. Now, get over there and find out what’s going on. Love you, girls.”

“Love you, too,” they both replied.

As soon as the message came through with the garage’s address, Katie gunned the SUV out onto the road. With a fresh new lead, she wasn’t going to waste any time getting from one end of the town to the other. While the garage was on the outskirts of town, it would normally take someone half an hour to get there from their location, but Katie wasn’t going to follow any speed limits. She was ready to get her son back, no matter the speeding tickets or laws she broke along the way.

At least they now had a direction to go, a place where she would get tangible answers for what had happened to her little boy. The people being held by the shop owner had to know where Rick was if he wasn’t with them already. Eventually, they would break, and she knew it. Katie would make sure neither of the pair saw the inside of a cell until she was done questioning them. Rage coursed through her without fail. Finally, the terrible nightmare was coming to an end. She wanted her little boy back in her arms.
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Katie didn’t hesitate when she gunned the engine around the outskirts of town. She had to get to the other side and jump to the small community where the garage was. In the rural countryside, a community could be nothing more than a handful of houses in one specific spot. Just as they rounded the final corner to speed away from town, Katie cursed under her breath. Conner had planned ahead. There was a row of four police cruisers lined up, blocking their exit out of town.

She knew her former boss was petty and probably irked that she wasn’t giving him much direct information, but Katie never fathomed he’d go to such extremes. Her cheeks flushed red with rage. He was seriously underestimating the lengths she’d go to get her son back. Conner could set up all the roadblocks he wanted; she knew her way through the backcountry better than any other deputy he had on the force. The man had made a grave error in his plan of attack.

Her eyes darted to Jen for a split second as she skidded to a stop. There was just under a quarter mile between them and the row of cruisers. On either side of the road was the thick Washington forest. Katie knew her sister wasn’t going to like what she had planned, but it was too late for her to back out now. Plus, Jen would never let her take on the entire force by herself. Whether or not she liked the plan, Jen was the type of sister who would go along with her crazy ideas.

Taking a deep breath, Katie turned to face her sister. “Dammit,” Katie mumbled.

“What are we going to do now? There’s no way they're going to let us just waltz through the roadblock,” Jen replied. “Do you think this is Conner’s doing?”

“It’s definitely part of his plan to keep me out. I only wish he would put this many personnel on finding Rick.”

“I’m sure we’ve given him his reasons.”

“That’s okay. He’s severely underestimated what I’m willing to do to find my son.”

“What do you mean?” Jen asked.

“Hold on. I have an idea.”

“Whatever it is, Katie, I feel like we’ve gone as far as we should. Let the police handle it from here on out. We should just turn around and head back to the house.”

“We’ve come too far to let them handle anything. Plus, they’ve spent more time trying to stop me than they have trying to find out who took Rick.”

Jen sighed. “This is the time to let them take over. It’s going to be for the best.”

Katie scoffed. “It’s going to be a cold day in hell before I let them take over anything. They’ve shown me their true colors, and I am unimpressed. I’m sure as hell not going to give up when we are this close to the people who took him.”

“That’s what I was afraid of. Don’t you think you’re taking this a bit too far? I want to find him as much as you do, but is this really what you—”

“Do you trust me, Jen?”

“What? What kind of question is that? Of course, I trust you. You’re my sister. Though, to be fair, I don’t really have a death wish, either.”

Katie chuckled. “Nobody said anything about dying today. We’re just going to go around the situation. Don’t you think that’s for the best?”

“I guess so, but I don’t know how you’re going to get around this whole—”

“Just buckle up and keep trusting me. I got a plan.”

Katie put the SUV into park, switching it into four-wheel drive before moving it back to drive again. Her heart was racing as she looked for the best path. She couldn’t just drive around them. The trees prevented that, but off to the left was an old logging trail she knew well. It got rough in a couple spots. Even in the best conditions, it wasn’t a trail for the faint of heart. While she was confident her SUV could make it, as it had a half dozen times before, it would be slow moving once it reached the top.

Hopefully, Conner had no intention of telling his men to use force or fire in their direction. She could handle a few bullet holes in the truck but not in the tires. Jen nodded when Katie asked if she was ready. She gunned the engine, moving quickly for the row of cruisers. They flew forward until she was close enough to see the fear in her former coworker’s eyes before jerking the wheel to the left. Instantly, the SUV leaped forward and lurched up the trail. She kept it hard and fast until they reached a bend in the road.

She’d made the decision mere seconds before pulling off the trail. There was no way they’d risk following them the next quarter mile up the trail when they came to the first fallen tree. Instead, as they flew past, Katie waited a few minutes and quickly pulled back out. They burst back out onto the road with no cruisers in sight and sped away from town. After several minutes of victorious enjoyment with Jen, Katie’s phone started to ring.

Of course, she knew the call was coming. He had to be livid that she’d gotten past his men. Katie knew it was petty to even answer the call, but she couldn’t help herself. She was tired of the man always thinking he was one step ahead of her. Not only was she a decorated officer, but she was also in pursuit of the people who had kidnapped her son. There was nothing he could say that would change her mind or course of action. Putting the call on speaker, Katie gave her sister a grin and a wink as they flew down the road. They were only twenty miles away from the garage now.

“Hey, Conner,” Katie said. “Do you have an update for me on Rick?”

“Don’t play games with me, Katie. Just what in the world do you think you’re doing?”

“Well, you know, my sister and I are just taking a little drive. Thought I’d get out and catch some fresh air.”

“I know you better than that. Where are you going?” Conner fumed.

“Fine. I’m just following a lead. Nothing to get all crazy—”

“If you don’t tell me what you’re doing and where you are going, I’ll have my officers follow you.”

“If you follow us, then you’ll know where we are going.”

“Katie!” Conner shouted. “I promise you this much, you need to tell me what’s going on, or I’ll instruct them to stop you by any means necessary.”

“Conner, does that mean you’re going to shoot out my tires?”

“If that’s what it takes, then yes.”

“Well, I would love to tell you what I’m doing, but I know I have to question them on my own. I don’t need you to bring the swat team and freak them out. I need to get answers.”

“You should let us handle whatever it is. If you don’t, I will put a warrant out for your arrest.”

“That would be a PR nightmare, Conner, and you know it.”

“Maybe so, but I can’t let you go all vigilante on this case whether it’s your son or not.”

“That’s right, sir. It is my son.”

As the city limit sign came into view, Katie was no longer listening to the man’s hollow threats. Her heart pounded. They were close now, and she was finally going to get her boy back. Without giving it any thought, she ended the call in the middle of the man’s rant. She was ready to drop her speed and cruise so as not to draw any attention, but before she could, the telltale flashing of a police car lit up her rearview mirror. Katie cursed under her breath, her gaze darting around to see where she should go.

Knowing there would be more on her tail shortly, she stayed on the road and ignored the cruiser. Up ahead, just a few miles, was the entrance to the national trails. There were hundreds of acres of twisting, curving paths she could take to hide. They were racing against the clock, though. Katie knew they couldn’t waste hours in the forest trying to dodge Conner’s men. Giving up and going back wasn’t an option, either, though. Grinding her teeth as she watched another cruiser join the pursuit, Katie made the decision.

“Hang on, Jen. This is going to get a little rough,” she muttered.

“What?” Jen stammered. “What are you talking about? Oh God, Katie…tell me you aren’t thinking about the trails. Listen, let’s just stop and talk to them—”

“Not an option,” Katie said.

Jen’s mouth snapped shut. There was no changing Katie’s mind.


35



They moved through the forest for endless miles until it was nearly dark outside. Eventually, they were able to lose all four of the cruisers, but Katie had learned from her mistakes. She wasn’t going to backtrack again. Instead, she kept moving forward. The trails didn’t only run through her small hometown. They wove through four surrounding counties, and with Katie’s knowledge of the area, she was able to keep the SUV on the right paths that would take them close to where the mechanic and his wife were holding the couple.

As they approached the edge of the forest near the town where they needed to be, both women looked out over the terrain and checked for any signs of the police officers who had been tailing them, but there was nothing. With the afternoon being a brisk one, people were at home or in stores bundled against the chill and staying indoors. Katie couldn’t blame them. Life in Washington’s winters could be harsh, but the beauty of the area and the perfect summers made it all worth it in her mind. Her heart was starting to race again as they lurched onto the road.

With no other vehicles in sight that looked suspicious, Katie was happy they’d made a clean getaway. She was expecting another irritated call from her former commanding officer at any minute, but her phone was on silent in the seat with her sister. If anything was found, she knew Rose would make sure they were aware of it. She had no desire to talk to Conner or Karen ever again. As they reached a good cruising speed, they passed the city limit sign for where they were headed, and Katie let out a sigh of relief.

“Well, it wasn’t elegant, but I am impressed with your driving skills.”

“I thought you said you trusted me. Is it really that big of a surprise?”

Jen chuckled. “I honestly thought we were going to total this thing back there, but you got us through it. That is impressive.”

“I appreciate it. They teach us offensive driving skills at the academy. I was top of the class.”

“It paid off. Anyway, do you have a backup plan, just in case we get caught?”

Katie smiled. “If they pick us up, you tell them exactly what happened.”

“Which is?”

“You tell them I kidnapped you and took you on a wild drive through the trails. You wanted no part of it and tried to stop me. Then, you get the hell out of there as fast as you can and go find Rick.”

“So, mostly the truth?” She chuckled.

“Mostly, but the biggest part of that plan is to go find Rick. If they take me in, you’ll be his only hope.”

“Do you really think they would arrest you?”

“Conner would in a heartbeat. He’s had it in for me for a while. Now, I have given him more than enough cause to get his wish.”

“Still, I think with how good of a cop you are, they’ll forgive you for all of this and chalk it up to you being a concerned mother who was only trying to find her son.”

Katie laughed. “You don’t know Conner the way I know him. Especially after what I’ve done to find Rick.”

“I don’t know about that. I think you’re worth too much to the force,” Jen said. “Besides, once we find Rick, it could change things quite a bit.”

“Even when we find him, I want nothing to do with Conner or the police force.”

The car went silent, and as the garage in question came into view, Katie slowed the SUV to a crawl. While the gates were standing open, it still felt incredibly uninviting. She could tell the small shop wasn’t open to the public. Whatever work they did inside the gates was for friends and family only. Seconds after they pulled through the opened gates, Katie saw the car that had led them there. It was sitting on a tow truck, the flat tire they’d called in about still untouched. Instantly, an elderly man and woman appeared from a door at the side of the shop, and Katie knew they would need to be careful in how they approached the situation.

The man was proudly brandishing a shotgun as he waved to the pair. He had a look of pride as one a hunter might have after a successful kill. It was only then that she remembered the massive reward posted for information leading to her son’s kidnappers. The five million dollars would go a long way for the pair if the people they’d captured truly had something to do with Rick’s disappearance. As they climbed from the SUV, the bay door to the garage opened. To her shock, the young couple in question were bound and gagged in a chair.

Her eyes darted to her sister. Jen had the same look of shocked horror that Katie knew was on her own face. They had to divide and conquer if they were going to get to the bottom of what was happening. Whatever the couple’s crime, they didn’t deserve to be tied up in a freezing-cold garage with duct tape over their mouths. She felt her stomach lurch. There was something deeply wrong with the situation around them. Suddenly, Katie wished once again that she still had her badge and gun. At that moment, the badge would have been a lifesaver. Forcing herself to smile politely at the couple, she stuck out her hand as they approached.

“I’m Katie, and this is my sister, Jen. We understand you’re holding a couple of people for us?”

“Yes, ma’am,” the man said. “My name is Bill Clyde, and this is my wife, Jean.”

“So, how’d you come across this pair, and what made you hold them?”

“Well, we’ve been following the case on the news. It’s a terrible thing what happened to your boy. Nobody should have to go through that. We ended up pulling up on them with a flat tire. Basically, caught them red-handed.”

Katie knew the older couple thought they were doing the right thing, but the situation needed to be de-escalated as soon as possible. She thought about the different things she could do to figure out what was going on without the couple causing more harm. She looked toward Jen and gave her a wink, letting her know she needed her sister to distract the older pair.

“You mind getting me a cup of coffee,” Katie asked. “If it’s not too much to ask. We’ve been running around all day, and I think a boost of caffeine is just what I need.”

“Oh, sure. That won’t be a problem at all,” Jean said.

“I think I’ll go with you,” Jen offered. “I could go for a cup, too.”

“Okay, I’m going to take the tape off, and it might sting a little,” she said to the bound pair as soon as the others had walked away.

Katie could see the woman had been crying. She looked utterly terrified as Katie quickly ripped off the tape over her mouth. The poor woman cried out in pain as Katie winced and moved on to the woman’s partner. He hissed when the tape came off but seemed more angry than upset. Despite knowing she had to get answers and fast, her gut told her the couple wasn’t the one she was searching for. While they might have bought the car, and it could have been used in the abduction, there wasn’t a single thing about the pair that made her law enforcement sense tingle.

All Katie knew was that, somehow, the people were linked to whoever had taken her little boy. She hated being the bad guy but knew it was a necessary evil if she was going to find Rick. Taking a deep breath, she tried to decide how best to start the conversation. The same intimidation tactics she’d utilized on Blake weren’t going to do her any good with the pair. They were already well beyond terrified, and it was her doing. If she hadn’t begged Jen to put out the blast on the car in question, they wouldn’t be sitting there tied up like prisoners.

She sighed and shook her head. No matter what had already happened, there was nothing she could do about it at that moment. Instead, Katie knew she had to take advantage of the situation at hand and interrogate the pair. Without knowing how long Jen would be able to keep the others preoccupied, Katie had to move fast. Smiling at them once again, hoping to put the pair at ease, she let herself slip back into the mindset of a police officer. Emotions weren’t going to do her any good there.
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While her sister kept the elderly couple distracted in the small office, Katie had to question the others. She could hear the man telling Jen in a rather animated voice how he’d taken the call about the flat tire, heard the license plate number, and jumped right into action. She wasn’t amused by his story of cutting off another tow driver to make the “catch,” as he called it. The more his voice traveled through the thin walls and filled in the blanks for Katie, the less she found herself liking the would-be good Samaritan.

She knew that had the five-million-dollar reward money not been on the table, the man wouldn’t have bothered with finding the car or taking the call. Not on a lazy Sunday afternoon when he obviously didn’t want to be at the shop. Though when she heard his wife’s trill voice echoing through the halls, Katie quickly changed her mind. With a nagging voice like hers, it was no wonder the man had made a break for it. As soon as the tape was off the young couple’s mouths in front of her, they started to talk at the same time.

It was almost impossible to hear one over the other. The man, angry as he should be, was threatening to sue the elderly couple and file charges. The woman, on the other hand, was pleading with her to let them go, claiming they had no idea what was happening. There was a level of fear in her tone that made Katie believe she was telling the truth, but they weren’t going to get anywhere if the pair didn’t stop trying to talk over each other. It was starting to give her a headache.

“Hey, I need you both to stop and take turns, okay? I need to ask you some questions, but that can’t happen if you keep talking over each other, got it?” Katie said. “Once you’ve calmed down, we can talk and see about taking the rest of your restraints off.”

The pair both quit talking at the same time. After giving them a moment to calm themselves down, Katie knew it was the opening she needed to interrogate the two.

“Okay, tell me about the car. How’d you get it?”

“We just answered the listing in the paper. After we called to make sure the car was still available, we set up a time to look at it,” the girl said.

“You just found the listing in the paper?” Katie asked.

“Not exactly. We’ve been looking for a car for a few weeks. Our roommate is the one who told us about it, and we only found the listing after she mentioned it was for sale. We were only looking for a car because we had just sold ours to help pay for rent.”

“So, you sold your car for rent but immediately started to look for another car?”

“We ended up getting more for our old one than we expected. We had enough left over to purchase something a little more affordable.”

“Okay. You had enough to buy another car.”

“Almost. We needed a little more for this one, but our roommate hooked us up with what we needed to buy it.”

“Sounds like you had a really helpful roommate.”

“She was a godsend, that’s for sure. We certainly owed her for helping us out.”

“You say you owed her? How were you able to repay her so quickly? Sounded like you were pretty broke.”

“Like I said, she’s been really helpful. She didn’t ask us to pay her back with money.”

“Then what did she want?” Katie asked.

“The only thing she wanted was to borrow the car for a night. We happily agreed since we were getting the car out of the deal.”

As they went through the interrogation, Katie was quickly starting to piece together what had happened. Just as she’d suspected before the talk, they had nothing to do with her son’s kidnapping. Their roommate, on the other hand, was starting to look more and more like the one she was after. It still didn’t make any sense as to why anyone would want to take her sweet boy, but at least they were getting answers. Finding the other person, the roommate who had so generously given them the money to buy the car and asked to use it, was now paramount in her mind.

Despite wanting to question the couple further, Katie heard the sound of a door opening and quickly turned back to see what was happening. Her sister was saying something to the elderly couple before she slipped out of the office, closing the door behind her as she quickly started to jog in Katie’s direction. She was thrilled to see the couple wasn’t following after Jen. Katie wasn’t sure how much more of the gun-wielding, money-fueled drama she could take from the man and his wife.

Excusing herself from the conversation for a split second, she met her sister halfway and asked if everything was going well. Jen confirmed that the couple was more interested in the money than in finding Rick. Katie felt anger flush to her cheeks as she nodded in understanding, and the pair walked back over to the couple still tied to the dusty chairs. She wanted to get herself, her sister, and the couple in question out of the people’s garage as soon as possible. To do that, though, she had to know the location of the roommate in question. They were getting close to Rick; she could feel it. Her hands were starting to tremble with the anticipation of holding her little boy again.

“All right, you two. Let’s say I believe you and know you had nothing to do with the kidnapping of my son. I still need you to answer a few more questions.”

“Sure, anything,” the girl said.

“I need you to tell me your roommate’s name. Anything you can tell me about her.”

“The girl’s name is Monica,” she replied.

“How well did you know this woman?”

“Not very well. We needed help with the rent, and she offered to stay on a short-term basis. Her half was able to help us get caught up, and the car was our way to finally get to where we wanted to go.”

“Florida?” Katie asked.

“Yeah. I have family there, and we thought it would be our chance to get back on our feet. Besides, it’s Florida. Who wouldn’t want to live there?”

“Fair enough. So, tell me more about this woman. Do you have any idea where she headed after the two of you moved out?”

“I know she mentioned something about staying with her mother for the night, but I don’t know if she is still there or not.”

Katie sighed. “You don’t happen to have an address for her mother, do you?”

“Actually, we had to drop her off there one time. I can give you the address if it helps.”

“It would help a lot.”

The young woman told her the address, and she punched it into her phone. With the address pulled up, Katie excused herself from the couple and quickly pulled Jen away so the others couldn’t hear the conversation. Only after she promised the couple they weren’t in any trouble if their story checked out and assured them they’d be untied soon did they let the pair slip away without making a huge fuss. The last thing she wanted was the couple inside the office coming back out and waving their shotgun around. If they cared more about the money than finding Rick, she had no use for them.

So, far, she could get away with just being a concerned mother, but if the man started threatening any of them with the weapon, she’d have to act. She didn’t waste any time filling in Jen on what the young couple had shared with her, along with her belief that they were telling the truth. Jen nodded in agreement. Despite her sister having no law enforcement training, she had a natural instinct about people. The next part of Katie’s plan, though, forming as she spoke, wasn’t going to go over well with her sister. But she had to understand for the sake of her nephew.

They couldn’t stay there and wait on the law. Conner would arrest her the first chance he got. It was too much of a risk to be anywhere near her former boss. Instead, they would have to divide and conquer, and hopefully, Conner wouldn’t throw her sister in the slammer just for riding along. Taking a deep breath, she smiled at Jen. Instantly, Jen gave her a skeptical look. The pair knew each other well. She could see that her little sister was already wary of whatever was going to come next.
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She knew Conner would close down their investigation as soon as he got the call. They were insanely close to finding Rick. All she had to do was keep things under wraps just a little bit longer. Their last phone conversation hadn’t ended well. If she was going to find her boy, she needed to be very careful in her approach. Having a swarm of police officers and media following her to every potential suspect’s address would create more chaos than she was mentally able to handle at that time.

On the other hand, her sister was the type to know when they needed help. She would already be anxious over Conner’s responses and want to bring in him and the others. She had to make sure that didn’t happen. Jen could be stubborn when she wanted but was always open-minded as well. If she could show Jen that leaving out the law for a while longer was a good thing, she knew she’d go along with the plan forming in her mind.

“I think we should get going,” Katie said. “We’ll be able to move on with the lead and stay ahead of Conner and whatever team he has tracking us.”

“We’ve been through this once, and I followed your lead, but are you sure it’s not time to bring them in on this. We could be heading right for a trap, and we don’t know anything about this woman.”

“The police will have to get ahold of a judge to sign off on a warrant. I’m not wasting another minute. The longer it takes to get there, the more likely she’ll be to flee.”

“I understand that, but I think we should, at the very least, let them know where we’re going.”

Katie knew her sister was mostly right, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that they were so close to finding Rick. She thought about what she could do to appease her sister. A part of her wanted to go in guns blazing, just her and Jen, but that wasn’t realistic, and she didn’t like the idea of putting her in danger. There was another option, though it would leave her going to talk to the woman alone.

“How about this? I’ll send you to the station with the couple. That should get them off my ass and give me the chance to find out what’s going on with this woman.”

Jen sighed. “I don’t like the idea of you going by yourself.”

“I don’t have a choice. I’m not going to wait to do this by the book. It could be too late by then.”

“You’re right. Okay, I’ll take them in and keep Conner and Karen busy, but you have to promise me you’ll be safe out there.”

“Oh, you know me. Safe as a playground.”

“Yeah, you better be.”

She was thrilled Jen was on her side and admittedly a little surprised by how easy it was to get her there. Jen liked knowing that everyone she cared about was safe, and the plan Katie had proposed definitely wasn’t that. Still, it was the only way they’d know if the lead was a good one without a mile’s worth of bureaucratical red tape. Without the badge normally stationed at her hip, Katie could do so much more. Granted, none of her tactics were what one would consider “legal,” but there was a blurred line regarding that now that her son was missing.

Taking a deep breath to keep the tears from falling, Katie pulled her sister into her arms. Jen was never much of a hugger. She surprised Katie by embracing her back, wrapping one arm protectively around her waist and one around her shoulders. Jen went as far as kissing Katie’s cheek, which broke through the dam holding back the tears. She didn’t want to get emotional, though, not there, not when Rick was just within her reach. He was only fifteen minutes away if the information they’d given to her was right.

Breaking away from her sister, Katie jogged over to where they’d left her SUV and climbed inside. She was back on the road, flying in the direction of her little boy within two minutes of bidding her sister farewell. As her phone started to vibrate on the seat next to her for the hundredth time that day, she groaned and looked to see who was calling. Armed with the new information about Rick’s abduction and lifted spirits, Katie chuckled when she saw Conner’s name on her screen.

Normally, even an hour before, she would ignore the call, but now, she wanted him to have a little piece of the good news. It was small and petty, but after the way their last call had ended, she wanted to be a little smug in what they’d found. After all, he’d sent the entirety of his force after her through the trails. He was the reason it had taken them nearly two hours to make a twenty-minute drive. She clenched her teeth as her hands tightened on the wheel. Officers were supposed to help, not hinder investigations.

Katie had no intentions of giving him any information on her whereabouts, but at least she could get him off her trail for a little while. The man was infuriatingly persistent. She couldn’t remember a time when he’d worked so hard on a case or worked hard at all. In earnest, she was happy to be done working for him. Answering the call, she put it on speaker so she didn’t have to take her attention off the road. If he had men out patrolling, she needed to be ready for them. Nothing was going to slow her down again.

“Hello, Conner.”

“You’re not going to make me go through this whole thing again, are you?”

“What do you want from me? I’m simply following leads and trying to find my son.”

Conner scoffed. “Yeah. You’re also keeping us out of the loop at every turn.”

“I’d say that sounds more like a ‘you’ problem than one of mine. Besides, I’m just trying to make your job a little easier. If you’d take half these people you have out looking for me and put them on the case, you’d probably have my son back by now.”

“Just tell me what in the hell is going on, Katie. Where are you?”

“We’re on the road now. Heading in with a bit of evidence for you to go through.”

“What kind of evidence?”

“Oh, nothing much,” Katie said. “We’ll be there shortly with a couple and their car.”

“You found the car? How’d you manage…never mind. I’d rather you not give me too many details.”

“Right. So, you’ll be able to question them and get some answers. Plus, we’ll need to go through that car and see if there is any trace evidence. Maybe something got left behind.”

“You surprise me, Katie. I figured you’d keep that information to yourself. I’m glad you’re finally letting me know something.”

“We’ll be there shortly, Conner. Just make sure they sweep this from top to bottom.”

She was still riding high on having a solid lead. Elated they might find her boy before the day’s end, Katie strummed her fingers on the wheel as she drove. With Conner now placated, Katie dropped to the speed limit and set her cruise control. Her mind was still racing from the chaos of the last few days, and she knew the next hour would be crucial to the investigation. Whatever Katie was walking into, she had to go into it with a clear head and sharp instincts.

It was in a small community that she didn’t know well, but from the looks of the satellite image she’d pulled up, it appeared decent. The address she’d been given was for a small house in a quiet cul-de-sac. There didn’t seem to be anywhere someone could hide a little boy who was the center of a national search, which worried her, but she wasn’t going to dwell on it. Everything up to that point had led her to the house now just a few miles away. She had to believe she was on the right path. Still, Katie couldn’t help but say another silent prayer.

The ordeal had brought her closer to her faith than she had been in years. The prayers went back and forth between angry tangents, promising to never believe in God again if her son wasn’t returned to begging for forgiveness and one more solid lead. Katie was beyond exhausted emotionally and physically and knew any decisions she made regarding faith or the like would be clouded by that mental haze. Taking a deep breath as she cruised the road, she tried to think about anything but the growing fear inside her.
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It seemed like her phone would never stop ringing as one message or call after another rolled in. She ignored the vast majority of them. While she appreciated the outpouring of love and support from her friends, family, and the community, she couldn’t handle or reply to all of them at once. It would take days for her to respond to every message. She kept an eye on her phone as she drove, watching for a familiar name or number to pop up when it started to ring again.

There were a few exceptions to the list, one of them being her mother. Rose would only call her if there was something she’d discovered or if she was worried about her girls. No matter what, Jen and Katie would answer their mother when she called or call her right back if they were busy. Rose and Archie had taken care of the girls their entire lives. They would drop everything if either needed something, and the daughters were happy to reciprocate that unfailing love.

It was one thing Katie always hoped she’d instilled in Rick as well. Family mattered; you took care of each other, but it wasn’t always just blood. There were a handful of cousins they had nothing to do with on their father’s side because of how they treated people. You didn’t have to love family simply because you were blood. You didn’t have to love anyone outside of those you chose to. Rick was young, but he was smart. He understood how much his immediate family loved him. He would know they were looking for him.

She swallowed against her rocking stomach. Rick just had to hang on a little longer to keep being her fighter, her unbreakable rock. She drew a ragged breath and glanced down when her phone rang to see her mother’s name. Smiling, Katie reached over and answered the call. It was perfect timing. She needed a little extra strength.

“Hey, Mom. We’ve got some pretty good news. Turns out the car lead has made a pretty big break in the case.”

“Oh, thank God. We haven’t been having any luck with the tip hotline. A lot of made-up nonsense from people just trying to get the reward money.”

“We lucked out with this one. I’m heading over to check out the lead now. I’m glad you called so I could tell you about it.”

“It’s a good thing, sweetheart,” Rose said. “We’re all staying positive over here. It’s a new day with the possibility of new leads. How’s Jen doing?”

“Well, we actually split up to take care of a few things. You know, the whole divide-and-conquer thing.”

“That’s wonderful. I can feel how close we are to getting Rick back.”

Katie smiled. “You know what, Mom? I was thinking the exact same thing. This new lead puts me right on their tail. I just hope it doesn’t fall through.”

“It won’t, dear. Just promise me you’ll be careful and that Jen isn’t doing anything too crazy with you.”

“What? Like when we took Dad’s car for a joyride when we were teenagers?”

Rose chuckled. “Your dad was so upset. You were a wild bunch, but this is different.”

“I know, but I promise I’m keeping her away from danger. Well, unless you count Conner as dangerous.”

“Maybe not dangerous,” Rose said. “Although, he can be a pompous little—”

“Okay, Mom. I have to get off here. I promise I’m being careful, and I love you.”

“Love you too, sweetheart. Be safe.”

As she ended the call, Katie’s mind drifted to the newly added contact in her phone. For a few minutes, she considered calling Jack. The man who had given her the perfect little boy. Rick was only hers because they had once loved each other. She smiled as she thought about their time together not only in Lookout Point but in California as well. They had been so young and in love. He was just starting his career, and she was still wandering through life looking for direction, but they’d had each other.

Now that he was back and offering that emotional support again, she could feel her heart aching to reach out to him. Was it his voice? The soothing way in which he always calmed her. Katie shivered as she recalled their many heated nights in the run-down California apartment. There was no air conditioning back then, at least not that they could afford. Instead, they’d cooled each other with ice cubes and midnight swims in the ocean. Katie didn’t want to think about those times now. She just wanted to get Rick back. Then, maybe after that, they could sit down and have coffee since he was still in town.

“Damn,” Katie whispered to herself in the silent car. “When did I start to fall for him again?”

She sighed and rolled her eyes. Thinking about Jack, she picked up her phone again to dial his number, but before she could, another popped up as her phone vibrated. Instantly, the emotional well she’d tapped was slammed shut again as she ground her teeth. There was never going to be a moment’s peace for her as long as Conner and Karen were on her ass. The woman was determined to make her life a living hell as long as she was in town, but Katie was done with the games. She was through playing cat and mouse. If Karen wanted to have a war on her hands, so be it.

“What do you want, Karen? I already spoke to Conner and updated him on what the plan was.”

Karen scoffed. “Really? Is that what you did? Because as far as I knew, you were supposed to be on your way here with a couple and their car. Did you forget something?”

“How do you…you’re tracking my car again, aren’t you?” Katie fumed.

“Yeah. We are. We wouldn’t have to if you’d let us do our job.”

“Here’s a clue, Karen. Why don’t you just do your job and leave me alone? If it weren’t for me, nothing would be happening right now to help find my son.”

“We’re doing the best we can.”

“It’s not good enough. Besides, Jen is on her way with that couple and the car. You can do your job and find the answers yourself from them. Just make sure you go over that car entirely.”

“Well, you know we could just follow you using the tracker. Why not just tell us where you’re going?”

“Follow me, and I’ll bury you and that whole department with the help of the media. You really should just lay off right now before it’s too late. I’m going to get my son back, and then, I’m going to deal with you and everyone else who has impeded my trying to find Rick.”

“You better watch it, Katie. There’s a lot you can’t take back once it’s out—”

She ended the call. The rage coursing through her was enough to make Katie’s hands tremble as she slowed to twenty-five. She was a mere mile away from the address now but gone was the peaceful calm that her mother had brought. Instead, she was enraged over Karen and Conner’s actions once again. There was no way that she was the only one who saw the flaw in their plans. They were wasting valuable resources and time by chasing her around. Had she been a suspect, things might have been different, but Katie had been at the station, under surveillance by the security system, the entire time.

It was impossible not to feel the fatigue settling in as she reached out and flipped on the vehicle’s headlights. Night was starting to fall as the sun moved behind the trees. The pit in her stomach grew. She couldn’t let her son spend another night away from the warm and loving confines of their home. Slowly, the thought that he might not be feeling anything at all started to creep in, but she quickly pushed it away. The dark thoughts wouldn’t bring her any closer to Rick. She couldn’t let them take root.

“Snap out of it, Katie,” she growled to herself. “You can’t think like that. You just can’t!”

Throughout the entire ordeal, Katie had managed to keep the panicked fear that her child might be dead just off the edges of her mind. It was too much for any parent to have to consider, to cope with. Wiping away the tear that fell down her cheek, she ground her teeth together and glared at the road ahead. No, Rick was just fine. He couldn’t be gone. He simply couldn’t. Taking one deep breath after another, she fought off the looming panic attack as she closed in on the address. It wouldn’t be long now, and her little boy would be home. She had to believe that much.
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Pulling in front of the small, outdated but well-kept house, Katie killed the truck’s engine and lights. She didn’t jump out right away, instead taking the time to look it over before deciding on her approach. From what the roommates had told her, the girl’s mother lived there, but she didn’t for the most part. It was safe to assume that wherever Rick was being held, it wasn’t there. Yet the woman who did live there, Monica’s mother, might be able to shed some light on where her daughter was or how she was involved in Rick’s abduction.

She could see through the cracked curtains that the woman was sitting in the living room, watching television. There was no way of telling if she was alone, though. As Katie climbed out of her car and headed for the front door, she peeked again through the window. It appeared the woman was by herself. Her gray, short curls bounced when the program on television produced something she deemed amusing. Katie once again wished she had her badge, knowing it would make entry into the home considerably easier.

If she had to work with what she had, it would be her charm. Straightening her shoulders, she knocked on the door and forced herself to smile. The only way she’d get information was if the woman felt at ease with her. Hopefully, she would have seen the news blast and recognize her. The woman could help point her in the direction of her daughter, and Katie knew Monica would lead her to her son.

It drove her crazy not to know how all the connections linked together. It felt like they were following one wild theory after another, yet every step had brought them closer. Katie wanted her baby back, and sure, the woman on the other side would understand. The door swung open, and a woman her mother’s age appeared. She smiled at Katie warmly, and instantly, she was put at ease. The woman seemed friendly and, hopefully, helpful as well.

“Hello there. What can I do for you?”

Katie forced a smile. “Oh, I’m a friend of Monica, and I was hoping to catch her here.”

“I’m sorry, dear, but Monica’s not here right now. You’re welcome to come in and out of the cold, though. I don’t get many visitors.”

“That’s awfully kind of you. If it’s not too much trouble, I’d love to.”

“Not at all,” the woman said.

Katie could tell the woman was kind and accommodating. In a way, her initial thoughts of the woman reminded her of her own mother. Always willing to help and nice no matter what the situation. She knew she was getting sidetracked and forced herself back on task.

“Do you know how long it will be before Monica returns?”

“It’s hard to tell, really. My foster daughter has been working odd jobs to help with the bills around here.”

“How sweet. Do you know where she’s working now?” Katie asked.

“She didn’t tell me, though it shouldn’t be long. Monica’s been such a help recently. I let her have her freedom and try not to pry. She’s been a blessing.”

“Sounds like Monica, all right. She’s been helping people all over town.”

“She has a heart of gold.”

Katie chuckled. “Everyone I’ve met who has known her for a while has said the same thing. That has to have something to do with the way you’ve raised her. My mother always tells me I have her best qualities.”

“Sounds like your mother and I have some things in common.” The woman smiled.

Katie was careful not to tell the woman why she was there, and after listening to her talk for several minutes, it was a decision she was grateful she’d made in the end. Something felt off about the woman, but she couldn’t put her finger on what it was. It was almost starting to feel like another dead end. It was infuriating to know they had come so far only to end up empty-handed. It was strange to Katie. The woman seemed almost too cheerful. Then again, it was obvious she didn’t get out of the house much.

Especially after the pandemic, Katie and the department had received frequent calls that turned out to be nothing more than an old, lonely neighbor who simply wanted some sort of social interaction. On any other day, it was a few minutes Katie could spare to remind people they were still valued in society, but with Rick missing and the lead feeling cold, Katie had nothing, not even a few minutes, to spare for anyone else. If the woman’s house was another dead end, Katie needed to establish that and move on.

To do so, she needed to keep asking about the woman, Monica, and find out where else she might be. It was possible the poor girl had gotten mixed up with someone or something and landed herself in trouble. If Rick had been taken as part of a large kidnapping scheme, every second counted. Katie had to know who Monica was and where she would go. It wouldn’t be long before Karen, Conner, or her sister started calling, wanting more information. Her heart lurched at the thought of telling them it was another dead end. No, she would keep searching and pushing, even if it meant upsetting the woman across from her. She couldn’t stop now, not when she was so close.

“From what I know about her, she’s a great woman,” Katie said. “I’ve just been a little worried about her lately.”

“What do you mean? She’s seemed happy as usual.”

“Yeah. I was just wondering if she’s had any problems. Maybe at one of her jobs, or maybe somebody bothering her?”

The woman sighed. “No. Nothing like that. She goes to these odd jobs and goes out sometimes, but I haven’t noticed anything worth mentioning.”

“Has she had any history with an ex?”

“Who hasn’t?” She chuckled.

“I supposed you’re right. Maybe I’m just overreacting.”

Katie wasn’t sure what to say. With everything she asked, the woman had a normal answer. No money problems or a bad history with an ex. She was momentarily at a loss for words. Suddenly, the woman stood up and smiled at her.

“I guess it could be a little while longer before Monica comes back. Would you like to see some of our old family photos?”

“Sure, I guess it wouldn’t hurt to see my friend growing up.”

“I’ll grab the photo albums. Just make yourself at home.”

The woman started toward one of the other rooms but stopped before she reached the door and turned around.

“I think I’ll grab some tea,” the woman said with a smile. “Would you like some, too?”

“Sure, that sounds great. Thank you.”

The last thing Katie wanted was tea, but she had to keep playing along. The woman rose to fetch the albums and hot beverages. Katie watched her disappear around the corner before looking around the house. It didn’t seem like anything out of the ordinary. Her phone vibrated, and she looked down. It was an emergency message from Jen to call her. Katie cursed under her breath and quickly dialed her sister’s number.

“What’s up?” Katie whispered. “I’m right in the middle of a conversation here.”

“You need to hurry up,” Jen said. “I’ve got Conner threatening to put out a BOLO on you, and Karen here, demanding we give her permission to bring you back in. They want to know what’s going on.”

“Just get out of there. I don’t know if this is going to pan out or not, but you don’t need to be stuck in the middle of it with them.”

“You haven’t gotten anything?” Jen asked.

Katie cringed. “No, I wish I had. I don’t know yet, though. I can’t talk. Something here feels…off. Just give me ten minutes and call back. It looks like a dead end; it seems like a dead end…but…”

“But your gut keeps telling you something different?” Jen offered.

“Yeah,” she whispered.

“Then run with it. You’ve got ten minutes on the dot before I call back, so whatever you plan on doing to flush out this lead, make it happen, sister. I know you can do this,” Jen said.

“I’m glad you have faith in me. Listen, thanks for dealing with Conner and that witch. How are the others doing? The couple with the car?”

Just as Jen was about to reply, the woman appeared again, and Katie quickly ended the call. She had a tray with a teapot and two mugs on it. After setting them down, she disappeared again to get the albums, and Katie glanced at the clock on her phone. Nine minutes and thirty seconds. She was going to have to move fast.
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The woman returned minutes later with a stack of albums. Katie was anxious to dive into them and continue the questioning, but she knew she had to keep with the pleasantries, or the woman would start to clam up. As she poured the tea and continued talking about the girl, Katie took a sip and choked down the hot, bitter liquid as she nodded along. Finally, after what felt like forever, given her tight time crunch, the woman handed her the first album. She let out a sigh of relief as she slowly opened it.

The first image she saw shocked her with such intensity that she was sure her breathing had stopped. Katie had to tell herself to keep inhaling and exhaling. It was the only way she was going to keep herself upright. The girl staring back at her, the one the woman kept calling Monica, was none other than her former receptionist, Ava. She was standing next to a boy a few years younger than Rick, but the similarities between the two were uncanny. He had Rick’s joyful smile and the careful glint of a happy child in his eyes, just like Rick.

Katie saw her hands starting to tremble again. She quickly forced herself to remain calm. The last thing she wanted was to give the woman any reason to think she was up to something. She had to keep her focus. Katie had to keep herself under control, or else the entire thing might blow. No matter what, she could give no indication that she knew the woman staring back at her in the photos. It was impossible to know yet whether the woman sitting across from her was in on her foster daughter’s plan or not.

Running her fingers over the photo, her heart lurched for the boy and girl in the photo. There had to be a story behind the happy image, and it was one she needed to know to get closer to the truth. Whether or not the foster mother wanted to answer the questions Katie had, it was going to happen.

“What about this picture here? Who’s that with Monica?” Katie asked.

“Oh, that’s one of my favorites. That was Monica’s little brother. They looked so happy together.”

“They really do. This was taken before you became her foster mother?”

“Yeah. They really look like they had a happy life.”

“I wouldn’t know much about that, but that was probably one of Monica's last truly enjoyable moments.”

“What do you mean?”

“Their parents died in a tragic boating accident. They bounced around from foster home to foster home over a few months. They really never settled into any of the homes they were placed in until they got here.”

She knew the woman as Ava. She was an energetic woman who always had her earbuds in and wanted nothing more than to be the happiest person in the precinct. Yet, something about the woman’s words was getting into her head. Katie began to wonder how bad it could have gotten for the woman after her parents died. Now, she wanted to know about the woman’s brother.

“Is her brother still a part of her life?”

“I’m not surprised she hasn’t told you about it. She really took it hard,” the woman closed her eyes. “Five years after their parents died, her brother drowned.”

“She never brought that up,” Katie said. “Where did it happen?”

“It was at the old family cabin outside of Lookout Point. Can you imagine losing your mother and father, only to lose your brother five years later?”

Katie felt like she was going to be sick. The girl in the pictures had led a terrible life, and while Katie empathized with the woman for feeling sorry for Monica, it didn’t excuse her actions. Her world was spinning. The air in the room was tense. Something had changed. She grabbed her phone slowly from her pocket and rested it on her leg. Katie needed the woman to know she was ready to call the police at the first sign of trouble, but the woman across from her didn’t seem fazed in the least.

Was it possible that she had no idea what her foster daughter was capable of deep down? They weren’t there, but now she was certain Ava had something to do with Rick’s kidnapping. Moreover, it was starting to look like she was the one behind the entire thing. Taking another sip of the tea to steady her nerves, she tried to focus on what needed to be done next. She had to learn more about the girl in the picture. Information was the only way she’d find her son.

If there was somewhere Monica, Ava, or whatever she went by was hiding out with Rick, then Katie had to dig out those answers from the lady sitting across from her. Still, she knew the conversation was on thin ice. At the first sign of trouble, Katie had to be ready to make her move. Suddenly she regretted not asking her sister to come along for the interrogation. Two people were always better than one. The delicate situation was going to require her to befriend the woman even more and get her to open up. After one final drink from her glass, she moved her hand over her phone to keep it within reach as they restarted the conversation. She was so close to her son; she could feel it.

“How was Monica after her brother’s death? Did she act out, or did she keep to herself?”

“She really went through a rough time. Getting in trouble at school, and she never really had a whole lot of friends around then.”

“Was there anything else that happened out of the ordinary with her?”

The woman grew silent, and it didn’t take long for Katie to figure out there was more than what she was saying. She had to dig deeper to see what the woman was hiding, but she couldn’t push. There was a gleam in the woman’s eyes when she spoke about Monica or whatever she wanted to go by.

“There wasn’t anything strange, I guess.”

“But there was something, right?”

“Well, Monica was the one in charge of watching her brother that day at the cabin.”

“She must have taken it exceptionally hard, then?”

“Maybe, but she wasn’t given the proper time to mourn. You see, since she was supposed to be watching him, the police got involved. There was an investigation, and they questioned her over and over again.”

“They obviously found it to be an accident since she never had to go to jail or anything,” Katie said.

“It was a really in-depth investigation, but there’s no way she would have done anything to hurt her brother. They were inseparable. Besides, the police eventually ruled it an accident. If they had proof, they would have arrested her.”

Even the woman’s tone wasn’t convincing in that the accident had been just that. After years on the force, Katie could tell when someone was lying, even if it was to themselves. Her head was starting to spin again, and she felt like she was going to be sick.

“Would you mind if I use your restroom?” Katie asked, her voice barely a whisper.

“Of course, sweetheart. It’s the first door down the hall there. I’ll get you a fresh cup of tea while you're relieving yourself.”

“Thank you,” she said.

“Honey, I just enjoy having the company so much. It’s no trouble at all. I’ve been here on my own now for almost a year, you know.”

Katie couldn’t bring herself to sit there and listen to the woman any longer. Even as she darted for the back room, the woman continued to ramble on. Quickly closing the bathroom door behind her, Katie hovered over the sink. She started to heave but couldn’t get anything up. It was no surprise. She’d barely eaten anything in the last few days. Looking at herself in the mirror, Katie glared at her reflection. She couldn’t give up, not when she was so close. All she had to do was remember her breathing and keep calm, just take things one minute at a time.

Katie needed to take the few minutes of time alone and get a plan together in her mind. Glancing at her phone, she thought about calling her sister for backup but decided against it. As soon as she had something solid to go on, maybe even an address for where the woman was, she would call Jen for help. Until then, she could handle one little old lady. Before she could slip back out into the living room, her phone started to ring. When Jack’s name appeared, her heart started to race. It wasn’t the best timing, but she desperately wanted to talk to him.
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Katie had to keep it together for her son’s sake. Tucking her phone back in her pocket, she quickly ran the cold water and splashed her face, using a hand towel to dry it when she was done. Not that it helped any. Glancing in the mirror, she looked just as exhausted and worried as the first time she had stepped into the woman’s home. Katie opened the door and plastered a smile on her face as she stepped back out into the hall and crossed to the living room once again.

She kept her phone in her hand, not wanting it to be out of reach for a single second. Glancing at the clock, she saw that she had five minutes left before her sister called again. If she didn’t have something to offer Jen or the team waiting back at the precinct, she knew her sister would pull the plug if she didn’t answer the call when it came. With the clock ticking in the back of her mind, she took her seat again across from Ava, or Monica’s mom, though she wasn’t sure what the girl’s real name was.

As she picked up her teacup and took a sip, Katie smiled at her companion. She knew the woman was reaching the end of her hospitality. With each line of questioning, her irritation with what Katie was implying grew. The next few minutes of the conversation were crucial to learning where her son was being held. If she didn’t figure it out, the others would come storming in, and the case would be out of her hands. Katie couldn’t lose control. She wouldn’t, for her son’s sake.

“Now, where were we?” Katie asked.

“Dear, I think it’s getting a little late, and I’ve already missed so much of my evening program. I don’t mean to be rude, but—”

“Please, I’m enjoying your company so much. I just have a few more questions.”

“Are you sure you don’t have somewhere else you need to be? Somewhere more pressing? I would hate to think I’m keeping you from something,” she said.

Katie ground her jaw. “Right now, I could really just use some company, and I love getting to know more about your daughter. It’s such an interesting story, after all.”

Her heart raced as she watched the woman. It had become apparent early on that the woman enjoyed talking about herself and being the center of attention. If Katie could stroke her ego to get answers, she was happy to do so. The woman sighed but nodded as Katie took another obligatory drink of her tea.

“Did Monica ever act strange through the years,” Katie said. “You know, after the death of her brother.”

“I don’t know what you’re trying to get at here, but I’m not so sure I like these questions you’re asking.”

“I’m sorry. I don’t mean anything by it. I’m only curious because of how nice your daughter is to people, always trying to help when she can. I was just wondering if she has always been like that.”

“Well, I guess that would be all right, but first, I’d like to refill my tea. Would you like a top-off?”

“That would be wonderful, thank you.”

The woman grabbed both of their cups and headed to the kitchen. Katie knew she needed to push in order for the woman to talk, but there was a chance she would shut down and refuse to answer any of her questions. Time was running out, and Rick was still out there somewhere. When the woman returned with the tea, Katie jumped right back in.

“What about lately? Has Monica seemed all right?”

The woman sighed. “For the most part, yes. She’s had trouble keeping a steady job since she lost the job she really enjoyed, but that wasn’t her fault.”

“What happened there?”

“The poor girl stopped taking her medicine. After that, it seemed as if she just didn’t care as much. Although, it was just a different kind of caring.”

“I don’t understand. She lost her job after she stopped taking her medication. Did something happen?”

“I’m not sure. I just know she hasn’t been taking them and something happened at work. Monica really loved that job.”

She took a drink of her tea. It was still hard to wrap her head around the knowledge that everything she knew about the woman she’d worked alongside for three months was a lie. Monica, Ava, it didn’t matter. She was responsible for her son’s disappearance, and now, Katie was going to get him back. Her stomach lurched as the room started to spin around her. She felt like she was going to be sick again, but this time, it didn’t seem the same.

It wasn’t the nausea that came with the pure fear of not knowing if her child was dead or alive. If he were being tortured or hurt every second of the day. No, it was a physical sickness.

She cleared her throat and forced herself to keep control, not to run from the room and vomit into the woman’s toilet. For the first time, she realized the woman was still talking, though it had reached the point of rambling if Katie were being honest with herself.

She had to pull her back to the conversation, to bleed the last few details out of her before she handed her over to the authorities. It was obvious she knew something about where her foster daughter was, but she wasn’t going to tell Katie. Her stomach lurched again as the room started to spin. She closed her eyes for a split second, listening to the woman as she did. She was saying something about Monica needing someone to help her find her way again.

Snapping herself out of the haze, Katie glared at the woman sitting across from her. She was out of time. She couldn’t sit there and listen to what a saint the woman’s daughter was, not when her son was missing and obviously with a lunatic. Her sister would be calling any minute to find out what the plan was, and Katie had no idea what she was going to tell her.

“Did Monica ever tell you what happened with that job? The one she really loved?”

“Now, I don’t really think it’s my place to say anything. You should ask her for yourself, but I’d prefer if you just stay out of it.”

“I’m only asking as a friend. I…I didn’t mean anything by it,” Katie stuttered.

“Are you all right, dear? You don’t look so good.”

Suddenly, Katie felt dizzy. “Did…did you drug me?”

“I did it for your own good. You’ve been under so much stress that you’re not seeing the whole picture very clearly.”

“What are you talking about? What’s happening?”

“You should have just left things alone. My family is very close. You didn’t think I knew who you were?”

“I’m…I’m only trying to—”

“Find that boy? I’ve known who you were since I opened the door. I know who you are, and I know what you’re trying to do here, but Monica had nothing to do with any of that.”

“This can’t be right. I’m not trying to destroy your family. I only want my son back.”

“Coming into my home and asking all the questions under the pretense of being Monica’s friend?” the woman scolded her. “That’s not a very nice thing to do. Monica didn’t take that boy, but you just had to keep pushing, didn’t you? You should have left when I asked you to.”

Katie tried to speak, to lift her phone from where it was sitting on her leg, but every part of her body felt numb. Her lips tingled; her tongue refused to cooperate. The only thing that seemed to be working overtime was her racing heart. Her phone vibrated, and despite the numbness, she could feel it as her sister tried to reach her. Thank God for the call system. She would know something was wrong and come looking for her. Hopefully, it wouldn’t be too late.

Her heart lurched at the realization that her son’s rescue had been within reach; it had been at the tips of her fingers, and now it was slipping through them once again. It wasn’t right. It wasn’t fair that she was losing him all over again. The woman had gone back to talking about what a saint her evil, kidnapper daughter was as she busied herself cleaning up the tea and albums. As the world started to fade around her, a tear rolled down Katie’s cheek.

In the moments before she slipped into unconsciousness, a prayer played through her mind, not for her own safety but for that of her son. He would need his strength more than ever now that she had failed him.
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She startled awake, her heart racing as the world came into focus around her. Right away, Katie recognized she was still in the room, the woman was a mere ten feet away from her, but she was too sick to do anything about it. Closer yet was another figure she worked to focus on as the person was smacking her on the cheek. It didn’t take long for her to realize the person hitting her cheek was her sister.

Katie wanted to smack her sister and tell her to stop, but she still couldn’t feel most of her body. Even when she tried to speak, her words came out slurred to the point that she was making no sense. The slapping was getting her angry to the point that her body lurched, and the feeling returned. It was amazing to think that her sister’s plan had worked. Whether restoring the feeling was Jen’s purpose or whether she was just having fun hitting Katie, she wasn’t sure.

Either way, she was able to sit up after a few minutes, and the world stopped spinning. The woman who had been talking just moments before was slumped in her chair, passed out cold. Her hands were tied to the same chair, and Jen wore a victorious grin. Her eyes darted to the outdated clock on the wall, and she realized that nearly forty minutes had passed since she’d been knocked out. She had to find her son; her head was swimming with the information she’d found earlier.

“Rick…Ava…” she stammered. “We have to get to him…Jen, he isn’t safe with her. He’s running out of time. That woman—”

“Take it easy there,” Jen said. “No need to go getting yourself hurt more. Man, what would you do without me?”

“Please, Jen,” Katie said. “Listen to me.”

Katie didn’t plan on listening but as soon as she tried to stand, the world was spinning once again. She tumbled backward onto the sofa and groaned. Her stomach was still rocking. Despite knowing they had to get on the road, she couldn’t bring herself to stand, let alone drive a car. Katie lurched forward and put her head between her legs, trying to hurry along the process of getting over the sickness.

“Just take a deep breath, sis. It’s going to be okay, and so are you. I already know what to do.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, I wasn’t sure it was the best idea to go off on your own, but I knew we needed to buy time away from Conner and Karen.”

“Yeah, a lot of good that did. Karen said they had a tracker on me when she called earlier.”

Jen smiled. “Actually, she wasn’t the only one.” Jen smiled.

“Who else has been tracking me?”

“Me, silly. I didn’t think you should come alone, so I planted a tracker in your car.”

“That’s why you agreed with me so easily. You knew you’d be able to find me by pulling up the information on the tracker.”

“Yeah, and that’s not all. I planted a listening device in your clothes. I heard all the same things you did from the woman.”

“Where is she? She’s the one who drugged me.”

“The woman is fine. She drank some of her own tea. Besides, as soon as she started talking about things for your own good, I knew to get here as quickly as possible.”

“I really don’t know what I’d do without you. You’ve saved my ass too many times.”

Jen chuckled. “It’s what good sisters do. You’d do the same for me. Honestly, I figured you’d be more upset that I tracked you.”

“Definitely not since we’ve had this big turn in events. I’m glad you’re here, but we need to find Monica or Ava—whatever she calls herself.”

“One thing at a time, Katie.”

She was blown away as the events of the hour before started to flood back to her. It made perfect sense. The daughter the woman claimed as her own had taken her little boy, and she knew where. The woman had talked about a family cabin but locating it was going to be another task altogether. Who knew how long they’d been up there. Obviously, Ava was mentally unstable. If she still had Rick, it wouldn’t be long before she got bored with her new pretend brother and made him disappear like she did her own sibling.

It was obvious the girl was mentally unstable, making her incredibly dangerous. Katie tried to stand again, this time with more success as she managed to stay upright the second time. Walking was another story, though. As soon as she lifted her feet, the world slowly started to spin, but she stayed upright. It didn’t matter how she felt. She was racing against the clock to get her son back safe in her arms.

“We have to get him back, Jen. He’s there, in Lookout Point somewhere. That nut job never even left the county,” Katie said.

“Yeah, I know, Katie. First things first, though. You’ve got to get yourself together, and we’ve got to make some calls.”

“I don’t like the sound of that,” Katie muttered.

“Jesus, Katie. When are you going to give the Lone Ranger act a rest? I am here to help you, not to make your life worse. Stop treating me like I’m that bitch from the government or your boss, okay?”

Katie glared at her. She didn’t know what her sister had in mind, but she would be damned if bringing in Conner would help anything. He would want to keep them prisoners there and follow the lead themselves. They’d scour the hills with their flashing lights and chopper, alerting Ava to their presence. She couldn’t let that happen. Again, the terrible thoughts returned of what might be happening or already happened to her precious son.

Ava was unstable, and she was going to hurt her little boy as soon as she knew she was cornered. How could Jen be considering letting the man know what they were doing? He would ruin everything. She hated herself for considering it, but if Jen wanted to wait around for Conner, Katie would leave her behind with the unconscious woman tied to the chair.

“Fine. What’s the plan then?” Katie asked.

“The first thing you need to do is to call your boss,” Jen replied. “I’m sure he’ll be pissed that he needs to clean up another mess you left behind, but he’ll be thrilled with the steps you’ve taken to keep them involved.”

“Yeah, super thrilled,” Katie muttered. “What about the location of the cabin? I know she has to be there with Rick.”

“I’ll get ahold of my buddy over at the FBI. He should be able to get an address on that cabin without it taking forever with the red tape of bureaucracy.”

“That works, but I’m still not okay with calling Conner. If he tries to stop me from getting to my son again, I don’t know what I’ll do.”

“It’s the best way to keep everything as close to legal as possible. Besides, a little goodwill can go a long way.”

Katie scoffed. “I wish they’d give a little back.”

“I understand your frustration, but that’s the only way you’re going to get me to agree to this.”

“How will we get Conner off my back long enough to get to the cabin?”

“Oh, don’t you worry about that, sis. We’ll be long gone before that bastard gets here. My FBI guy will have the address, and we’ll be on our way.”

“Okay, Jen. You win. I’ll call Conner to get over here and clean this up, but if he tries to stop me—”

“We won’t be here long enough for him to try.”

Jen refused to let Katie drive, though she knew it killed her to let Jen drive her SUV. As her little sister helped her to the waiting car, it dawned on Katie that she didn’t see her sister’s vehicle anywhere. Jen seemed to sense her confusion and laughed as she helped Katie into the passenger seat, explaining that Katie owed her sixty dollars for the car service she’d had to take to get to her so quickly. It was only a ten-dollar ride, but breaking every speed limit on the way had cost a good bit extra.

Katie laughed as her sister shut the door and climbed behind the wheel. After promising to pay Jen back, they were moving down the road at a speed that appeased Katie. It was nice to see that Jen understood just how pressing the situation was. Despite how fast they were moving, she couldn’t shake the terrifying feeling that Rick’s life was hanging in the balance with each passing minute. Her body shook, but this time, it was with rage over the suffering her son might be enduring. At least it meant she was getting feeling back again.
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As they sped through the night, she couldn’t stop the building panic. Whether it was the side effects of the drugs starting to wear off or the adrenaline of finally having a chance at rescuing her son, she couldn’t be sure. Either way, it was making her shake once more. She wanted to wrap her hands around the woman’s neck who had taken him. It didn’t matter to her at that moment if Ava was completely insane. She deserved to be locked away for the rest of her life.

Katie was going to make sure she was never able to hurt a child again. Jen patted her arm affectionately, pulling her attention away from the angry thoughts racing through her head. She smiled back at Jen, wanting to show her she was okay but knowing it was a lie. Jen was able to see right through the fake grin on her face. It didn’t matter, though; Katie was sure her sister would have her back when the time came to bring down the monster who had upset their entire world.

It didn’t matter that Jen was climbing twenty to thirty miles above the speed limit. For Katie, it still wasn’t fast enough. It wasn’t that she wanted the help of the local police, but having their permission to be traveling another thirty miles on top of the seventy they were pushing would be nice. Instead, they had to slow down every time a car appeared or drove past them, at least until they were sure it wasn’t an officer.

The calls had been placed to the FBI connections and to Conner. By now, they were swarming the woman’s house and collecting all the information they could. They wouldn’t find the cabin’s location, though. She was sure that secret was closely guarded by the lunatic kidnapper who had her son. She sighed again and shook her head, watching the scenery fly past them. It had to be okay. They couldn’t be too late.

“I wish this thing would go faster,” Katie said. “I can feel my heart pounding through my chest.”

“We’re close, sis. Almost there. Let’s go over what we have going for us so far.”

“Like what? We’re on a head-on crash course with a lunatic?”

Jen chuckled. “Maybe, but we have the upper hand right now.”

“How do you figure? She’s the one who has Rick.”

“I know, but she doesn’t know we’re onto her and on the way. We have the element of surprise on our side, and we’re coming in silently. No rush of cops to freak her out. I feel good about this, don’t you?”

“I’ll feel better when we know exactly where we’re going. What’s taking so long? It’s the FBI, for crying out loud.”

“My buddy won’t let us down. He just has to use the backdoor process since he’s doing this as a direct favor to me.”

Katie could feel her heart starting to race again. What if he didn’t get back to them on time? What would happen to Rick if they had to go door to door to find her son. Many variables could go wrong without help from the police, but Katie still knew they had done the right thing. As if almost on cue, Jen’s phone began to ring. She answered it and put it on speaker.

“Glad you called,” Jen said. “What do you have for me?”

“I’m texting you the address now. It wasn’t too hard to find, but it did take a minute to keep my boss off my back for using government resources,” the man’s voice said.

“Hope you didn’t get into too much trouble.”

“I can handle the heat. You just go get that boy.”

“Thanks, I owe you one.”

Finally, there was something they could act on. They were just a few miles from where Jen’s contact said the cabin was. Everything about the situation made her question the world she once thought she knew. A place that had always seemed so magical to her was now jaded. How would she ever let her son walk alone after this ordeal? Her faith was shaken, not only in God but in the people she thought she could trust.

For the woman to have gotten a job at a police station and worked her way into their world, it took time. It was amazing to see how driven someone mentally unhinged could be. Katie wanted to give her heart over to anger and rage, but she wouldn’t let it corrupt her. The love she felt for her son kept her from doing anything rash. She could tell herself that she would make a point of beating the woman to a pulp, but the truth remained that Katie would never risk losing her son by doing so.

There was a foundation inside of her rooted in hope. Katie knew Rick was still alive. She couldn’t believe otherwise without losing her mind. There had never been a storm she couldn’t face head-on, and Rick’s disappearance was no different. Together, with the help of her family, they would overcome the obstacles the ordeal would bring to light. She knew her son would need his family around him more than ever. Katie longed for a time before the chaos when everything in her little boy’s world was pure and good. How long would it take before he trusted people again?

Before she could ask her sister the same questions racing through her mind, Jen’s phone rang for a second time. Her eyes darted to Katie before she answered it. The amount of information her people could come up with in such a short span of time was amazing. Conner would probably still be chasing his tail if they’d left the investigation alone. Thank God for her sister and the team.

Katie could see the look on her sister’s face. Jen was calm and collected as they rushed to find Rick in time. She knew how she felt, wanting nothing more than to wrap her son in her arms and promise him everything would be okay. Snapping her from her thoughts was the sound of her sister’s phone again.

“Hello,” Jen said, putting the call on speaker.

“Hey, we got a satellite image of the area pulled up right now.”

“What are we looking at as far as location?”

“There’s a pull-off about a half mile out. It will be a short walk from there to the cabin. On foot, it will only take a few minutes.”

“Great. It will be just Katie and me,” Jen replied.

“Two people should be more than enough,” the man said. “Which reminds me, I pulled an old blueprint we found at the city permit office. Looks like there are two access points, so you’ll each have to cover one.”

“Anything else?”

“Nope. I just want to remind you to be careful. I know this has family involved but keep it smart and smooth.”

“Will do. Thanks again for the information.”

“No thanks needed. Go get that boy back.”

As the call ended, there was another problem that arose. Katie knew what was coming. Her sister didn’t hesitate to keep their talk rolling.

“Listen, I think now is a time to call for backup—”

“Have you lost your damn mind?” Katie asked.

“Come on, Katie. This isn’t something we should be doing by ourselves, and you know it. They won’t get here for at least ten minutes. It gives us time to scout and make a plan—”

“They aren’t going to give a rat’s ass what our plan is, Jen. Can’t you see that? They are going to make it a big show, and she’s going to slip through their fingers. How are you going to feel about them coming in, guns blazing, when she decides to take his life and then her own to keep from being tossed in jail, Jen? What then?”

Her sister’s face paled. Instantly, Katie regretted what she had said. While it was a reality she was stuck thinking about, it didn’t mean she had to bring her sister down as well.

“I’m sorry,” Katie stammered. “I just don’t want to lose the element of surprise. I shouldn’t have said all of that.”

“You’re right, though. That’s the bitch of it all. How has our world become this crazy?” Jen said.

Just because she knew she was right didn’t make Katie feel any better. All she wanted was her son back. Her mind was starting to slip from the hell of it all. Katie wasn’t sure how much more of the emotional back and forth she could take. Any way she looked at it, with or without backup, things were not going to be in their favor. Her positive attitude was completely gone, and something told her nothing would bring it back.
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It didn’t take long before they reached the road where the cabin was located. As much as she wanted to plow ahead and find her child, Katie knew they had to take their time and be cautious in their approach. Knowing Rick was just a few hundred yards away, though, was torture. She felt his presence in her gut. He had to be there. For days they’d searched for him, fighting to bring him home with little to no information at times.

Not once had her sister given up hope, though. It was because of Jen and the rest of Katie’s friends and family that they’d made it so far, and that was something she would be grateful for the rest of her life. Things seemed to be moving along at a good speed. When Jen pulled into the forest and killed the truck’s engine, the silence that enveloped them was nearly overwhelming. She wanted to jump out of the car without another thought, but Jen grabbed her arm, indicating for her to move slowly.

Katie nodded in understanding as they slipped out of the truck. It was nearly impossible to move through the forest silently, though. Between the still crunchy leaves that coated the ground beneath the snow and the warm snap that had turned the top layer to a brittle mix of ice and water, they sounded like buffalo as they moved. It made the trek up the hill incredibly slow-moving, but she knew caution was paramount at that moment.

The last thing they wanted to do was alert Ava to their presence. If she were as close to the edge as Katie thought, there was no telling what might push her over. All Katie cared about was finding her little boy and getting him back safe. One carefully placed footstep after another, the two women climbed until the peak of the cabin came into view against the backdrop of moonlight.

Slowly moving forward, the sisters approached the dimly lit cabin. The only thing illuminating their path was the moon shining an outline around it. Katie was trying to be as careful as possible. Any noise made could alert the woman inside. Her thoughts continued rushing back to Rick and how scared her boy must be. Pushing past her thoughts, they moved into position.

When Katie and Jen were within twenty yards of the cabin, she heard her sister groan out in agony. It wasn’t a scream, and Katie couldn’t immediately tell what had happened, but the noise startled her. Staying as low as she could, she made her way to Jen. It wasn’t until she got right to her that she realized her sister had stepped on an old coyote trap.

“Shit,” Katie whispered. “Are you okay?”

“I think so, but it hurts like hell.”

“Let me look at it. See if I can get you out of this thing.”

Quickly glancing at the trap through the darkness of the night, Katie noticed it had torn through Jen’s jeans and right into the flesh of her ankle. While she was proud that her sister had taken the pain so well, she couldn’t help but think of the damage it had done. Her only hope was that no one else had heard the clank of the trap or the groans from her sister. Still, she was thankful Jen hadn’t screamed.

Suddenly, a flood of dim light emanated from the back of the cabin where a porch light had been flicked on. Her heart started to pound with such intensity it drowned out all the other noise in the woods. The movement of animals and creatures that scurried around froze as the unnatural light grew. The door was opening. She couldn’t believe what was happening as they watched Ava appear in the open door from where they were concealed in the forest.

The woman glanced around, obviously looking for whatever had brought the noise, but neither sister moved, their breath held as they waited for her to close the door again. Yet Katie’s heart was racing like never before. Beyond the door and the evil woman who had taken her boy was a brief glimpse into the house. It was there that she saw her son bound to a chair with red blotches dotting his face from crying.

She fought the urge to call out to him, covering her mouth with her hands to keep the sobs from slipping into the silence. It was pure torture to know he was there and within reach, yet still so precariously placed in harm’s way. Yet she couldn’t stifle the tears as they started to fall. He was there! Her little boy was alive and still fighting. None of the past few days mattered anymore.

The thinning tendril of hope she’d been desperately grasping the last few days was severed at last, in its place a steadfast knowing that she was going to see her son again. The very present danger, though, didn’t elude her. Ava had been careful in the kidnapping and her manipulations. Katie didn’t believe for a single instance that the battle had been won.

It wouldn’t be over until Rick was in her arms and Ava was in a pair of handcuffs. When the door closed again and her view of Rick disappeared, the panic started to return. They had to get to him before the woman did something rash. If she could get a little closer, she might see a way that didn’t require her son to witness his mother shooting the woman at close range. The poor boy had been traumatized enough already.

“I think I can get this trap off, but it’s going to take a minute to get you out.”

Jen sighed. “Look, you’re just going to have to go on without me. We don’t have the time to get this off of me, and you need to get Rick out of there as fast as possible. We don’t fully know what that woman is capable of.”

“It will only take a minute. Plus, I could use you on the second entry point.”

“That doesn’t matter right now. I’ll be fine, but we don’t know about Rick. We’ve come this far.”

“I don’t like leaving you here, but Rick is what we’re here for.”

“Now you’re getting it. Even if we get this off, my ankle is pretty screwed up. I don’t think I’ll be much help. I’ll only slow you down.”

Katie thought about it for a moment but knew her sister was right. She had to go get her son. Jen would be fine in the long run, but the same couldn’t be said for Rick unless she got in there soon.

Katie sighed. “I have to get Rick out of there and stop this woman from whatever she has planned. I’m going to go, but I need you to do me a favor.”

Jen hissed in pain. “What can I do?”

“I need you to call for backup. If this goes sideways, for any reason, I have to make sure Rick gets out of there.”

“I’ll make the call and get the cavalry heading our way.”

While she hated the idea of leaving her sister behind, there wasn’t any way around it. Jen was injured. She couldn’t put any weight on her likely broken ankle, and every second counted for what needed to be done. Still, Katie knew if Ava fled, she might run right into her wounded sister. Of course, Jen was armed and very dangerous, given the situation, but it was still a risk she hated to take. Pulling her sister into her arms, Katie closed her eyes and held her tight.

“It’s okay,” Jen whispered. “Everything is going to be okay. I know you can do this. Go bring our little boy home, Katie.”

“I’ll be back before you know it,” Katie said.

“I know you will. I know you are going to go in there and kick some serious crazy-kidnapper ass. You saw him. He’s okay for now. You need to bring that woman down, though.”

“It’s the only way we’ll ever be able to sleep again. Letting her escape isn’t an option.”

“Well, I’ll be watching you from right here the whole time, and if I see that woman make a break for it, I’ll shoot first and ask questions later,” Jen said.

Katie chuckled as she nodded and wiped away the tears that refused to stop falling. It was one of the hardest decisions she’d ever made to leave her sister behind, but she knew what needed to be done. Ava wasn’t going to get past her. Katie wouldn’t let the woman slip away to terrorize another family. As the cold air nipped at her face, she started off in the direction of the cabin once again, moving slowly and steadily to get her son back safely in her arms.
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With every foot she moved closer, Katie’s heart continued to beat with such ferocity that it was the only thing she could hear. Every step was agony, especially when she got close enough to hear the woman talking through the thin, outdated panes of glass on the windows. It was obvious the cabin hadn’t been used in some time. She could see the edges of the sills were rotting away as she approached. Inside, Katie could hear dishes banging around and a smell emanating from the house.

Ava appeared to be playing house with her son, calling him by a name that wasn’t his as she asked him questions and talked about all the fun they were going to have. Every few seconds, she slipped up, though, and called the boy by his real name. It was in those moments that Katie could hear the crack in Ava’s voice. It was a slight fracture that indicated so much more, though. She was losing control of the fantasy she’d laid out for herself. Rick wasn’t her little brother, and he never would be.

Her stomach lurched when she heard her little boy inside. While the walls were too thick to hear what he was saying, from Ava’s reaction to his comment, Katie knew she wasn’t happy Rick wasn’t playing along with her fairy tale. It was heartbreaking for her to sit there and listen as she pleaded with God for a plan to form in her mind. Without knowing if the woman was armed or the cabin was booby-trapped somehow, she was hesitant to go in with her gun blazing. No, she had to approach the situation carefully and quietly.

“Just hang on a little longer, Rick,” Katie whispered to herself.

Lifting herself a bit farther off the ground from where she was crouched beneath the window, Katie tried to catch a quick glimpse inside the cabin to see what she was dealing with. Beyond the sheer curtains, she could see the space was small but otherwise tidy. A wave of relief coursed through her, knowing her son hadn’t been tortured in the bitter cold for the last two days. If nothing else, she had that to hold onto. With her ear pressed to the eroded sill, she could hear the conversation beyond.

“All right, Milton,” Ava said. “Drink your Kool-Aid, and we can go out to the water.”

“This isn’t Kool-Aid,” Rick said.

“Sure, it is. I made it special for you so we can enjoy our time in the water. Don’t you want to go for a swim and enjoy the beautiful night?”

“I want my mom. I want to go home.”

“Mom is gone, kiddo. It’s just you and me. I’m going to take care of you from now on. Trust me, we’re going to have a lot of fun.”

Katie was about to blow a gasket. She was trying to keep her anger in check and her thoughts straight. Losing her temper wouldn’t save Rick, and she knew it. The way the woman kept talking to her son, though, made her want to beat her within an inch of her life. First, she took Rick, and now she was in some delusional episode where she thought Rick was someone else. Time was running out, and Katie had to think of what to do next.”

“My mom’s not gone,” Rick said.

“It’s okay, Milton. Finish your drink so we can go swimming.”

“It’s not Kool-Aid; it’s alcohol. My mom says I’m not allowed to drink alcohol.”

“Well, like I said, she’s not here. Plus, it will keep you warm while we’re swimming.”

Suddenly, Katie heard a glass go toppling off the table. With the one hand that wasn’t tied down, Rick must have sent it flying. Noise erupted in the cabin as Ava started to scream at the boy for being ungrateful. Katie couldn’t stop herself from rising up to peek through the window again as she listened to Ava opening doors and slamming them shut again. She was yelling about having to clean up the mess, just like the good old days when they used to stay there.

Katie couldn’t take her eyes off her little boy, though. He looked terrified until finally, after what felt like an eternity, Rick’s eyes caught hers through a crack in the curtains. Instantly, the look of relief and joy she saw on his face filled her with emotions. He knew she was there and she was going to save him. As quickly as she could, Katie lifted her finger to her mouth in a single gesture for him to stay quiet about her arrival. Rick quickly nodded in understanding. Katie always knew he was a smart kid; that moment was another indicator that she was right about her son.

Her gaze darted around the room. She could still hear Ava, but the woman had disappeared into what Katie could only guess was a bedroom behind the open kitchen. The only other interior door she saw was the bathroom. It was cracked open with dim light coming from it. Rick was still watching her every move, waiting for her to give some signal to him. She adored how brilliant he was but hated to put him in harm’s way anymore. Katie quickly pointed to the open bathroom, and her son turned to look at it, nodding in understanding as she ducked back down.

“Now,” Ava said. “Are you going to drink this cup, or are we going to have another accident?”

“I have to use the bathroom.”

“Well, you still have to drink your Kool-Aid before we can go swimming.”

“But I really have to go. I promise I’ll drink it when I come back.”

“Is it an emergency? Do you really have to go that bad?” Ava asked.

“Yes, really, really bad,” Rick said.

Katie could see through the small opening that Ava was thinking about how to answer. For a moment, she thought the woman was going to deny him but quickly noticed the woman’s face soften. The whole thing was making her uncomfortable, and all she wanted to do was get Rick out of the woman’s clutches. Finally, after what seemed like several minutes, Ava spoke again.

“So, you promise to drink it all when you come back?”

Rick forced a smile. “I’ll drink it all when I get back, but I feel like I’m going to pee my pants. Plus, would it be okay if we played some games, too? I think we could have fun doing that?”

Ava grinned. “That would make me really happy, Milton. Would you like to pick what we play?”

“I don’t really mind. Whatever you’d like to play. I just really need to use the bathroom.”

“Okay, as long as we get to start having some fun around here.”

Katie watched Rick climb down from the chair and slip into the bathroom. When her little boy had closed the door behind himself, she darted around to the front door of the cabin. Without hesitation, Katie burst through the door with her gun drawn. Immediately, the woman swung around and lunged for Katie, but the rage of the last few days was no match for the slight, young girl. Without hesitation, Katie met her head on and tackled her to the floor.

“You might be able to beat up a little boy, but I’m the pissed-off momma who’s been hunting you,” Katie growled.

Shoving the woman onto her stomach, Katie quickly snapped a pair of cuffs on Ava as she screamed and struggled. Katie didn’t care about what the woman had to say as the bathroom door opened and her son emerged. Tears fell immediately as she climbed off Ava and ran to Rick. He jumped into her arms, his sobs mingling with her own as a flood of red and blue lights descended on the cabin.

She didn’t care when she saw the squad and cruisers pulling up. Nor did she stop for Conner, who demanded she stay to fill out a report. All it took was her telling the man the kidnapper was inside before they finally left her alone. Pulling Rick into her arms even tighter, she promised him she would never let anything like that happen to him again. As Jen emerged from the woods with the help of two paramedics and saw Rick in her sister’s arms, she burst into tears and hobbled over to embrace the pair.

“We were so worried about you, little man,” Jen said.

Rick smiled at his aunt. “I wasn’t worried at all, Auntie Jen. I knew my mom would find me. She’s the best cop in the world!”

Katie burst into laughter along with Jen. As the three were slowly ushered to a warm, waiting ambulance, she knew the worst was finally behind them. Her little boy was safe again.


Epilogue
Six Months Later


“Ijust can’t believe it’s finally over,” Rose whispered. “What a great birthday present, huh?”

Katie chuckled and nodded as she took a sip of her beer. They were watching Rick, a handful of his friends, and Jack running around Rose’s yard. She couldn’t believe how much had changed in the six months since Rick’s abduction. The trial had been a grueling one, with Ava trying to claim on several occasions that Rick had wanted to go with her. They all knew better, and, in the end, Ava was sentenced to spend the rest of her life in a hospital for the criminally insane. The judgment had come down just minutes before her mother’s birthday party was set to get started.

It was still baffling to Katie how much things had shifted over the months. Not only had Jack become a part of their world, but he had also quickly replaced her as Rick’s favorite parent. Katie didn’t mind. She knew her son loved both of them equally, and she could understand why. Jack was an amazing and doting father to Rick and became something so much more to her. In earnest, she often beat herself up for holding out on Jack’s advances for so long. Three months before the joyous birthday occasion, she’d finally agreed to a first date.

Now, things seemed perfect in every way as the man she was in love with jogged over to the two women and gave her a kiss on the cheek. Rose smiled at the affectionate pair and shook her head. Katie knew her mother was just as over the moon about the relationship as her grandson. Jack had been a rock for them in the month after the abduction. He would sit up for hours watching over Rick on the off chance he’d wake terrified that Ava was coming back for him.

“Happy Birthday, Rose. This has to be one of the best birthdays ever for you,” Jack said.

“It really is. I’m just happy to have everyone here for it.”

“You and me, both, Jack. I’m glad you’re here, too.”

“That’s good to hear, Rose. It’s been nice to be a part of something again. It’s been great catching up with Rick. He’s a great kid.”

“Well, that’s because of his awesome mother.”

“You know, I guarantee that’s the reason he’s so amazing, but I hear he has a pretty great-grandmother as well.”

“Come on now. You’re just trying to butter me up.”

Katie chuckled. “Okay, you two. I have some news I need to tell you.”

“Is it about Ava?” Jack asked.

“Yeah,” she replied. “They finally came back with a decision on her case. After the kidnapping and everything else, they reopened the case on her brother and found some new evidence.”

“That’s good. What about her sentence? Didn’t she plead insanity?”

“She did, and while I was hoping for a stricter sentence, they did find her mentally stable enough for the trial. Still, even with that, she’ll be spending the rest of her days in the psych ward. I thought about it, and I agree.”

“That is amazing news,” Jack said. “Listen, I’m proud of how far you’ve come on this. Maybe she’ll get the help she needs now.”

“I think she will, and we won’t have to worry about her ever again.”

He smiled. “Listen, do you think we could go for a walk?”

“Sure,” Katie said. “Is everything okay?”

“It is, but I’d like to spend a few moments alone with you.”

There was always a bit of trepidation now when she left Rick behind. It didn’t matter if it was at her parents, the police station, or the school. A fear she’d never known before lingered now, but she refused to let it control her. Running her fingers over the captain’s badge hooked to her belt, Katie reminded herself they were safe now. After the handling of the case, Conner was asked to step down and quickly resigned. The state brought in a team of investigators who later determined she was the best candidate for the job.

Now, she was able to run the station and her team with confidence. As they walked her parents’ property, Jack was careful to stay within eyesight of Rick. She loved him for being so considerate. Suddenly, Jack pulled her to a halt and took a deep breath, weaving his fingers into hers as he smiled. She didn’t need to be a cop to see the man was nervous. When he dropped to one knee, her heart started to race as tears jumped to her eyes.

“Look, I know we have been through a lot, and there is still so much we need to work through, but I can’t go another moment without you and Rick in my life. With everything that he’s gone through, and you, too, I don’t want to miss another moment of being with you. I love you, and I love Rick. So, Katie, would you make me the happiest man in the world and—”

“Yes!” Katie replied before he finished asking. “I adore you, Jack.”

“Are you sure you want to marry this mess of a man?”

Katie grinned. “You might be a mess, Jack, but I wouldn’t change anything about you. The way you’ve been there for Rick and me since that all happened, I couldn’t imagine my life being any different. I love you, too, and I would love nothing more than to spend the rest of my life with you.”

“You really know what to say to a guy.” Jack smiled. “I love you, Katie.”

“I love you, too. Now, put that damn ring on my finger.”

As Jack rose and pulled her into his arms, Katie couldn’t help but burst out with joyous laughter. Never in her life had she expected to have everything she’d ever wanted, but now, Katie was overflowing with love. After everything they’d endured together, it was incredibly peaceful to know they would be together forever. The pair was quickly joined by Rick, who, upon hearing the news, quickly ran to tell the others. Katie kissed the man she loved, knowing the wonderful journey they were about to embark on as a family would be their greatest adventure yet.
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