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It wasn’t the first time Derek had been allowed to walk back to school on his own from the diner. It seemed like, over the last several months, his mother had been giving him more responsibility. He felt like he was on top of the world as he approached the crosswalk, heading back to the school. There were times when it felt like a privilege to have his mother working at the school he went to, but even at his young age, he knew better than to abuse the power he had with her there.

He was patiently waiting for the cars to go by, and he had already hit the crosswalk button. Even as he stood there, he remembered that his mother always let him push the button when they came to a crosswalk. Each and every time, it made him feel like he had the power to stop traffic anytime he wanted. He chuckled when the walk light flashed and he started crossing the street. Derek imagined himself as a superhero when the other cars stopped for him to walk across. He was even picturing himself in a cape as he used his superpowers to stop the much larger cars heading in his direction.

The responsibility his mother had given him to walk back to school on his own was something he was proud of. With each new responsibility she had given him, Derek felt a little closer to getting the pet he had been begging for as long as he could remember. From the first time he had seen a puppy, he had tried to talk his mom into letting them get one. He never blamed her for turning him down on a continuous basis, but it didn’t make him try to get her to change her mind any less.

Only a few seconds had passed since the time the light changed for him to make his way across the street. The other kids who had gone out to lunch with their parents we’re already making their way back into the school. As he looked around and glanced back over his shoulder to where his mother and his aunt were still finishing their meal, Derek grinned.

He paused for a moment to look at his mother and aunt. His Aunt Sophia was one of his favorite people in the world. As he continued to think about them, he couldn’t help but think about the father he never really had gotten the chance to meet. Even in his mind, he knew his father knew him after his birth, but all the memories he ever had of him had quickly faded. It brought a small amount of sadness into his heart to think about the entire thing, but knowing that his mother, grandparents, and aunt would never let him forget about him always made him feel better.

When he heard the first bell ring, calling for the students to take their last few minutes to get to class, Derek turned around and took a few quick steps toward the building. He had no intention of being late, but suddenly a sound attracted his attention, and he turned to see if he could find it. He even tried to hold his breath for a moment in order to get a better sense of where the sound was coming from. There was a second or two that passed that he wasn’t even sure he had heard what he thought he had. It wasn’t until he heard the sound again that he knew it was the painful cries of a small puppy.

Derek started making his way in the direction of the sound, which was in the opposite direction of where his mother still sat with Sophia and definitely not in the direction of the school. If the noise had been anything other than an animal in distress, he would have quickly ignored it and continued on his way back to school. There were only a few things in the world he loved more than animals, and he wasn’t willing to let one go on in pain without trying to do something to help.

Even as Derek continued in the direction of the puppy in need, he knew it couldn’t be far away. Finally, he approached an alley not that far from the dinner he had just left. As soon as he rounded the corner and heard the little dog cry out in pain again, he spotted it in the corner at the back of the narrow alley. The animal had gotten himself stuck in some kind of wire and was trapped against the fence near a trash dumpster. It broke his heart to see the small dog wrapped up in all the wires. He didn’t hesitate to rush to the puppy’s aid.

Just as he bent over to investigate how to best unravel the small creature, the puppy licked his hand. Derek chuckled out loud. He quickly tried to calm down the little dog and started to unravel the mess he had gotten himself into. There was a small part of him hoping he would be able to untangle the wire and bring him back to his mother so he could finally have the pet he had always wanted. The little guy was brown, with white paws, and Derek thought he was the cutest thing he had ever seen.

His joy quickly turned into fear when a woman stepped out from behind the dumpster, startling him. He had never seen her, but there was something about the look on her face that told him he should run. At that moment, he forgot all about the trapped dog and everything else. Even as the woman lunged at him, he knew he needed to get the help of his mother and aunt. He ran as fast as his legs would carry him, but the woman was much larger and faster than he was and quickly caught up with him, grabbing his arm and yanking him to the ground.

Derek didn’t know what was happening to him, and even as he tried to scream for help, the stranger quickly placed her hand over his mouth and pulled back. His screams became nothing more than a mumble with whatever she had covering his face. He continued to kick and scream, trying to fight the woman off. Just the fact that she was much bigger than he was made the entire effort pointless. It didn’t stop him from getting in a few kicks as he tried to roll over and fight his way free.

He was lying on his back, and the woman was on top of him, still pressing something against his face. He didn’t recognize the smell on the cloth, but he suddenly felt very tired. Derek fought to keep his eyes open, but even that didn’t seem to help him stay awake. He found himself starting to fall asleep, despite his best efforts. The last thing he could see was underneath the woman’s arm and back toward the dumpster. The puppy was still stuck, and he could only hope that someone would find him before it was too late.

The world around him was starting to darken, and the sounds of passing cars were starting to fade. Derek could barely hear the whining from the puppy and the sound of the woman cursing under her breath. He felt the woman lift him off the ground, and he looked back down the alley one last time. The brown puppy with the white paws was staring at him, confused. His last thought before the world around him went completely dark was a hopeful prayer that someone would find the dog, but then the thought of his mother being angry that he didn’t go directly back to school crossed his mind. He knew it was a big responsibility to walk to school by himself, and he could only hope that his mom wouldn’t hold it against him. The only thing he was trying to do was help an animal in need. Just before he fell asleep, he heard a car door open and felt the woman placing him inside.
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“All right, kids. I want you to separate into the groups we agreed on this morning and start the project. You’ll be given all the extra time you need to complete it, and I look forward to seeing what you can come up with as a group.”

Her class had already started separating into the small groups she had designated that morning before she finished her sentence. The smiling faces of all her students brought her joy as she watched them spin their desks around into four-person teams. It wasn’t a very hard project, but she was hoping to teach them how to work together. It was something she had come up with when she first became a teacher. While she knew there would be small hiccups along the way, the activity would teach them how to combine their ideas to come up with a cohesive presentation.

Katie Rose was enjoying her afternoon at work. Like most Mondays, her students took a little extra time to settle in in the morning, but shortly after that, the rest of the day went without any problems. As she looked around her classroom at the students, she couldn’t help but stop when her eyes reached little Johnny. Though she wasn’t supposed to have any favorites in her class, Johnny easily was the one she would pick if anyone ever asked.

The young boy was brilliant for only being seven years old. There was something in his eyes that reminded her of her ex-husband, George. If George had lived long enough to meet the student, she assumed he would have thought the same thing about him. The boy even had the same cocky attitude she had grown to love from her husband. Katie smiled as she moved on to check on the rest of the students before looking up at the clock.

There were only about thirty minutes left in the day, and she was looking forward to finishing out the afternoon and getting home with her son. One of her favorite things to do was to spend as much time as possible with her only boy. Derek was a grade higher than the students she taught in the school. Not only was he a smart kid, but he was just as kindhearted as his father had been.

Katie found herself thinking about her husband, who had passed several years before. While Derek had only been two when his father died, George was still a major influence in the young boy’s development. The two had fallen in love in high school, and shortly after graduating, Katie found herself pregnant, and they quickly married. They hadn’t married out of the responsibility of having a child together; they were truly in love.

Immediately after the birth of their son, George had joined the military and was sent overseas. Katie lived on base while her husband was away, but every few months, he was given a leave of absence, and he spent all his time with the family. She remembered him as a very loving man with a strong set of morals she tried to pass on to her son. During one of his missions overseas, George’s convoy was struck with an IED, and while he didn’t die from the initial explosion, he died trying to save his other friends when a secondary explosive went off, killing everyone in his platoon.

She quickly shrugged the thought from her mind, as she could feel a tear starting to drop from her cheek. Even though her husband had died several years before, it was still something hard for her to think about. Suddenly, as she was trying to draw her attention back to the students in her class, the door opened, and the school principal walked in. Katie could tell without a doubt that the man was there to pass on some serious news, and her heart leaped into her throat.

“Miss Rose, I need to have a word with you as soon as possible.”

“There’s something wrong, isn’t there?”

Doug sighed. “It’s not an emergency by any means, but it does involve Derek. If you could just come down to my office so we can talk everything out, I will have Mrs. Shelly take over your class until you can get back to them.”

Katie nodded. “All right, class. I’m going to have to go down to the principal’s office for a few minutes, and I expect you to give Mrs. Shelly as much courtesy as you always give me.”

Thomas raised his hand.

“Yes, Thomas?”

“Since you have to go to the principal’s office, does that mean you’re going to get in trouble?”

Doug laughed. “Miss Rose isn’t in trouble. There are just a few things she has to take care of, and I promise she’ll be right back to you.”

Katie smiled at the idea of her students thinking she was in trouble. She watched the principal head back out of the classroom, and she waited a few minutes for Mrs. Shelly to come in and take over. The woman was what they considered a floater. She was a very smart and kind woman who had a high interest in students learning everything they needed to move on to their next grade. She was basically a godsend anytime someone needed to take some time off. As soon as she entered her classroom, Katie gave her kids one last set of directions for their project and headed to the principal’s office.

She made it down the hallway into the office doors within a minute. As soon as she walked through the main door, she spotted her son and another kid sitting in the waiting room in front of the receptionist. Katie gave her son a look, and Derek quickly dropped his head. Whatever was going on wasn’t going to be a fun experience for either of them. Before she could say anything to Derek, Doug came out of his office and quickly motioned for her to come in.

“What did Derek do?” she asked, taking a seat on the opposite side of his desk.

“I can’t necessarily say that Derek did anything wrong, but we have a strict no-fighting policy.”

“Derek got into a fight?”

“Sort of. The other student was bullying one of the girls in their class. He’s going to be dealt with in a separate way, but your son took it upon himself to defend the girl. So, like I said, the fact that he defended her is an honorable thing, but we can’t make it seem like fighting is ever the right option.”

“So, how are we going to punish him?”

“I’m simply going to give him detention for the rest of the week. Normally, a suspension would be in order, but I don’t think that’s the right call here. He knows bullying is wrong, and I’ve already made it clear to him that fighting is not the answer.”

Katie shrugged. “Having to serve some detentions is a lot better than being suspended. I’ll be sure to have a conversation with him as well.”

“I’ve already had a conversation with him, but I wanted to make you aware of the situation before the end of the day,” Doug said.

Katie couldn’t agree more with the punishment being handed down to her son. They had always had conversations about getting into fights at school and how bullying was wrong. Though part of her was proud of the way her son stood up for somebody being harassed in the school, she still needed to find a way to make it clear that fighting was out of the question. No matter how she tried to process the information in her mind, she couldn’t help but think about how similar he was to his father.

Protecting somebody who was not able to protect themselves was something she could get behind, but doing so had put him at risk of being kicked out of school and was something she needed to make him understand.

“It’s not just about him being punished for doing what he thought was right, but it had a lot to do with the way he views his father,” Katie said.

“Honestly, with how bad bullying has gotten over these last few years, I can’t say that he’s wrong in his actions. Unfortunately, the policy says that if he’s in a fight at all, he has to at least get detention. I’ve already called the parents of the other child in, and it didn’t seem like they were very happy with the situation, either.”

“Do you think there’s something more going on at home?”

“It’s always a possibility in scenarios like this that there’s more to it than what we know. Unless we can get him to talk to the guidance counselor, then we’re never going to know.”
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It was nearly the end of the day and time for the students to go home, but Katie found herself fascinated with the conversation with the principal. She had a lot of love for all the students who went to the school, not just the ones in her class. The fact that they had bullying going on behind their doors was something they needed to figure out as soon as possible. Knowing her son had done the right thing but in the wrong manner gave her a lot of hope for Derek’s future.

She and the principal spent several more minutes discussing the variations of punishments the other students could get. At the end of the day, it was going to be Doug’s decision on what he decided to do. She was just another teacher in the school, but the two had been friends for quite some time. He was actually the reason she had become a teacher at that school to begin with. Because the situation involved her son, he was more than willing to listen to her thoughts on what should happen to the other kid.

“So, bullying is something the school takes very seriously. It’s usually something that involves a suspension of some sort, but unless it’s something that is serious or hands-on, I prefer to just give Chuck detention.”

“Did Chuck do anything back to Derek when he stepped in?”

Doug smiled. “Well, he defended himself after Derek struck him, but nothing that would cause either of the kids serious harm.”

“I think on this one, I’m going to have to agree with you. Derek is getting detention for his part in it, and I believe it would be best for them both to learn their lessons by serving detention together.”

“I would have to say you’re right. The kids know each other well, and this is the first time Chuck has done anything like this. He doesn’t have any history of bad behavior of any kind.”

“That’s a good sign. I feel like getting them both in to see the counselor and serving detention throughout the rest of the week is going to make a major difference in how they handle situations like this in the future.”

“Then it settled.”

Katie nodded. “Do you need anything else from me? I’m pretty sure the final bell is getting ready to ring.”

Doug spun around in his chair and looked at the clock on his wall. When he realized what time it was, he turned back and chuckled at her. Both of them were well aware of how fast the end of the day usually went. They said goodbye, and on her way out of the office, she took Derek’s hand, and the two headed toward the side exit and out to the parking lot. She was only parked a few spots away, and within a few minutes, they were both buckled in and sitting in her car.

Neither one of them had said a word up to that point, but as she looked in the rearview mirror and saw the expression on her son’s face, Katie could tell he already knew they were going to talk things through. She almost laughed out loud at how smart her kid was. It was highly likely they wouldn’t even have to have a conversation because he already knew what he had done wrong.

“I’m pretty sure you already know you didn’t handle that situation well. What was Chuck doing to the little girl?” Katie said as she pulled the car out of the parking lot.

“He kept calling her names and pulling her hair.”

“That wasn’t very nice of him at all, but do you think it was right to hit him?”

Derek rolled his eyes. “Ruby told him to stop over and over, but he kept doing it. I went over to try to get him to stop so she could finish her assignment, but he called me a bastard, and I couldn’t control myself.”

“Sometimes, when people are really upset about something else, they have a tendency to take it out on other people. What Chuck did was wrong, but you have to realize there are times when people are going through things we don’t understand. You should have gone to the teacher before you tried to insert yourself into a situation like that.”

“I know, but I just wanted him to stop for her sake. Am I in big trouble now?”

“You are in trouble, but not because you tried to help Ruby. I’m really proud of you for doing that, but using your fists isn’t the answer to fixing your problems. Now, that being said, neither one of you is getting suspended from school, but you’re both going to serve detention and talk to the guidance counselor at some point this week.”

“Detention?”

Katie smiled. “Yes. For the rest of the week, you’re going to have after-school detention. Both of you are going to serve detention together. Do you understand why?”

“Because I shouldn’t have hit him, and he shouldn’t have been bullying Ruby,” Derek said.

“That’s right. What should you have done?”

“I should have gone to the teacher and told her what was going on so she could have taken care of it.”

“See, you already know what you should have done in advance. That’s the hardest part about learning from situations.”

Derek groaned as she continued the drive home. She knew he wasn’t very happy with the idea he was going to get detention, but Katie could also tell he knew he had done wrong. It was something she tried to instill in him at an early age, and it was a big help to have the parents she had to help her along the way. The drive home wasn’t a very long one since she lived down the street from the school. With traffic and stop signs and stoplights, the drive normally took about ten minutes.

Katie made the final turn onto their street, but just as she did, she noticed a woman walking down the sidewalk who looked familiar. She wasn’t trying to slow the car down more than she already had, but there was something about the woman she couldn’t shake. One way or another, there was something highly recognizable about the woman she was passing on the street.

It didn’t matter how hard she thought about it or the fight she had trying to get a better look at the woman through her side mirror. Katie couldn’t place where she knew her from. She quickly chalked up the familiarity to having run into the woman at a store or somewhere else public. Sometimes, she told herself, the image of people she ran into was just something people couldn’t shake.

Pulling the car into the driveway, she placed it into park and looked back at Derek, still sitting in the back seat. Katie could tell her son was upset with himself for what had happened earlier in the day, but that was something that would be handled at school for the rest of the week during his detention.

“I wouldn’t worry too much about your word detention or the things that happened at school today.”

“Yeah, but now I have to stay longer in school.”

“In a way, you made that decision for yourself when you decided to hit Chuck. Just like everything else you do in life, decisions always have consequences. Some of them are good, and some of them are bad. You simply chose to do the wrong thing this time, and now you have to pay the consequences.”

“I just don’t think it’s fair that he’s going to have the same punishment as me when all I did was try to get him to stop doing something he shouldn’t have been doing in the first place.”

Katie smiled. “I understand your feelings, but you are the one who chose to punch him instead of going to the teacher. If we were to actually follow the rules in the student guidelines, you should be getting suspended instead.”

Derek nodded. He understood, and the two quickly got out of the car and made their way up to their front door. As she followed behind her son, she couldn’t help but feel a sense of pride for her son defending another student. It was hard for her to keep an even emotion about the situation, but she continued to tell herself that fighting was never the answer and that even though he meant well, he should have gone to the teacher to handle it.

As she unlocked the door and took a step inside, her mind flashed back to the woman she had seen down the street. The partial image of the woman’s face was still fresh in her mind, but she had no idea where she had seen her before.
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Katie had been going over the assignments she was going to give to the kids for the rest of the week. Since she only taught the second-grade students at school, it wasn’t like they were going to get a huge workload. Still, she liked to try to plan ahead and make her weekends as free as possible to spend with Derek. She had been so busy figuring out the schedule for the rest of the week that she hadn’t noticed a few hours had passed since she had started.

When she looked at her phone and noticed it was nearly six o’clock, she cursed under her breath. Katie knew she didn’t need to worry about Derek completing his homework assignments or letting her know if he was going to go outside for any reason, but it didn’t change the fact she hadn’t made any plans on what to do for dinner.

Their go-to meal was always pizza, and she quickly went down the previous week’s meals in order to try to remember when the last time they had ordered out was. It had been over a week since the last time they had gotten pizza, and she knew it would be the fastest way to get dinner served and Derek ready for bed for the evening. Placing a quick order at the local pizza shop, Katie hung up and smiled, knowing dinner would be delivered to their house shortly.

Before she had gotten the chance to let Derek know dinner was on its way, her phone started ringing in a familiar tone. In order to keep track of the people calling and whether or not she wanted to answer the calls, every single one of her contacts had a special ringtone that she had memorized. Katie knew before looking at her phone that the caller was her best friend in the world, Sophia. Her excitement grew immediately. They had been friends since high school and maybe even before that. She quickly answered the incoming call.

“What’s going on, girl?”

“I just wanted to make sure that all of our plans were in order since my plane is set to land tomorrow night.”

“Of course. You know I will have the spare bedroom ready for you if you need a place to stay.”

Sophia chuckled. “That sounds a lot better than staying at a hotel for any amount of days. I look forward to seeing you and Derek.”

“Derek is going to be so excited to hear you’re coming home. I’m really happy you’re going to be here.”

“I look forward to finally being home again. This deployment has been one of the longest I have ever been on, and I missed the hell out of you guys.”

“We all miss you, too, and are looking forward to spending as much time as possible with you.”

The two talked for a few more minutes before ending the call. Taking a few minutes to reflect on the history she had with her best friend, Katie smiled. Though the pair had been friends for as long as she could remember, Sophia had also been good friends with her husband before he died. The three of them were nearly inseparable throughout high school. She couldn’t imagine her life without her in it, and she was looking forward to spending more time with her.

Every time Sophia came home from deployment, the two would have some of the most memorable nights of their lives. Derek and her best friend were the only reasons she had survived the passing of her husband. George had been one of the few good men she had ever met in her life, and losing him was the hardest thing she had ever gone through. Sophia had been there throughout the entire first year after his death. On the days she had felt like she couldn’t even get out of bed, her friend had pushed her ever so slightly to keep going because that was what George would have wanted.

She wasn’t quite sure why she was thinking so much of George that day. Though the man was never far from her mind, Katie had slowly started the process of finally moving forward with her romantic life when she had met Mitch during a traffic stop nearly a year before. The two had clicked almost immediately. Something about the handsome man in a sheriff’s uniform had gained her attention.

Though they hadn’t made anything official, the two were dating on an irregular basis. When George had first passed, she thought she would never be able to find anyone to fill his shoes until she met Mitch. Now, almost anything seemed possible, and there was a happiness in her life she hadn’t felt since the death of her husband. A knock at the door snapped her out of her thoughts.

About ten minutes later, Katie and Derek were sitting at the dinner table, eating their favorite pizzas. For the first few moments, while enjoying the flavor of the toppings they loved most between the two, neither one of them spoke. Finally, Derek piped up, ending the silence between them.

“How can I be in trouble and you’re still proud of me at the same time?” Derek asked.

Katie smiled. “You took it upon yourself to defend a girl who was being mistreated. That’s very brave and something your father would have done when we were kids, too. You remind me a lot of him at times.”

“But I’m still in trouble.”

“We’ve already gone over this. Defending her was the right thing to do, but hitting Chuck in the face was the wrong thing to do.”

“I know,” Derek said, rolling his eyes. “I should have gone to the teacher and let her take care of the situation.”

“Exactly. So, you’ll serve detention at school for the punishment of breaking the rules there, but you’re not going to be grounded or punished here. Understand?”

Derek nodded as he took another bite of pizza. She couldn’t help but smile when the size of the bite looked like it was going to fall out of his mouth. Though she was sure there wasn’t any possible way her son could remember what his father was like when he ate, he still ate in exactly the same manner George had.

It didn’t take long for either one of them to finish their meal, and she quickly sent Derek straight up to the bathroom to take a shower. She would wait to take a bath until after he was in bed, but the day’s events called for her to pour herself a glass of wine to help her relax for the evening. She still had George on her mind, along with her new love interest, Mitch. The man looked nothing like her ex-husband, but they still shared a lot of qualities.

When her son had finished with his shower and had brushed his teeth, Katie followed him into his room and tucked him in as she did every night. It was part of their evening ritual that both of them needed. After making sure the blankets were tucked in tightly around his little body, she kissed his forehead and told him goodnight. She never went a single evening without telling him she loved him.

She left his room and closed his door, leaving it ajar by just a few inches. Katie quickly made her way back downstairs to the kitchen and poured another glass of wine. Mitch would be on duty since he normally worked second shift for the local sheriff’s department, but she couldn’t wait to talk to the man again since he had been on her mind for the last several hours. Pulling out her phone, she quickly found the contact information and dialed his number.

“How’s the most beautiful woman in the world?” Mitch said when he answered.

“I’m doing just fine. It’s been a bit of a long day, but overall, everything has been going really well.”

“What made it a long day?”

Katie chuckled. “It’s just another manic Monday. Derek was defending a girl who was being bullied and hit another kid in the face. So, the principal and I decided that his serving detention for the rest of the week was the best way to teach him a lesson.”

“I have to say that I agree with him defending the little girl. What did the other kid get?”

“Besides the possibility of a black eye, the principal gave him detention as well.”

Mitch chuckled. “I suppose that’s the best thing for both of them, as long as the other kid wasn’t a kid who gets in trouble a lot.”

Katie went down the list of everything she and the principal had talked about during their meeting. It was nice knowing Mitch was on the same page as her as far as the situation being handled in the manner it was. Not very many people had the same belief system she did, and it was nice that the two were in agreement on what should happen between the kids. After a few more minutes of small talk and light flirting, they said goodbye, and she headed to bed.
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Tuesday morning was the same as almost every other morning in the Rose household. Ever since the first day Derek had started going to school back in kindergarten, they had built a routine that almost always went off without a hitch. Katie rarely got up early enough to make them pancakes, but she knew he would still be upset from the day before, and knowing he had detention, she made sure to get up early that morning.

Katie had quickly thrown together a batch of chocolate chip pancakes, which were Derek’s favorite kind. Even if he was going to be serving his detention for the rest of the week, she still wanted him to know he had made the right decision as far as stepping in and protecting the girl from being bullied by the other boy. After cooking the pancakes and getting herself ready for the day, she went upstairs and woke her son up for the day.

“It’s time to get up,” she said.

“It’s too early.”

“Well, I thought you would enjoy your chocolate chip pancakes this morning, so I’ve already been up and made them. I figured I would wake you up a little early today so you had time to eat. I also made sure we had some whipped cream to top them off with.”

“You made chocolate chip pancakes?”

“They’re downstairs waiting for you to get ready for school. As soon as you get dressed, come down and eat breakfast with me.”

She laughed as Derek jumped out of bed and ran to his dresser. Katie had to admit it was nice that Derek was old enough to dress himself. Though every once in a while, he would throw on an outfit, and she just had to make him go back upstairs and change. Leaving him to get ready for the day, she made her way back downstairs to set the table for breakfast. She loved how excited he would get for her pancakes, and it was already something that morning that made her feel like it was going to be a great day.

Not only was her son in an incredible mood, but she also knew her best friend was going to be home that evening. There was so much to look forward to. She couldn’t wait to get it started. Several minutes later, Derek came down the stairs and looked as though he had dressed himself professionally. The two shared the table during their meal, and by the time they both finished, it was time to head off to school.

As she drove the short trip to school, she thought about the woman from the day before. It was just something that stuck in the back of her mind because she couldn’t figure out where she knew her from. It felt as though she recognized an actor in a movie and couldn’t remember what movie she had seen them in. The whole thing was driving her absolutely crazy. Before she could process what she was thinking about, she pulled the car into her parking space at the school.

“Before you get out of the car, do I have to remind you that you have detention?”

“No, but who’s in charge of detention today?”

“Well, I’m pretty sure that Mrs. Shelly is on the schedule to handle detention for this week. At least it’s going to be somebody you’re familiar with.”

“I like Mrs. Shelly.”

Katie smiled. “You might like her, but don’t forget that this is a punishment for what you did yesterday.”

“What even happens in detention?” Derek asked.

“Basically, your punishment is to sit in school for an extra hour when everyone else gets to go home. I think it’s more of a free hour to get any of your homework done.”

Derek groaned and got out of the car, and she followed quickly after. He was getting to the age where, even though he was willing to give her a hug before class, it was more of a quick pat on the back than any kind of tight hug she was used to at home. She chuckled as he pulled away and ran into the building. Katie knew class would be starting in a few minutes and followed him, heading to her room.

When she reached her room, all of her students were already circled up for their group projects. She was impressed but not surprised. She knew she had a way with the kids that made them want to do whatever she had planned for them. It was a gift passed down from her parents when she was being raised. After a few minutes of preparations, the kids were well on their way to moving forward with the project at hand.

The task only required them to cut out images of things and people they were interested in out of magazines she had brought in the week before. It was well known that kids growing up in that day and age were far from trying to figure out what they wanted to be when they were older. Katie only wanted them to understand there were several options and there was nothing anyone could do to stop them from being what they wanted to be.

The morning was already flying by when she realized they were nearing their lunch hour. The kids would go to the cafeteria, followed by a half-hour break for recess. That gave Katie an hour for lunch, and she had already received several messages from Mitch asking her to meet him for her break. She quickly responded and said it was a date. A moment later, her phone vibrated in her pocket, and she pulled it out to see a smiley face emoji followed by a heart. Her own heart skipped at the thought of his feelings for her.

Knowing they would be meeting at a taco truck parked down the street, as soon as the bell rang, she made her way to her car and headed to the lunch date. When she pulled up to the stand, she smiled when she saw Mitch already waiting for her.

“How is the most beautiful girl in town?”

“You know, you’ve already won me. You really don’t need to use those cheesy pickup lines anymore.”

Mitch shrugged. “Maybe not, but that doesn’t make it any less true.”

“So far, the day is going much better than yesterday, but I have to say that I’m looking forward to Saturday night and going out on that date with you.”

“What date?”

Katie laughed. “It’s funny right now, but in a few years, when you forget our anniversary or something, I don’t think it’s going to be as funny.”

“I’ll take that as a good sign.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s a good sign that you’re already thinking about a future with me. It means you have some real feelings for me.”

She blushed. “Of course I do.”

“It’s just nice to know we are on the same page as far as our relationship goes. I can’t wait to take you out to dinner on Saturday, and for the record, I would never forget an anniversary with you.”

Her heart fluttered ever so slightly. There was a time in her life when she had thought she would never find love again. Now, the possibility of falling in love with the man standing in front of her was something that brought joy to her heart. While they were far from being engaged or even married, for the first time since the death of her husband, it was actually something she was giving considerable thought.

The two of them enjoyed each other ‘s company for the rest of her lunch hour. Katie continued to think about how much fun the man was to be around. They were the same age, but he had only recently moved to the area when he accepted the position at the local sheriff’s department. He had been there for just over a year and seemed to enjoy his job more than most officers she had met. When he had originally pulled her over for speeding, she thought he was just another cocky cop who was empowered by his badge. Within minutes of talking to him about the speed limit on the street she was driving on, she knew her initial thoughts were wrong.

Within a few weeks of the two meeting, and after going in to pay her ticket and running into him again, he asked her out. It was purely accidental in the words she had chosen, but when he said yes, Katie found herself not being able to turn him down. As the two finished their lunch, and she headed back to the school with a smile on her face, she knew the future was wide open.
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It was shortly after she returned from lunch and was going around the classroom to make sure all the students were just about finished with their projects. It never ceased to amaze her how fast the days would go. After Katie finished going around the class, she took a seat back at her desk.

She was still looking forward to the weekend and the time she would get to spend with Mitch on their date on Saturday. They had been seeing each other as much as possible with the way their schedules counterbalanced each other. Mitch normally worked second shift since he was still considered new to the force. Of course, with her being a teacher, Katie was usually finished with work at around three.

There were times they would meet up for dinner when he would have his lunch break, and obviously, they took as much time together on her lunch as possible. Katie could still feel the glow from their earlier lunch.

She quickly let the romantic thoughts escape her mind and tried to focus on what she was going to do with the rest of her day. Sophia’s plane would be landing later that night, and she couldn’t wait to see her best friend again. Aside from that, the only other thing she knew for sure was she was going to have about an extra hour after school let out before Derek would be done with detention. Suddenly, the bell rang, and the day was over for the students.

Katie packed up her schoolbag and headed out to her car. Though she was a member of the staff at the school and a well-known teacher among her peers, she didn’t want to make Mrs. Shelly feel as though she were checking up on her. It was in all of their best interest if she allowed Derek to serve his first detention without her sticking her nose in it. She knew all too well they had it taken care of and that Derek would use his time to complete any homework assignments he had.

Knowing she had at least an hour before Derek’s detention would end, she decided to call Sophia and try to make plans for the weekend. She would have Friday evening, most of the day Saturday, and all of Sunday to do whatever she wanted with her friend and son. Though she had a date with Mitch on Saturday already in the works, she thought it would be a perfect time for her friend and Derek to spend some time together, but she wanted to run it by Sophia first before springing any babysitting plans on her. Pulling out her phone, she brought up her friend’s contact information and placed the call.

“You know I’m going to be there tonight, right?” Sophia said when she answered.

“I know, but Derek is in detention, and I just had a little time to kill, so I figured I would give you a call. Besides, I thought it would be a good idea to make some plans for this weekend.”

Sophia laughed. “I never in a million years thought that Derek would be the type of kid to get into any kind of trouble. What in the world did he do?”

“I’ll tell you more about it later, but the short version is he tried to protect a girl who was getting bullied and decided the best way to do was to hit the other kid. Now he has detention for the rest of the week.”

“Well, I can’t say that I’m surprised he was willing to get suspended to protect another kid from a bully. He’s just like his daddy.”

“That’s for sure,” Katie said.

“Did you have anything in particular in mind that you wanted to do this weekend?”

“I already have plans to go out Saturday night with Mitch, but I thought you might be interested in doing something with Derek while we’re out.”

“That sounds like a perfect plan to me, but I still want to get to know this Mitch a little better.”

“What do you say the three of us do something on Friday night? I’m sure Mitch can figure out a way for us all to get together and work around his schedule.”

“If it’s all right with him, that’s perfectly fine to me. Sounds like the two of you are getting close.”

Katie chuckled. “After everything that happened with George and how long we were together, I never thought I would find someone else I would be even remotely interested in.”

“Don’t think for a moment that I’m judging you. If anyone I know deserves to be happy in this life, it’s certainly you. I’m happy to hear things are going well between the two of you, and I’m looking forward to getting to know him a lot better.”

Katie was grateful to have a friend like Sophia in her life. Not everyone could say the same thing about the people they surrounded themselves with, but the woman was different than anyone she had ever met. Knowing she had her best friend’s support in whatever she decided to do took a lot of weight off her shoulders. After a few more minutes of talking with Sophia on the phone and ironing out all the details of the weekend, she ended the call and waited for Derek to come out the door.

The phone call with her friend had only taken a short amount of time, and she spent the rest of her free hour sitting in her car, playing on her phone. If she wasn’t in class or spending time with her son, Katie really didn’t know what to do with herself. Before she knew it, she heard the side door open and watched as Derek jogged to the back door and jumped into the car.

“Well, how was your first detention, and how did things go with Chuck?”

Derek sighed. “I don’t even understand why Chuck was being mean to that girl, and even though he’s not one of my best friends, he’s really not a bad kid. Mrs. Shelly talked to us a little and made us apologize to each other, and Chuck’s mom made him apologize to the girl he was picking on.”

“That’s awesome. Like I said yesterday, just because someone does something you don’t like doesn’t mean they’re a bad person.”

“I wasn’t sure I believed you, but after listening to Chuck’s side of the story, I think I understand a bit better.”

Katie smiled. “Does that mean you learned your lesson?”

“All I wanted to do was stop him from hurting Ruby, but he’s going through some stuff with his family, and now I understand he wasn’t acting like himself. I shouldn’t have hit him.”

“It’s always a good idea to try to understand what somebody might be going through before you decide to do anything. I’m really happy to hear that you learned your lesson, and I certainly hope that you won’t do anything like that again. You should only fight if you have to and only if you’re defending yourself or someone else.”

“I promise I won’t do anything like that again. I’ll go to the teacher first.”

Katie was ecstatic with the idea of her son learning his lesson without having any help. She knew Mrs. Shelly was going to make the kids talk to one another, and that was the entire reason she had agreed to her son’s having detention at the same time as the other boy. The woman truly was a lifesaver when she needed to be.

Katie knew it was only a matter of time before Derek and the other kid, Chuck, would probably become friends and, at some point, spend the night at their home. Whatever was going on in the other child’s life, she knew it would be best for him to have a friend like Derek in his corner. She was already looking forward to the sleepover that was bound to happen at some point or another. As she was getting ready to pull out of the parking lot, Katie spotted the principal coming out of the side door and stopped the car. It took him a moment to realize she was waiting for him, but as soon as he did, Doug looked up and smiled. She gave him a little head flick, telling him she wanted to talk to him, and he quickly made his way over to her stopped car.

There was absolutely no reason for her to stop the man from going home for the day other than to thank him for the way he had handled the situation with Derek and Chuck. In all the years they had been friends, he had always tried to look out for the well-being of her and her son.
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“Is everything all right?” Doug asked.

“It’s actually a lot better than that,” Katie said. “I wanted to thank you for giving those boys detention as opposed to suspending them like the regulations state.”

“Well, I don’t think I would be very good at my job if I just went around suspending every kid who got into a little trouble. Every once in a while, I think it’s better to be a little more lenient than to hammer down on these kids who have problems at home.”

“I think you should know your plan worked out perfectly. Derek just finished telling me that Mrs. Shelly made the kids talk and work everything out. I can’t say they’re going to be the best of friends, but I think both of the kids have learned their lessons.”

“I can’t tell you how glad I am to hear that,” he said, turning his attention to Derek. “What do you think, kiddo? Did I make the right call?”

“Well, I’m not the biggest fan of detention, but I prefer that to being suspended.”

“I just hope you learned your lesson and you won’t be making the same mistake again. I know you meant well, but there are far better ways of handling situations like that.”

“I know now, and I won’t be making that mistake again,” Derek said.

Doug chuckled. “That’s good to hear. Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like to get home and see what the wife is making for dinner.”

“I won’t keep you any longer,” Katie said. “I just thought you should know everything is going to work out. You have yourself a good evening, and I will see you here tomorrow.”

The man smiled and nodded before heading over to his parked vehicle. Katie put her own car into drive and pulled out onto the road. Even though it was only a short drive back to the house, she always enjoyed the few minutes of listening to music and hearing her son sing along while they drove. As they turned onto the little cul-de-sac and onto the road their home was on, she spotted the same woman as the day before walking down the sidewalk.

The strangest feeling started to wash over her again. There was just something about the woman that gave off a familiar vibe, and for one reason or another, she couldn’t seem to place it. There was a large part of her that could swear she had never seen the woman in her life, but there was a small voice in the back of her mind that told her the woman was somebody she had met once before. Katie didn’t want the woman to think she was stalking her in any way, but she did try to gain a better view of the woman as they drove by.

Trying to shake the familiar feeling out of her mind, she pulled the car into the driveway and put it into park. Without waiting for his mother, Derek jumped out and ran up to the front door. She always locked it, so he had to wait for her as she managed to get herself out of the car. There was a small voice in the back of her mind that told her she was being watched, but as she looked around and down the road, there was absolutely no one on the street. Even the woman she recognized from somewhere was gone.

Katie shrugged and tried to forget the feeling that had just taken over her entire body. She quickly made her way to the front door and unlocked it for Derek. Before she could even get the key out of the lock, he rushed through the door and started to head up the stairs.

“Why are you in such a hurry?”

“I have to go to the bathroom,” Derek said.

Katie chuckled. “Oh, don’t let me keep you. I just didn’t know what you were trying to do, and normally you’re not so quick to get through the door.”

“Sorry, but I’ve been holding it since recess.”

“You know you can use the bathrooms at school.”

“Yeah, but sometimes those bathrooms are really dirty, and I don’t like to sit on the toilet.”

She quickly nodded, and he rushed up the stairs. Katie knew the janitor at the school was a very well-liked man, but she wasn’t sure why the bathrooms would ever be in need of attention. It wasn’t something she was going to make a big deal, but if Derek had a problem with going to the restroom at school, she was going to have to let the janitor know the bathrooms needed to be kept up with better.

As she closed the door behind her, Katie couldn’t help but chuckle when she heard the door slam to the bathroom upstairs. Her son must have really needed to use the restroom if he was in that much of a hurry. She walked into the kitchen and tried to pick out what would be the best meal for them to have for dinner. Sophia’s plane would land shortly after dinner, and she and Derek would be on their own for the meal.

The kitchen was a little dirtier than it normally would have been had she not made pancakes earlier that day. Knowing it wouldn’t take long to wash up the few dishes in the sink, Katie made quick work of the job at the end. While she was standing at the sink and looking out the window toward the driveway, she got the sensation that somebody was watching her. Again, she looked in every direction possible and still didn’t see anyone around.

She quickly decided at that moment it would be in her best interest to let Mitch know what was going on. At the very least, he would make sure there was an extra car that would drive by to ensure the area was safe. If anything could be said about the man, he was a very protective individual, which suited the life he chose as a sheriff’s deputy.

Katie had never had the feeling of being watched before, but the more she thought about it, the quicker she realized the feeling only happened after she had seen the woman who looked so familiar walking down their street. Not that anything would happen in their small town, but over the next few days and until the feeling went away on its own, she was going to be more careful and cautious with the things she did.

In a matter of moments, she had finished the dishes from the breakfast they had had earlier in the day. As a single mother raising a son all on her own, she had grown accustomed to cleaning up all sorts of messes. She never understood how boys could get so dirty, but it wasn’t anything she ever minded taking care of for Derek. He could literally go outside for less than a few minutes and come back filthier than if he had been playing in the mud all day.

Laughing at the thoughts and memories of every time she had cleaned up after him, she poured herself a small glass of wine. There were still going to be several hours before Sophia arrived, and she was looking forward to quality time with one of her favorite people in the world. She suddenly heard the toilet flush upstairs, and after a few seconds, she heard Derek’s footsteps coming down the staircase.

“Your Aunt Sophia is going to be here tonight,” Katie said.

“Really? I haven’t seen her in forever.”

“I know it’s been a few months, but she’s coming home, and her plane is going to be landing later this evening. You’re probably going to be in bed before she gets here.”

“Will she be here in the morning?”

“I don’t know how long she’s going to stay this time, but I promise she will be here when you get up tomorrow.”

Derek smiled, and the happiness he had all over his face was something that brought joy to her heart. Granted, the woman was not blood-related in any way, but Sophia was one of those people who had been such a large part of George’s life as well as her own that she was more like family than anyone else she had known. All of a sudden, she heard a knock at the door and was taken by surprise. She hadn’t expected anyone to stop.

She quickly made her way to the front door and opened it. As soon as she saw the woman standing in front of her, a huge smile crossed her face. Though she hadn’t expected Sophia to be there until later in the evening, Katie was excited to see her best friend standing at her door hours before her plane was supposed to arrive.
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“Ireally wasn’t expecting you until later tonight,” Katie said.

Sophia smiled. “Well, the flight was originally supposed to have a stop off in another city before flying us out here. While I was waiting for my flight to take off, they let everyone know about the change of plans, and the flight was able to get here several hours earlier than expected. The only reason I didn’t tell you I was going to be landing early was that I wanted to surprise you guys.”

Before Katie could respond, she felt Derek brush past her and rush into the arms of her best friend. Sophia was literally one of Derek’s favorite people in the entire world. If it weren’t for her having to leave for her job in the military, she would have had no problem letting her friend live there with them. There was nothing that made her happier than to see two of her favorite people overjoyed to see one another.

“I really missed you, buddy,” Sophia said.

“Mom said your plane wasn’t going to land until after I was already in bed, but I knew she was trying to surprise me.”

“Your mom wasn’t trying to surprise you, but I was. As far as your mother knew, I wasn’t going to be here until later tonight. So, are you guys just going to make me stand out here the entire time I’m home, or do you plan to let me come inside?”

Katie chuckled and quickly ushered her friend and son back into the house. Luckily, she had already set up the guest bedroom ahead of time, knowing Sophia was going to be there. She already knew where her room was going to be, as she had been there so many times before. After giving her friend a few minutes to get situated, Katie made her way up the stairs and into the guest bedroom.

“I’m really happy to see you here.”

Sophia laughed. “I’ve been looking forward to this since the day I found out when my leave was going to be. I have to tell you, though, I’m absolutely starving. The food they serve on those planes isn’t worth the ticket you pay to fly.”

“It’s a good thing I haven’t decided on what we’re doing for dinner yet. What do you say we just go out to a local restaurant?”

Her friend grinned, and the two made plans to go to the local China Grill Buffet. It wasn’t necessarily Derek’s favorite place to eat, but the buffet offered several American dishes as well. Within the hour, they were all sitting at a table and enjoying each other’s company. Derek took it upon himself to fill his plate with chicken nuggets and pizza, even though they had just eaten pizza the day before. Out of everything she could say about raising a boy, knowing he was the easiest kid on earth to feed was priceless.

It didn’t take long for them to finish their meal. The three made it back to the house before eight. Even though Sophia was in town and staying with them, it didn’t change the fact that Derek still had a bedtime and needed to take a shower. It took a little extra coercing to get him to go to bed at his normal bedtime, but after several promises made by Sophia that she was going to be there for more than just one night, he agreed and headed off to bed.

Even though Derek was never a problem, it still felt nice to have an extra set of hands to help tuck him. He had quickly talked her friend into telling him a bedtime story about her time in the military, and she agreed without hesitation. All in all, it took about forty-five minutes to get him settled in and off to sleep. Katie kissed him and told him goodnight before leaving Sophia to do the same. She made her way back to the kitchen and poured herself and her friend a glass of wine while she waited for Sophia to make her way back downstairs.

A few minutes later, the two were sitting on the porch, enjoying their wine and talking about everything they needed to catch up on. She was happy to have a friend to lean on, though there wasn’t much more to talk about than the recent relationship she had started with Mitch. The conversation quickly turned to that subject as both the women laughed.

“So, things are getting pretty serious with this guy?”

Katie blushed. “I mean, we’re not at the stage of getting married and moving in together, but I really like him. He treats me well and has just as much fun with Derek as we do. He’s a really good man.”

“I met him one time before the two of you really started getting serious, but I could tell there was an attraction there. It’s good to know you’re being treated with the utmost respect and care.”

“I’m just glad I have you here to talk to now. I know a lot of people in town, but there’s no one in this world I trust more than you.”

Sophia chuckled. “I’ve always looked at you more like a sister than a friend.”

“That makes two of us. It’s always nice to have you around, and I’m certainly glad you’re staying here.”

The two women continued to talk while they sat on the porch, drinking wine. She quickly realized she had actually had glasses of wine several days in a row for the first time in a long time. Katie knew she had no problem with alcohol, but if she was going to enjoy her weekend with her friend and lover, she was going to need to take a few days off after that night. As Sophia continued to tell her about her time overseas and some of the beautiful landscapes she had seen along the way, Katie couldn’t help but think about the times George had relayed the same type of stories.

“Do you ever think about George?” Sophia asked.

“Almost every day. Sometimes, it’s just the little things that get me thinking about the time I had with him, but there are times I see him in the way people act.”

“There’s a guy in my squad who reminds me a lot of him. It’s in the way he talks and jokes around with the rest of the guys that just make me see what I used to see in George.”

“There’s a student in my class who makes me feel the same way. Besides, almost every day, I see a little bit of him in Derek.”

“It’s always nice to think of him that way, but I’m happy to hear you’re starting to move on with your life. George would have wanted you to be happy, and if that’s how Mitch makes you feel, then maybe you should think about taking the next step with him.”

While she appreciated her friend’s opinion, she wasn’t sure if she was ready to make that move yet. Mitch was a good man and treated her the way she felt she needed to be treated, but there was still a part of her that made her feel as though she was cheating on her husband, even if he was dead and gone. Her friend’s voice snapped her out of her thoughts.

“How has everything else been going around here?”

“Really good, actually. The students in my class are some of the best I’ve ever had, and it’s really nice to know Doug has my back when I need him to.”

“Out of all of us who used to hang out in school together, I never thought you would be the one living alone. Do you ever wish you had someone here with you?”

Katie chuckled. “I wish you lived here with us, but otherwise, I’m quite happy with the way things are. Well, besides the last couple of days. Yesterday and today, while driving home, I spotted a woman who looked really familiar, but I just can’t place it. On top of that, I keep getting the sensation that I’m being watched.”

“I can help you try to figure out who it is if you’d like. If someone is trying to mess with you, then they are going to regret it.”

There wasn’t any chance that her friend was joking. She still wanted to let Mitch know about the woman and what she had been feeling, but she felt better already, knowing that her friend had her back as well. They spent the next couple of hours drinking and talking about everything they had been through since the last time they had seen each other. It wasn’t like her to stay up late at night, especially on a school night, but the special occasion of Sophia being back home was more important than the few hours of sleep she would lose. It was nearly midnight when the two headed off for bed. Katie knew there were only a few hours before she would have to be back up to start the next day.
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Katie woke up on Friday morning and was surprised the week had ended so quickly. As she sat up in bed, giving herself a few minutes to shake off the early morning tiredness, she couldn’t help but think about the events from the rest of the week. Though Monday had started with Derek getting into trouble for a fight, the rest of the week had gone off without a hitch.

Sophia had been a great help around the house and run a few extra errands that needed to be taken care of. She was able to get some shopping done while Derek was in detention, and that in itself was a huge load off her shoulders. She wasn’t used to eating out as often as the group had, but between her friend being there and enjoying lunches with Mitch, it didn’t bother her a bit.

She stretched out and hopped out of bed before grabbing a towel and the clothes she was going to wear for the day. Katie decided to take a shower to help her wake up. After letting the water run off her body for several minutes, she climbed out, dried off, and then got dressed. While Sophia was still sleeping in the guest room, she knew it wouldn’t be long before the woman was joining her downstairs for a cup of coffee.

Knowing it was Friday, and she didn’t have much to do in the way of preparing for the day, she started a pot of coffee and made regular pancakes. There wasn’t much she enjoyed doing more than cooking breakfast for her son. A few minutes after she pulled the last pancake off the pan, Sophia made her way to the kitchen. Katie wasted no time pouring her a cup of coffee and setting it down at the table for her.

“I don’t think there’s any better way to wake up in the morning,” Sophia said. “Thank you.”

“I knew you’d be joining me before too long. You always had a habit of getting up early, just like me.”

“It’s definitely a bit harder to get up early in the morning after sleeping in that bed. The cots in the military are nowhere near as comfortable as the mattress you have up there.”

Katie chuckled. “The only reason I even set up that guest bedroom was for you. So, I definitely had you in mind when I decided what mattress to go with.”

“Seems to me like you know me all too well. How’s everything going at school with Derek and the bully?”

“When I talk to Derek about everything yesterday, the two of them have actually become friends. I had a pretty good idea that was what would happen.”

“That’s good. He really has a lot of the same qualities George used to have.”

She nodded. “He certainly does and reminds me of George in so many ways. It’s actually about time for him to get up if you would like the honors.”

Sophia nodded and jumped out of the chair. It had almost become a game to Derek on which one of the two was going to wake him up in the morning. They really weren’t taking turns, but she knew her friend cared as much for Derek as she did. While Sophia went to wake up her son, Katie took a few minutes to enjoy her morning cup of coffee and prepare Derek’s plate for breakfast.

After everyone was done with their coffee and morning meal together, Sophia mentioned stopping by for Katie’s lunch break. She loved the idea of having her friend there to meet up anytime they wanted and quickly agreed that the three of them would enjoy lunch together. Though Derek would have a short amount of time compared to herself, she knew even if he was a few minutes late getting back from lunch, he wouldn’t receive a write-up.

About thirty minutes later, Katie was in front of her class, and Derek was in his own. The entire morning was spent listening to the students read off the plans they had for the future. It was always hard to believe that each year, the students picked the same jobs they would want when they grew up. Firefighters and police officers seem to always be at the top of the list. She never believed it was a bad thing that children wanted to grow up to save and protect people, but she also knew the majority of the students in her class would grow up to work at the factory down the road. It never stopped her from enjoying the thoughts each child had about their future.

There was a knock on her classroom door, and when she looked up to see who it was, Katie was shocked to see Mitch standing there with a smile on his face. He quickly told her he only had a few minutes because he was holding a safety class for the younger kids in the school, and he was looking forward to spending time with all of them at dinner later that night. Even though she only got a few minutes of time with the man she adored, it never ceased to amaze her how much she enjoyed seeing him. Before he left, he gave her a quick peck on the cheek and winked at the other children in her class. The air quickly filled with giggles as the kids teased her.

Katie was relieved when the bell rang for lunch, and she quickly proceeded down the hallway to remind Derek they were all going to lunch together. Derek would only have about half an hour to spend with them during his break, but he made quick work of the meal they had ordered at the diner right across the street from the school.

“You know you’re going to have to get back to class,” Katie said.

“I know, but I was hoping you would let me spend a little more time here. No one is going to tell you I’m not allowed.”

“That might be true, but you already got in trouble once this week. Besides, the three of us are meeting Mitch for dinner tonight. So, you get back to class, and you’ll have plenty of time to enjoy your aunt and Mitch later this evening.”

Derek groaned but got up and kissed his mother before he headed off to school. Katie never worried about his crossing Main Street or getting back to class on his own. It was something he had done several times over the school year when they would have lunch together at the diner. Soon after he left, she and Sophia talked to each other about the plans they were making for dinner later that evening. Her friend was excited to get to know Mitch a little better, and Katie was excited to spend time with the entire group she considered her family.

“Are you sure you’re ready for me to spend an entire evening with the man you’re falling in love with?” Sophia asked.

Katie blushed. “I’m not worried in the least about you spending any time with somebody I care about so deeply. You’re family, and as far as I’m concerned, the two of you are going to get along.”

“As long as you’re ready for me to tell him like a bunch of stories about when we were growing up.”

“As long as you know that works both ways. You might know a lot of my embarrassing childhood stories, but I know all of yours as well. Especially that time you got caught with Tommy in the parking lot.”

Sophia laughed. “Okay. I promise I won’t tell any of your really bad stories as long as you don’t bring up that one. That was a one-time thing, and even you have to admit, Tommy was hot.”

Katie nodded and joined in the laughter. She knew her friend was right about Tommy since he was the star quarterback for their high school football team. The two of them had been making out in Tommy’s car in the parking lot during lunch, and the school principal had caught them. Since neither one of them was supposed to be in class at the time, they didn’t get into any trouble, but the entire school knew about what had happened before the end of the day.

The pair reminisced about several other stories during their lunch. There were still a few minutes before she needed to be back to class, and since it was a Friday afternoon, the school floater would be handling any classes that teachers were late getting back to. Both of them were finishing the last of their meal when they heard the bell ring across the street.
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Even though she knew she needed to get back to class, in the back of her mind, she knew things would be handled for a few minutes while she spent a little extra time with Sophia. Fridays were always the most lenient day of the school week, and she planned on taking advantage of whatever time she could spend with Sophia.

“I figured, with the mentality you’ve always had for as long as I’ve known you, that you would be rushing back to class as soon as the bell rang.”

Katie chuckled. “The school runs so smoothly because the principal has several things in place to handle situations like that. I’ll be fine if I’m just a few minutes late, and I figured I only get to spend so much time with you that I would take advantage of it.”

“Hey, I’m not complaining in the least. Whatever extra time I can get with you and Derek, I’m going to take. Is everything ready for our plans tonight?”

“Mitch already said he has reservations in order. We shouldn’t have any problem getting right in.”

“I know I continue to tease you, but I’m really looking forward to getting to know him and spending time with both of you.”

Katie smiled. “Mitch literally just told me the same thing when he stopped by my classroom earlier. He said that anyone who means as much to me as you do, he’s willing to spend extra time to get to know.”

“He’s already a man after my own heart.”

“Well, I’m sure he has a couple of friends if you’d be interested in getting set up with a date.”

“Eventually, I might be up for that. Right now, I just want to enjoy getting to know people and hanging out with you.”

Katie nodded and told her friend she needed to get back to class. The two hugged, and she watched as Sophia walked to her rental car and pulled away. Knowing she was going to have a great weekend with her friends and dinner at one of the best restaurants in town, she smiled to herself as she made her way back to the school building.

The rest of the afternoon, she decided to play a movie for the students in her class. It was one of the perks she offered to them at the beginning of the year. If they did everything they were supposed to do, they would be rewarded with the movie of their choice on Friday afternoon. It made planning for the week that much easier in her mind and also offered the children a way to be rewarded for good behavior.

By the time the bell rang, signaling the end of the day, she and all of her students were ready to head outside. Since the school never punished the students by giving them detention on Fridays, Katie made her way to her car and waited for Derek to come out of the building. While she sat and waited, she pulled out her phone and sent several messages to Mitch and her parents. She wanted to make sure Mitch had everything set up for their dinner plans that night, and messaging her parents was something she tried to do on a daily basis. Checking in with them and making sure they didn’t need anything was her way of keeping in touch.

By the time she had finished texting everyone, she realized that nearly twenty minutes had passed. It wasn’t like Derek not to come running right out the door when his class was released. She gave him another few minutes to ensure he wasn’t just talking with one of his friends and lost track of time, but when almost half an hour in total had passed, Katie grew concerned.

Normally, the teachers would be the last people in the building to leave, followed by the principal at the end of the day. On Fridays, a lot of the teachers would stay behind to finish up their weekly reports on the students and finish grading assignments. She had yet to see Derek’s teacher leave the building, so she decided to go and talk to him to see if he had seen Derek since class let out. There was some slight anticipation she would walk into the class and see Derek still talking to his teacher, but when she walked in and saw John Wright was the only person in the class, her heart started to race.

“What can I do for you?” John said.

“I’ve been waiting in the car for Derek to come out for the last half an hour. I thought maybe he was still here in class and figured I would check.”

He looked surprised. “He was excited about going to lunch with you and his aunt, but he never came back from lunch. I just thought maybe you had other plans for him and didn’t even think twice about it.”

“I watched him walk across the street and head to class as soon as he finished his meal. Are you sure he didn’t come back at all?” Katie asked.

“Something I always do is take attendance in the morning and right after lunch. Let me check my book to make sure I didn’t just miss him, but I’m almost positive he didn’t come back.”

Katie stood in the man’s classroom and looked around. It was exactly the same size as her own. John obviously had a way of decorating the room to appeal to all aspects and types of children. There were dirt bike posters and pictures of wild animals all over. Though her heart was beating faster than she thought it should be, she still wasn’t that concerned with the information that Derek hadn’t come back from lunch. It was possible that there was just some sort of mix-up, and he would come bursting through the door at any moment.

“I mean, I’m looking at my attendance sheet, and I don’t see a checkmark next to his name. I wish there was more I could do for you, but I knew I didn’t see him come back. He was supposed to have a meeting with the guidance counselor today. Maybe you should check with her.”

She nodded and quickly made her way down the hallway. The guidance counselor’s office was only a few doors down from Mr. Wright’s room. Even as she made her way down the hallway and approached the woman’s door, Katie still wasn’t all that concerned with the situation. There were a few other times she had been waiting for her son to leave the school and found him playing basketball in the courtyard or talking to his friends by the main doors. It wasn’t all that unusual for Derek to get sidetracked and forget that his mother would be waiting for him. Opening the door without knocking, Lisa looked up and smiled.

“What can I help you with?”

“I was wondering if Derek made it to his session like he was supposed to,” Katie said.

Lisa shook her head. “He was supposed to come to see me around one, and when he didn’t show up, I placed a call over to John in order to have him send him to my office. He told me Derek didn’t come back from lunch, and he was probably out with you.”

“We just had lunch across the street at that diner. I watched him walk back across the street and head toward the school, but Mr. Wright said he never came back to class.”

“He never showed up for his session, either.”

Suddenly, Katie’s heart felt like it was going to pound out of her chest. She was trying not to panic, but as a single mother raising a young boy, she wasn’t sure how to feel. While there had been several times he had gone missing for a few minutes or disappeared with his friends, Derek was always good about letting her know where he was going and not staying too far away from her. This was the first time that no one could remember seeing him, and it was really starting to play tricks on her mind.

She quickly thanked the counselor for her time and rushed back out of the room and down the hallway. As she moved quickly through the hall, Katie made sure to look in every door and through every window to be certain she wasn’t missing him in some other classroom. As she was approaching the final room, she was surprised to see no one in it, either. Though her heart was still racing, she wasn’t entirely in a panic just yet. There was still a high possibility that there was just some sort of mistake. Derek could be with her parents, or Sophia might have even picked him up early. She decided the best course of action was to head back to her car and start making phone calls to people he trusted.
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The first thing she did as she sat in her car was to send out a group message to her parents, Sophia and Mitch. There were also a few friends she had in the area who looked out for Derek like they were a part of the family. She started placing one call after another, hoping to hear word that he had stumbled into their presence somehow.

Even with every call she made, there still wasn’t any panic in her voice. In all, Katie felt as though she had placed about ten phone calls to the people she knew in the area. She even took a few minutes to call a few of his favorite dessert shops around town. With the allowance he made from doing certain chores around the house, Derek always had a few extra dollars to grab a snack on the way home. After getting no reliable answers from anyone she had called and receiving messages back from her parents that said they hadn’t seen him, she started to grow a little more concerned.

At that point, the only person she hadn’t heard from was Mitch. She knew he was probably in the middle of ensuring all their dinner plans went off without any problems, but when her phone vibrated and she looked down to check the caller ID, she was relieved to see it was him.

“I know it’s unlikely that the answer is going to be yes, but have you seen Derek at all?”

“Not since I saw him at the school right before I talked to you. What’s going on?”

Katie sighed. “I’m sure there’s just been some sort of misunderstanding with what he was supposed to do after school, but his teacher and the guidance counselor said he never came back after we all had lunch together.”

“I assume you’ve already made a bunch of phone calls since it looked like I was part of a group message,” Mitch said.

“I sent messages out to you and my parents on top of calling a bunch of people in the area. I also tried to call the local bakery and candy shops to see if maybe he had stopped in there, but no one seems to have seen him.”

“I’m sure it’s just some sort of mistake. He’s probably down at the park or something like that.”

“That’s one of the places I haven’t checked yet.”

“Why don’t you head over to the park and check on him? I’m sure he hasn’t made it too far. I’ll head over to the school and meet you there in a few minutes. That should give you plenty of time to run down to the park. Just make sure you let me know if you find him.”

Katie quickly agreed and started the car. A few minutes later, she was driving down the road and heading in the direction of the park. Derek had never left the school to go there before, but she knew Mitch was right about the possibility. As soon as she pulled into the parking lot for the local park, it was easy to see that her son wasn’t among the several children running around the area. There were easily a couple dozen kids playing around the playground, but even with a quick glance, she knew Derek was not part of the group.

Still, she didn’t want to leave any stone unturned, so she made her way to the park entrance and pulled up as close to the playground as she could. Taking her time with each child she saw, her heart dropped when she still didn’t recognize Derek as one of the kids running around. The town wasn’t really all that big, and she knew her son had to be around somewhere. Though her worry was starting to weigh on her, she was still hoping to receive a phone call from someone in the area who Derek could have been with.

Without hesitating a moment longer, she pulled the car back out onto the road and headed to the school, placing a phone call to Sophia along the way. Even as the phone rang a second time, she was hoping that Sophia had managed to run into her son somewhere. Whatever was going on, she only knew Derek needed to be okay. Snapping her out of her thoughts was the voice of her friend answering on the other end of the line.

“Have you had any luck finding Derek yet?”

“There seems to be absolutely no sign of him since we had lunch. I’m not sure if it’s just some sort of mix-up between him and me or if you just thought he could use the extra time to run around town.”

“That doesn’t sound like something Derek would do. You’re always talking about how well Derek does communicating with you when he wants to do something.”

“It’s not, but I also don’t think he was very excited about having to see the guidance counselor today. He might have just used our lunch as an excuse to get out of talking to her.”

Sophia sighed. “I think he would know better than that, but I suppose it’s possible. Even if he didn’t want to talk to her, he’s not the kind of kid who is just going to skip out on something he is supposed to be doing. Just knowing the fact that you worked there at the school, he should know he wouldn’t get away with it. Where are you going to look for him now?”

“I got a hold of Mitch, and he said he would meet me at the school. That’s where I’m heading right now after checking out the park.”

“I’m going to jump in the car and take a cruise around town to see if I can spot him anywhere. Call me if you happen to find him before I do. I’ll make sure to let you know if I spot him.”

Katie agreed and ended the call. It was only a minute later when she pulled into the parking lot of the school again. Mitch hadn’t made it there yet, but she knew he was a man of his word, and he would be pulling in at any moment. She tried to rack her brain over where Derek might have headed off to, but there was really nothing she could think of. Never in a million years did she think that Derek was capable of just taking off without letting her know where he was going, and it certainly wasn’t something he had done before.

She couldn’t think of anyone else to call or any other places he might have vanished to. Katie had positioned her car in the parking lot to see the entry point from the road and was relieved when she saw Mitch’s black pickup truck pulling in.

It had only been forty-five minutes since the bell rang, letting all the other students out for the day, but she was glad it hadn’t taken Mitch very long to make it into the parking lot where she waited for him. By the time he parked his truck and got out, another car was pulling into the lot behind him and pulled up right next to them. At first, she wasn’t sure who the other vehicle belonged to, but that question was answered as soon as he opened the door. She recognized Mitch’s boss.

Seeing Sheriff Harold Frederick pull into the parking lot right behind the man she loved shocked her. She had only been expecting to see Mitch pulling in to help her look for her son, but her anxiety instantly rose as she realized the severity of the situation. It wasn’t every day that the town sheriff would go out of his way to make a personal appearance.

Mitch started making his way in her direction and wrapped her in his arms as soon as he was within reach. Though everything that was happening up to that point was making her heart race with fear, she had to admit that being held in his arms seemed to appease not only her mind but also her pounding heart. As Mitch pulled back from their embrace, he kissed her on the cheek and promised that everything was going to be all right. Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted Harold making his way over to where they were standing by her car. Whatever happened next, she was glad to have both men by her side, for Derek’s sake. She knew even with the number of people she had out looking for her son, Mitch and the sheriff were going to be her best bet at finding him.


11
[image: ]


“It’s been a while since the last time I’ve seen you,” Harold said. “But I hate it has to be something like this that brings us together. Tell me everything you possibly can about what is going on.”

“Derek and I have lunch at the diner across the street at least once a week. His Aunt Sophia is in town, and we had lunch there today. It’s not unusual for me to send him back to school on his own because he has to get back before I do.”

“So, no one has seen him since that time?”

“That’s correct,” Katie said. “I watched him cross the street and head back toward the building before I continued my lunch with my best friend.”

“Have you talked to anyone else in the school to see if they’ve seen him?”

“After school let out, I headed out to my car to wait for him, but after thirty minutes went by, I decided to go out and look for him.”

Harold sighed. “Why did you wait so long before deciding he was missing? Thirty minutes is a long time to wait for a kid who’s supposed to come right out after class.”

Katie scoffed. “I thought that maybe he forgot he wouldn’t have detention today since it is Friday. When I went in to talk to his teacher, only then did I find out he never returned to class after lunch. I even went to the guidance counselor’s office and spoke with her. Derek never showed up at the session he was supposed to have with Lisa.”

“I’m not doubting you in any way, and I certainly don’t want you to think that I’m insinuating anything. These are all just normal questions I have to ask, and if anything stands out as unusual, I have to make sure I understand everything.”

“I just want to know where in the hell my son is. He’s not the kind of kid who’s just going to run off and do his own thing.”

The sheriff nodded. “We usually have to wait a certain amount of time before we can issue an AMBER Alert, but I’m not willing to wait the allotted time. I’m going to go ahead and radio back to the station and get everything in order now.”

Katie thanked the man before he started walking back to his car. Mitch hadn’t actually said anything aside from telling her that everything was going to work out. The situation didn’t call for him to say anything, but just the fact he was there to support her meant everything in the world to her. It only took a few moments for the sheriff to place the phone call that he needed to for the AMBER Alert, and a few minutes later, he came walking back up to her from his personal car.

“I already have one of my deputies putting together the paperwork for the AMBER Alert. Now, I’m not saying that anything has happened to him or that anyone has abducted him, but I would rather have everyone keeping an eye out for the boy as opposed to wasting any time.”

“I can’t thank you enough for bending the rules. Derek is a really great kid, and I have never had any problem with him not telling me where he was going. This isn’t like him at all.”

“There’s no reason to start panicking just yet. I’m going to have my people out looking for him immediately. I think the best thing you can do is to start looking for him in areas you know he likes to go to.”

“I’ve already made a bunch of phone calls and sent out a bunch of text messages to people I know.”

“That’s a good start. If you can get all of those people to start looking for him as well, I think it’s really going to push the process along quicker,” Harold said. “The more people we have out searching, the better chance we have of finding him.”

Katie sighed. “I just don’t understand where he could have gone.”

“Did the two of you get into any kind of argument or fight that would make him upset enough to run away?”

“What in the hell kind of question is that? I already told you that Derek is not the type of kid who’s going to run off on his own, no matter how upset he gets.”

“I’m simply just trying to make sure I cover every basis. You’d be surprised how many kids run off for a few hours when they are mad at their parents.”

Katie scoffed. “Derek and I do not have that kind of relationship. Even if there is something we don’t agree on, he knows he can tell me without me ever getting upset with him. I’ve made it well known to him that he is more than welcome to tell me his opinion at any point.”

“I just have to understand the situation. I’m not saying you did anything wrong or that he has even run away. You just have to understand that we are going to be using a lot of resources in the department while we look for him.”

“I don’t give a damn about your resources. I just want Derek found.”

Mitch sighed. “It’s all just part of the procedure we have to go through. If the sheriff didn’t think it was worth our time, he wouldn’t have put out the AMBER Alert so quickly. I promise he is on your side.”

Katie nodded and took a deep breath. She knew she was taking all the questions personally, but there was a small amount of panic starting to overwhelm her. There was absolutely no reason for her son to run away, and the only thing she could think of was that somebody had taken him. Still, she was trying everything in her power to shake the thought from her mind. The small town she lived in was in Oregon. There hadn’t even been a big enough case to make the news in their town for as long as she could remember.

Though she was getting tired of the accusations and simplicity of the questions the sheriff was asking her, she tried to answer them without the attitude she felt like giving. In a way, Katie felt like the man was proposing she was a bad parent. She wasn’t blind to the fact that many kids ran away when they didn’t get the things they wanted, but there was no doubt in her mind that Derek would never do such a thing. He had even become friends with the bully he had gotten in trouble for hitting earlier in the week. A kid with that kind of mentality wouldn’t just run away.

As the three continued to discuss the possibilities of various places her son would go, she couldn’t help but think about whether or not Derek was in danger. Even in the small town of Kiltry, things could happen. Katie wasn’t blind to the fact that kidnappings could happen anywhere in the world, but the thought that anyone would want to hurt her or her child was not something she could imagine.

It wasn’t like she had a bunch of money to hand over to a kidnapper, though with the income she had from working as a schoolteacher and the money her son received from his father dying overseas, they lived fairly well. All of these thoughts continued to rush through her mind as Mitch and Harold continued to come up with a game plan for the areas they would start to search first.

“We’re going to make sure we’re hitting every aspect of this case,” Harold said. “You should go ahead and start checking his favorite places and see if it’s possible that he’s made his way to his grandparents’ house or maybe one of the neighbors near you.”

“I’m going to head to the house first to see if it’s possible that he got there somehow, and then I’ll check in with my family and friends to make sure they haven’t found him yet.”

“That sounds like a plan. I’ll head back to the station and get my deputies working on a search grid.”

Katie nodded and jumped back into her car. She wasted no time putting the car into drive and pulling out of the parking lot. She could only hope that her son had found his way home and that the sheriff was right about his being upset about something. The idea of Derek being kidnapped was something she wanted to push as far from her mind as possible. There just wasn’t any chance that someone would do that to her family. There wouldn’t be any reason to. Even knowing there was a slight chance of a kidnapper being involved, she couldn’t think of something like that happening in Kiltry, Oregon.
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Even as she was driving home, Katie couldn’t help but think of all the possibilities behind what reason Derek would have not to go back to school. She still wasn’t willing to accept the idea that someone would have taken him. Almost everyone in the small town knew her or Derek in some way. There weren’t even that many outsiders who came through the small town of Kiltry. What would normally take ten minutes, she managed to turn into less than a five-minute drive.

There was some expectation in her mind that she would pull into the driveway and see Derek standing on the porch, waiting for her, but she would have no such luck when she saw absolutely no sign of her son. Still, the boy had a key to the front door. The first thing she did after pulling up to the house was rush inside and search every room for him. After realizing there was no sign of him having been there since that morning, her first instinct was to go door to door in the little cul-de-sac they called home.

Katie wasted no time heading directly to the neighbor’s house. The house right beside hers was owned by a little old lady she checked on at least once a week. Becky answered the door after a short time with a smile on her face.

“You usually only check on me on Saturdays. I wasn’t expecting any company,” Becky said.

“Well, I’m struggling to figure out what happened to Derek today.”

“What do you mean?”

Katie sighed. “We had lunch at the diner across from the school, but his teacher told me he never made it back to class. I only found out about it a short time ago, and now, no one knows where he is. I thought maybe he stopped by here after school.”

“I’m sure he hasn’t made it all that far, and it shouldn’t be anything to worry about, but I haven’t seen him since you both left this morning. Are you sure he would even stop by here?”

“I was thinking it was possible you might have seen him trying to get inside, or maybe he lost his key. I was just hoping you had seen him.”

“I sure haven’t. However, I wish I could give you better news now. If there’s anything else I can do to help, just let me know.”

Even though it wasn’t the news she was hoping for, Katie agreed to the woman’s help if she needed it later on. Becky wished her luck, and Katie made her way to the next house. She wasn’t even sure how much time had passed when she had made it halfway through the cul-de-sac. Out of all the houses that have answered up to that point, no one had seen or heard anything from her son. Her anxiety started to build with each disappointing answer.

After stopping and knocking at a few more homes, she spotted a car pulling into her driveway. Without wasting a moment, she rushed over to see who had pulled in and hoped for better news than she was receiving from her neighbors. As she reached the her driveway, she quickly recognized Sophia’s rental car. While she was happy to have her friend’s help to look, there was still a heavy amount of disappointment. She had yet to find anything about her son.

“I hope you’ve had better luck than I have,” Sophia said.

“I’ve checked with every single one of my neighbors, and there hasn’t been any sign of him. The sheriff made a comment that it might be possible someone took him.”

Sophia shrugged. “I guess it could be a possibility, but I would have never thought something like that would happen in this town. No one at the school saw him after lunch?”

“His teacher takes attendance after lunch and had him marked as absent for the rest of the day. Plus, the guidance counselor made a call to his teacher, and the teacher told her Derek was out for the day.”

“Why wouldn’t somebody have told you sooner?”

“The only thing I can think of is that I went back to class and didn’t run into anyone until the end of the day. There have been a few times that I pulled Derek out of class after lunch for doctor’s checkups and things like that. I suppose they assumed he probably left with me.”

There was a sudden silence between them, each in their own mind trying to come up with different scenarios that didn’t involve Derek having been kidnapped. Katie could tell by the look on her friend’s face that she had the same thought process as her own. Neither one of them was willing to accept that something bad had happened to him, but all the other possible scenarios were starting to come back to the same answer.

A few minutes later, they came up with a game plan to split up and drive around town, looking for signs that Derek had gone out somewhere. Both of them jumped into their vehicles and headed back into town in order to search for Derek. When they came to the stop sign at the end of the street, they each went in separate directions.

Even as the time continued to pass, Katie didn’t give up hope that she was going to find him at some corner snacking on some candy. At one point, she had a line of cars behind her because she was going so slowly, looking in every direction for some kind of sign that Derek was nearby. By the time she made it back to the house, Katie knew several hours had elapsed since the end of the school day.

During her time out searching the town, Katie took several phone calls from her parents, along with several of her friends she had contacted earlier when she initially found that Derek was missing. Most of them were just checking up to see if there had been any sign of him, but there were also several more who were just letting her know they had not found him yet. As much as she appreciated the phone calls and the sentiments regarding her missing son, she was already getting tired of nothing but bad news after bad news.

Katie and Sophia nearly pulled into the driveway at the same time. She had pulled in a few moments before her friend did and was again disappointed that Derek wasn’t in the back of her car. The lack of panic in her mind before was now filled with dread. Every passing moment that no one had seen Derek was another reminder he was gone. With the winter months coming soon and the fact that they were in Oregon weighing on her mind, the days were dwindling in time. The sun was already starting to go down, and as the darkness started to overtake the day, her worry continued to grow.

With several people out looking for her son and the sheriff’s department doing what they could to search within their grid, Katie knew if Derek was anywhere around, somebody was going to find him soon. With every passing minute that went by, the possibility of someone abducting her son was becoming more and more clear. She and Sophia were already going through possible suspects in their minds when Mitch suddenly pulled up at her house. The sheriff pulled in right behind him once again.

She could see the look on Mitch’s face before he even got out of the truck. A sudden fear for the safety of her son gripped her. Whatever they were there to tell her wasn’t going to be good news, and it certainly wasn’t going to be something she wanted to hear. It wasn’t until she saw Harold getting out of the cruiser that her heart started to race. The expression on the man’s face looked exactly like the one that Mitch had on his. It was more than just the fact they hadn’t found her son. Somehow, Sophia must have felt the anguish going through Katie’s mind and placed her hand on her shoulder, reassuring her that no matter what news they were bringing, everything was going to be all right.

A few seconds later, both men got out of their vehicles and started to walk up her driveway. Katie and her friend were standing on the porch, and it seemed like time stood still as the two men continued their approach. When she saw the paperwork in Mitch’s hand, her heart instantly sank into her stomach, and she started to feel as though she was going to get sick. She didn’t know much about the way the sheriff’s department handled things, but she recognized some of the writing immediately.
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“Ican already see that you have official police documents in your hand. Tell me what you found,” Katie said.

Mitch sighed. “We set out a huge search grid with the majority of our department looking for Derek. At first, we set the grid within just a couple of miles of the school, since that was the last place he was seen.”

“Well, I’m glad you’re letting me know everything you’ve been doing. I’d prefer it if you just told me what in the hell you found.”

“Unfortunately, about five miles from the school, one of our deputies found Derek’s book bag.”

As soon as the words left Mitch’s mouth, Katie felt like she was going to get sick. While up to that point, she had refused to believe someone could have abducted her child, it was now the only explanation possible. It didn’t make any sense as to who would be involved with such an act, but it did make the fact that no one had seen or heard from her son make more sense. Her mind instantly was flooded with the idea that someone was out to harm her little boy. The worst possible scenarios started to take up every thought she had.

Instantly, Sophia put her arm around her and tried to comfort her. Katie wasn’t thinking about herself at that moment. Someone out there had taken her child, and though her heart was flooded with pain and anguish, she wanted to make whoever it was pay. She knew as soon as she found Derek, whoever had taken him was going to regret the decision. Her mind was racing so fast that she didn’t have time to even process this situation other than to start to worry about the safety of her son.

Harold sighed. “I can’t imagine the amount of pain you must be going through right now, but there are still quite a few things we need to go over before we move forward.”

“What do you mean?”

“We still have no idea what actually happened to Derek, and I know it must be a scary thought to think that we found his book bag and not him. Before we go any further, I want you to know I made sure the bag went directly to our forensics lab.”

“Does that mean you found blood on it?” she asked, her mind going to the worst possible outcome.

“Let me be clear. We haven’t found anything other than the bag itself. I’m having my team check it for possible fingerprints or DNA. I’m just hoping something comes back that will lead us to who would do something like this.”

“It’s going to be all right,” Mitch said. “We’re going to find out who did this, and they are going to sit behind bars for the rest of their life.”

“Can you think of anyone who would want to take Derek? Even if it’s somebody that you think will be out to hurt you in some way,” Harold said.

“I’ve been trying not to think of this as a possible kidnapping, but I have been going over things in my mind if it turned out that way. I can’t think of anyone who would want to hurt him or me, for that matter.”

“What about that bully Derek got in a fight with? Didn’t you say the other kid got detention as well?” Mitch asked.

Katie sighed. “I’ve been checking with Derek all week since the two of them have had detention together every day. They have actually become friends. So, I don’t think it’s possible he would have anything to do with it.”

“I wasn’t really referring to the kid. Sometimes, the parents can be more of a hassle than the kids after a fight like that.”

She quickly went over the possibility in her mind and then denounced it. Katie shook her head at the thought of the parents of some random kid who didn’t even know her or Derek’s doing anything of the sort. She still had a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach, and she quickly rushed into the house and directly to the bathroom, barely making it to the toilet in order to vomit.

Katie quickly swished around some mouthwash and rejoined the others on the porch. Without saying a word, Mitch walked up and put his arms around her. Normally, she would have been comforted by the gesture he was conveying, but the only thing that kept going through her mind was that her son was going to be gone forever. She didn’t know what she was going to do if they couldn’t find him.

There had been horror stories on the news over several years about kids going missing and never having been found. As a teacher, she was made aware of all the kidnappings and disappearances happening on their side of the country. Though nothing like that had ever happened near them, it didn’t make the situation any less terrifying. Even as the others continued to discuss their search plans, the only thing Katie could think about was the mistake she had made in letting him walk back to school on his own.

She had made the decision at least a dozen times before and never thought twice about it. Now, it was the only thing on her mind. A sudden realization of what other mothers must go through in times like what she was dealing with flooded her thoughts. It didn’t matter how many times she would let her son walk anywhere on his own. It only took one time to regret all of them. The thought of losing her son forever was almost more than she could take. Regardless of how Sophia and Mitch tried to comfort her, it didn’t make her feel any better about the situation.

“What am I going to do?” Katie asked.

The sheriff sighed. “If you can’t think of anyone who would want to do this, then I’m guessing the kidnapper would have to be someone from out of town. We haven’t received a single call or had any of my deputies run into any kind of information leading to where he might be.”

“I really can’t think of anyone who would want to hurt me or Derek. Do you really think that your techs are going to be able to find anything on Derek’s backpack?”

“Right now, that backpack is the only lead we have. I put a rush on the results, but I don’t know when I’m going to get anything back on it.”

“I’m going to keep making phone calls and checking with everyone I know to see if there has been any sign of him. Other than that, is there anything else I can do to help?”

“The best thing you can do is stick around here and keep making those phone calls. There’s no telling if he might just show back up or if you’ll receive a call from a possible kidnapper.”

“What else could have possibly happened to him?”

Mitch sighed. “We are going off the idea that he was kidnapped, but there still is nothing to suggest he was. Just because we found his bookbag doesn’t mean someone has actually taken him. The entire department is out looking for him right now. The sheriff and I are going to go back out and continue our search. If you hear anything at all, just give me a call.”

Katie nodded and hugged the man. Even with the chaos going on in her mind, she was thankful that Mitch was a part of their lives. Her heart was still racing, and her hands were trembling as she watched the two men get back into their separate vehicles and drive off. Between the sheriff’s department and everyone else who was out looking, she could only hope there would be answers found soon.

Looking back at her friend, who was still standing a few feet behind her on the porch, there was a small glint of hope that flashed between them. She knew as long as the police department continued to do their jobs, and she had her friend there to help as well, they were going to find Derek and make whoever had taken him pay for their poor decision. Katie had never been much of a violent person, but when it came to protecting her son, she knew she would be capable of killing. While there were already a few dozen people looking for Derek all over town, she wasn’t about to sit around and wait for a reply.

There wasn’t a single mother on the planet who would stand by and do nothing after their child was taken from them. Katie wasn’t about to be one of the few. The look she gave Sophia told her friend there was more they should be doing.
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“I’ve known you long enough to understand that look in your eye. I suppose you have some sort of crazy plan to figure this all out,” Sophia said.

“I don’t know that it’s so much of a plan, but I can’t just sit around here, waiting for someone else to find Derek. My mind is already going crazy with the idea that somebody took him.”

“We honestly don’t know for sure yet. Just like Mitch said, we can’t assume that finding his bag means that someone snatched him. It’s possible he just ran off with some friends and left his bag.”

Katie rolled her eyes. “I’ve been raising that boy for his entire life. While there is still a small chance he would leave the school without telling me, he certainly wouldn’t have gone five miles down the road without letting me know where he was going. He definitely wouldn’t have done that on a school day.”

“I’m not saying he would, but with kids these days, you just never know what is going through his mind.”

“Maybe that’s the way it is with most kids, but not my son. Derek knows he can talk to me about anything he is going through, and we have an open discussion about anything he is feeling.”

Sophia chuckled. “I wish you could just teach the rest of the world how to raise their kids like that. If Derek truly was kidnapped by someone, then we need to figure out who in the hell would have the balls to try that.”

“I don’t know yet, but I plan on finding out. I’m going to go to the area they found his bag and have a look for myself.”

“I know it’s not going to stop you from going, but you know as well as I do that he’s going to have his officers posted there, and they are not going to let you do anything that might mess with the scene.”

“You just let me worry about that.”

Sophia laughed as the two walked to her car and got in. The sheriff didn’t mention where they had found Derek’s backpack, but she had a good idea of the location that Mitch described. There was a wooded area just down the road from the school. If she remembered the location properly, it would be about five miles, just like the sheriff had mentioned.

Most people would have been bothered by the amount of silence between them as they drove, but for Katie, it gave her the chance to run through everything that had happened during the day in her mind. Aside from the fact that her son had gone missing and didn’t report back to school when he was supposed to, nothing stood out as a sign of what had happened to her son. Even as they closed into the area, she thought they had found his bag. There wasn’t a single person who crossed her mind that would have it out for her or Derek.

As soon as they pulled down the road that Katie thought the sheriff had been talking about, her suspicions were confirmed when they saw flashing lights in a parked cruiser sitting at the edge of the forest. Caution tape lined the area, securing it. She quickly parked the car, and the two women got out and approached the deputy on duty.

“I’m sorry, but the two of you can’t be here,” the young officer said. “I’ve been given orders not to let anyone in or out of here who isn’t in uniform.”

“Listen here, you little pipsqueak. The kid who is missing is my son. I want to have a look around here and see exactly what the rest of you found.”

“I’m not authorized to let you in, and talking down to me isn’t going to help your situation at all.”

Katie scoffed. “I suppose that only leaves you with two options, then.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“It means that you can let me in to have a look around, and I won’t tell anyone you let me in.”

“I really can’t do that. I’m just a rookie right now, and I could lose my job if I let anyone go in here who doesn’t have the proper ID.”

She smiled. “I don’t plan on telling anyone you let me in, but the only other option you have right now is to pull your gun and shoot me and my friend where we stand. One way or another, I’m going to take a look around.”

Katie almost laughed at the look on the young man’s face. She knew he couldn’t have been more than twenty-one years old, but he had the face of a kid who was still in high school. There was a small bead of sweat on the officer’s forehead at the thought of having to pull his service weapon onto unarmed women. She wouldn’t normally talk the way she spoke to him, but there wasn’t going to be anything standing in her way of trying to find her son.

“What’s it going to be?” Sophia added. “Are you going to shoot both of us or just let us have a look around? I promise we won’t touch anything.”

“Fine, but the two of you better make it quick. If someone sees that I let you pass without showing the proper credentials, I could be in big trouble.”

Her friend smiled. “I promise we’ll be in and out. I’d hate to see you get into any trouble on my account.”

She wasn’t sure if the idea of shooting two helpless women changed his mind or if it was the subtle flirtation that her friend gave him was the root. Either way, she was glad she was going to see the last place anyone knew Derek had been. There was still a small struggle in her mind over seeing the area where they had found his bag, but she also knew it was the only possible way to figure out what had happened to him.

The officer slowly lifted up the caution tape and let the two of them in, pointing to the area where the other deputies had found her son’s backpack. Even as she and her friend approached, her heart skipped a beat. She knew the sheriff had already sent the bag off to be checked out at the lab, but there was still a part of her that thought they might find some kind of other evidence.

While the disappearance of her son was still weighing heavily on her mind, Katie was glad to have Sophia by her side as the two continued toward the edge of the forest. The area where they found his bag was marked off with more caution tape, and she didn’t hesitate to walk directly toward it. There was still some light from where the sun hadn’t completely disappeared over the horizon quite yet. It was giving off just enough glow for her to see the exact spot where his bag had been lying.

It nearly broke her heart, knowing that the last place her son had left evidence of his existence was right there in front of her. If it weren’t for Sophia grabbing a hold of her arm, Katie might have fallen to the ground right there. Trying to gain her composure and looking back at the officer standing by the road, she drew a deep breath. There had to be some clue nearby that could tell them something more, but she had no idea where to start. She never had any reason to investigate and didn’t know what process to follow, but she simply went with her gut.

There was no telling if it was just her mind giving her direction or if it was God leading the way, but something was pushing her toward the edge of the forest a little way away from where the bag had been found. She even took her phone out and turned on the flashlight so she could see the edge of the woods better. Suddenly, something at the edge of the forest drew her attention. Lying just a few feet into the woods was her son’s jacket.

Instantly, she fell to her knees in tears. There could have been any number of reasons for her son to have left his book bag behind, but with the chilly air that surrounded them, she couldn’t think of a logical explanation for him to leave his jacket. Before she could wrap her mind around anything, her friend was by her side with her arm draped over her shoulders.

“We’re going to find Derek. Whatever we have to do and whoever we have to go through in order to do it, I’m going to be right here by your side.”

“Whoever the son of a bitch is who did this is going to pay. This is my son we are talking about.”

Sophia sighed. “That kid is one of the toughest kids I know. He’s going to be just fine, but you’re going to have to hold it together if we’re going to find him.”
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Originally, after finding Derek’s jacket, the only person there to comfort her was her friend. The officer on scene immediately had contacted his supervisor in order to let them know of the discovery she had made. Katie still found it hard to believe that no one else had spotted the jacket, even though it was basically a few feet away. Shortly after she found the jacket, Mitch arrived on the scene to help.

The forensics team showed up soon after that and removed the jacket from the scene. They carefully placed it into an evidence bag and immediately drove back to the station in order to process it. She knew it wouldn’t be long before they would have some kind of answers, but she wasn’t sure what to do until that happened. Everything was happening so fast, and her mind swarmed with the idea that her son was going to be in danger that she barely even noticed that Sophia and the sheriff were arguing about something.

Because of everything she was dealing with in her own mind, Katie had no idea what the argument was about or where it even started. The only thing that kept creeping into her mind was that she was never going to see her little boy again. If it hadn’t been for Mitch helping her to his truck, she might have been stuck there for hours.

“What’s going on with the two of them?” she asked, climbing into the passenger side of his truck.

“I don’t think she’s very happy with the way he’s proceeding with the case, but I told her I would take you home, and she could drive your car back to the house,” Mitch said. “I hope that’s all right.”

“That’s perfectly fine. What are they disagreeing about?”

“If I’m being honest with you, I was more concerned with making sure that you were all right.”

“Thank you for that, but what about Derek?”

“Our techs are looking into anything they can pull off the bag and the jacket, but so far, there hasn’t been anything promising.”

Katie sighed. “Are we ever going to get any answers about what happened to him?”

“I promise we are doing everything in our power to locate Derek. Keep in mind that he is as strong as you are. You have raised him to endure much worse than this. He’s going to be all right. We still have several of our deputies searching the area and going through town.”

She nodded. It was hard for her to put into words what she was feeling, and she could tell that Mitch was very understanding of the situation. As they drove home in the dark, Katie couldn’t help but think about the fact that her little boy was somewhere out there without a coat. Winter was coming, and she knew how cold the nighttime hours could be in their area. If there had ever been a reason for her to move, it would be because of how cold the winters were.

Katie barely even noticed the amount of time it took to drive home. Her mind was so wrapped around what Derek must be going through that she couldn’t bring herself to think of anything else. Before she knew it, Mitch was pulling his truck into her driveway, and then the two were walking through the front door.

“I don’t know what I’m going to do if we can’t find him.”

“First of all, you can’t start thinking like that. No matter what it takes, we are going to find Derek, and everything is going to work out just fine.”

“How do you know?” Katie muttered.

“I’m not going to pretend that I know your son better than you do, but I know the woman that I’m falling in love with. You’re the strongest woman I have ever met in my life, and I can tell from the time I’ve spent with Derek that you raised him to be just like you.”

“He’s more like his father than he’s ever going to know.”

Mitch sighed. “I wish I had met his father before he died, but from everything you’ve told me and how I understand the way he died, that man was as strong as they come. If Derek has any of his father in him, he’s going to push through this with no problem.”

“Maybe you’re right, but I can’t help but think that if I hadn’t let him walk back to school, then he would still be here with us.”

“There is absolutely nothing you could have done differently. Whoever kidnapped your son was going to get to him one way or another. If it wasn’t today, then it would have been some other day. People like this don’t just give up when things don’t go their way. I’m sure they just saw an opportunity and took it. I can’t think of anyone who would want to do this to you or him.”

Katie knew the man was right, but it was still hard not to blame herself for what was going on. Aside from the backpack and the jacket she had found, they were completely out of clues, with no direction of where to look. In her mind, things appeared bleak. Even if it took her the rest of her life, she was never going to give up trying to find her son. She could only sit back and hope that there was some news coming their way soon.

“You need to eat something,” Mitch said.

“I don’t feel hungry, and I don’t think I’m going to be going to sleep anytime soon. I need to be out there looking for him.”

“We have almost half of the town out looking for him now. I really think it would be for the best if you stayed home and tried to organize a search party to go door to door throughout the entire neighborhood.”

Katie scoffed. “Do you really think I’m going to sit here and do nothing?”

“Getting a search party together is not doing nothing. Almost all the police department is out looking for Derek, along with a good majority of the neighborhood. A lot of kidnappings come with some sort of ransom. I know you carry your cell phone everywhere with you, but it would be better if you were at home if a call comes in. I promise I will update you with any information we have as soon as we get it.”

“I can’t just sit back and watch everybody else search for my son. I have to be doing something to help find him.”

Mitch sighed. “With everything that you have been going through today, you need to step back from the situation.”

“I’m not going to do any such thing.”

“I understand how you feel, but you need to leave this whole situation to the police now that we know someone has taken him. I promise I am going to let you know everything we know, and I’ll be back as soon as I can to check on you. Right now, this is about finding Derek.”

Katie couldn’t bring herself to say anything else to Mitch. There wasn’t any chance she was going to just stand by while everyone else was out looking for her son. After apologizing several more times and promising to stop back, Mitch tried to kiss her goodbye, but she brushed him off. She couldn’t understand how he thought her staying home and not doing anything would be a good idea. Mitch sighed and made his way to the front door before glancing back at her one more time. She looked away, unable to make eye contact with the man who told her to stand idly by. He quickly opened the front door and headed toward his truck.

A small part of her felt bad for brushing him off, and she made her way to the window and watched him pull away. There wasn’t a single idea in her mind of what she should do next, but sitting at home doing nothing was not an option. It was still hard for her to believe anyone would want her to stay out of the search, and though putting together a search party was a good idea in her mind, there were plenty of other people who could handle the task. Katie couldn’t believe how angry she had gotten with Mitch. A small part of her knew the man was right. She needed to get something to eat and rest, but the safety of her son was the only thing she was concerned with.

Every part of her body wanted to chase after the man or, at the very least, message him and let him know she was sorry for the way she had acted, but when she saw the brake lights from his truck at the end of her street disappear, she knew she was making the right decision. Her son was the only thing that mattered.
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Even though Katie had spent years on her own, besides having Derek around, she could never grow accustomed to being by herself. There were even times when he would spend the night at his grandparent’s house and she would feel like she was going crazy with the silence around her.

There couldn’t have been much time that passed from when Mitch had pulled away, but every moment that her son was out there without her felt like an eternity. She continued to pace back and forth throughout the house, trying to grasp the reason someone would want to take her little boy in the first place. No matter how hard she tried to force herself to come up with a list of people who had been scorned by her in the past, she couldn’t find a reason for anyone to take her kid.

She had initially started to pace the downstairs of the house before she made her way upstairs and into her bedroom. From there, Katie continued to walk around aimlessly until she found herself standing at Derek’s doorway, afraid to even open it. Forcing herself to go in, she slowly opened the door and took the first step into her son’s bedroom. The emptiness alone almost made her snap, and before she even knew what was happening, she started to break down. The pictures on his wall of his father and all the other posters of puppies that surrounded them were more than she could take.

It had been a very long time since she had cried out for George, but part of her wished he was there then. If he couldn’t have stopped the kidnapping from happening in the first place, he would still know what to do in the situation she found herself in. Taking one of the pictures off of his nightstand, she remembered the day it was taken. The picture was of George and Derek when her son couldn’t have been more than a year old. Katie had been the one behind the camera, and even though it was only a memory, it felt like she was there right then.

“You were an awesome father when Derek was a baby, but I wish you could see him now,” she muttered. “I wish you were here to see the young man he is becoming, and I just wish you were here to help me figure out what to do next.”

Katie spent the next several minutes crying into her son’s pillow. She could still smell the boy’s soap and shampoo. The scent alone almost made her scream out in agony. More than anything in the world, she just wanted to have Derek back home and tell him a bedtime story before bed. From what seemed like out of nowhere, she sat up on the edge of the bed. She wasn’t sure if it was her own doing or God pushing her to move forward, but she knew she couldn’t sit around and feel sorry for herself.

Derek was out there waiting for her to find him, and she was going to do anything she could to make that happen. Not only was she going to find her son and bring him back home, but Katie was also going to make the kidnapper pay. She knew sitting around doing nothing wasn’t going to do her or him any good. She had absolutely no idea what she needed to do next, but the one thing she knew for sure was she needed to be active. She had to feel like she was contributing to the search in some way.

Within just a few minutes of having the revelation, Katie was sitting at the kitchen table, dialing number after number, hoping someone had seen some sign of Derek somewhere. She started off by calling every one of her son’s friends whose phone numbers she had. Over and over, she got the same answer. None of the kids had seen Derek since earlier in the day at school, and he wasn’t over at any of their houses. She knew she had made ten phone calls before she set the phone down and took a deep breath.

It amazed her that there hadn’t been a single person who had seen Derek since they had lunch earlier in the day. Katie went down a mental checklist of all of his friends before realizing she had called every one of them. She knew her calling was far from over and decided to go down the list of teachers at the school to see if anyone could remember anything that would help point her in the right direction. After she had spoken with the first couple of teachers on her list, she was finding it hard to keep her hopes up that somebody had seen something.

Katie was starting to drown in her own sorrow again. It seemed like with every phone call came another disappointing blow to the possibility of finding Derek. She was nearly at the bottom of the list of teachers when she called one who seemed to have some promising information. The teacher’s name was Jack. She didn’t know the man on a personal level, but Katie knew he was a good teacher.

“I hate to bother you at this time of night, and I am sure you’re settling down with the family right now, but I was wondering if you could tell me if you have seen Derek at all today.”

Jack sighed. “I heard what was going on, and I can’t tell you how sorry I am that you are going through this. I do remember seeing Derek come into the school first thing this morning, but he’s not in any of my classes, and I can’t be certain that I saw him after that.”

“This morning was the last time you saw him?”

“Well, what kind of jacket was he wearing?”

“I’m not really sure I understand why that has anything to do with when you saw Derek last.”

“I saw a kid running from the school around lunchtime. I’m just now remembering seeing the kid running down the sidewalk because it was right around the time that all the students were heading back to class.”

“He was wearing a light jacket today. It was his green jacket with the Oregon Ducks logo on it.”

“That’s the exact same jacket I remember seeing earlier. He was running down the sidewalk and away from the school, but I didn’t think anything of it because it looked like he was running toward someone.”

“Did you happen to get a good look at who he was running toward?”

“I just know he was running in the opposite direction of the school, and I couldn’t tell what he was running in the direction of. I just know it looked like he was running toward someone he knew. I wish I could give you a little more information, but the only thing I really remember is the jacket, and now that I’m thinking about it, I’m pretty sure it was Derek.”

“How sure are you it was him?”

“The more I sit here and think about it, the more certain I am it was him running down the street.”

Katie couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Finally, she was getting some information from someone she could trust. She was trying to piece together the information that the man had just given her, but she had already talked to everyone she knew, and no one had claimed to have seen her son. It was infuriating to know Derek had taken off from school and possibly ran toward someone he knew, but there still wasn’t anyone who had come forward saying he was with them. Before she got too lost in thought, Katie thanked the teacher for the information and quickly ended the call.

Even though she was given new information about the whereabouts of her son, the call hadn’t helped her feel any better about where Derek could possibly be. According to her coworker, he had seen him running toward some unknown person he was familiar with, but none of it really made any sense in her mind. It still didn’t narrow down who could have taken Derek from near the school. She was suddenly pulled from her thoughts when she heard a knock at the door. Rushing to answer it in hopes of learning something new about the case, she was glad to see Sophia standing there and quickly repeated the conversation she had with the teacher on the phone.
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With Sophia’s military background and the new clue they were discussing, Katie was starting to feel optimistic about the possibility of finding Derek. While there still wasn’t any direct clue as to who had abducted him, the knowledge that he had run in the direction of someone he possibly knew was at the forefront of both of their minds. They spent several minutes sitting at the kitchen table, contemplating what to do next.

“I’m glad to have the new information, but I’m still not sure it helps us figure out where he could have gone,” Sophia said. “I mean, you’ve called everybody you can think of who would have some sort of connection to him, right?”

“I’ve made phone calls and sent text messages to everyone I know. Every answer has come back the same.”

“There’s just something that isn’t making sense.”

Katie sighed. “That’s exactly what has been going through my mind since he told me he saw him running in the opposite direction of the school. Derek just knows better than to talk to strangers, and I can’t help but think it is someone he knows.”

“Okay, so let’s piece this together the best we can. We know he was with us through lunch and then headed back to the school. Besides the diner we were at, there are several other shops in the area as well that string all along the street. I wonder how many of those local shops actually have surveillance cameras in the area.”

“There’s never been much need for security in this town, but I can think of a few that I remember seeing cameras at.”

“I say we go down and talk to the shop owners and see if they will let us take a look at any footage they may have caught of him running down the road.”

Katie felt a certain level of excitement starting to rise up inside of her. She had the new knowledge from the last known person to have seen Derek, and now they were working on what to do next. She knew for certain that there were several different shops down the road from the school that had surveillance, and she just hoped one of them had caught a glimpse of Derek making his way away from the school.

There wasn’t much else she had learned since Derek’s disappearance earlier in the day. Still, she went through all the information she did have in her mind, and the only thing she could think to do was to give Mitch a call to get him on board with getting any surveillance footage from the shop owners. It was the only way they would be able to access any kind of that information. It was still going to be a long shot since she had already given him the cold shoulder earlier. For the sake of her son, she would be willing to bite that bullet and apologize for her behavior.

“It looks like you’re contemplating some sort of plan over there,” Sophia said. “What are you thinking about?”

Katie sighed. “I was just thinking about how cold I was toward Mitch earlier when he dropped me off. I think he would be a lot of help in getting access to any surveillance footage the shop owners might have.”

“It might be a better idea to just go at it alone.”

“Why would we try to get the footage ourselves when he is a police officer? He would do anything to help find Derek, and I think it would move the process along quickly if we had him on our side.”

“I’m not saying he wouldn’t be willing to help, but his boss was already ripping into him at the scene, and that’s why I was arguing with the sheriff.”

“What do you mean? Mitch told me the two of you were arguing when we left, but he didn’t really say anything other than that.”

Sophia shrugged. “The sheriff wasn’t very happy that you had shown up on the scene and that you were the one to find Derek’s jacket. He was giving Mitch an earful when I stepped in and offered to have him drive you home while I had a conversation with his boss.”

“I thought he would be happy we were able to find some new information and evidence.”

“You would think so. The local police do not like to be shown up in any way. The fact that it wasn’t his own deputies to find it was what pissed him off in the first place. I think that for now, it would be a good idea to keep Mitch out of it until we absolutely need something from his department.”

Katie scoffed. “It really doesn’t make any sense that he would be mad that I found something that could eventually help us find my son. I need to let Mitch know what our next move is. He cares about Derek, too.”

“I feel like if we let him know we’re onto something, he’s going to want to help in any way he can. The problem that we’re going to run into is that if he does help us and his boss finds out, he could lose his job. We might end up needing him for something later on down the line, and I don’t want to take the chance that he’s not able to provide the help we need.”

“What did you end up saying to the sheriff?”

“I tried to calm him down and tell him that if it were his kid out there, then he would have done the same thing. He tried to argue with me that you had no right to be there in the first place and that you should be at home until they figure out what is going on and find Derek on their own.”

Katie tried to understand why anyone would be upset about the fact that she had found something at the scene. There was a missing boy out there—her son—and the idea that the sheriff was mad at Mitch for letting her get to the taped-off area and past his own deputy shouldn’t have been something that upset him in any way. Still, whether they had the help of Mitch or not didn’t even matter. She was going to find her son no matter what it took, and if she and her friend needed to do the investigation themselves, she was more than willing to break whatever rules she had to in order to make it happen.

The longer she sat there and mulled over the situation, the more she began to miss her little boy. Since the day he was born, there had only been a handful of times when he hadn’t been home when it was time for bed. It was an unusual feeling knowing he wasn’t going to be in his own bed that night, and the idea of how cold it was outside made her hope that whoever had him was looking out for his health.

It didn’t take long for the emotional exhaustion to set in. There wasn’t much they were going to be able to do that late at night, but all she wanted to do was jump in her car and drive around, looking for wherever Derek could be. Looking at her friend, the two started to make notes about everything they had learned throughout the day so far. It wasn’t much, but she knew they were headed in the right direction with their own investigation into who had taken her son.

It didn’t seem to matter how hard she tried; she couldn’t get over the idea that someone would be willing to destroy a family for any reason. There wasn’t one person in her life she could think of who would want to do something like that to her. After each of them wrote down the items they thought would help guide them in the investigation, she and Sophia both compared the notes they had made.

“It doesn’t seem to matter how many times I go down this list of evidence and things we know. None of it makes any sense,” Sophia said. “I just don’t understand who they want to harm—you or Derek.”

“As soon as we get the surveillance footage from the shop owners, I’m hoping we can get a better idea of who he was running toward. If any of the cameras actually picked up him getting into someone’s car, then maybe we can get a license plate number or make of the vehicle he got into.”

Sophia sighed. “I really don’t think we’re going to get much done tonight, and it might be for the best that you try to get some rest so you’re ready to go tomorrow.”
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Katie was pacing back and forth in the kitchen and drinking a bottle of water. She knew there wasn’t any possible chance she would be getting any sleep that night. Derek was out there somewhere, and no one knew where that place was. She couldn’t even be sure he was safe from the weather outside, let alone if he was safe at all. There was a sudden thought that crossed her mind about how scared and how alone her son must be feeling at that moment. Any child who was taken from their parents without permission had to be more scared than they had ever felt in their life.

For her, she had the memories of how many times Derek should have been afraid of something and pushed forward with the strength of an adult. It still didn’t make it any easier for her to think about the situation and what he must be going through. All she wanted to do was find him and bring him back home to where he belonged.

“I can tell by the way you’re pacing around that you’re thinking about everything that could be going wrong right now. You need to focus on the positive aspects of the investigation so far and understand we are going to find him.”

“I know we’re going to find him, but I’m worried it might be too late.”

Sophia sighed. “I can’t imagine what you must be feeling like as his mother, but you need to steer your mind as far away from that place as you can. We’re going to do whatever it takes to find him, and I promise we’re going to find him safe and sound. He’s a tough little boy, and I know you raised him not to break under this kind of pressure.”

“He’s just a boy. He shouldn’t even have to be worried about something like this happening, and I should have been there to protect him.”

“It doesn’t matter how many things go through your mind and what you think you could have done differently.”

Katie scoffed. “That’s the problem. I keep going over every detail in my head, and I know I could have done a million things differently. If I would have changed anything that happened earlier today, he would still be here with us.”

“It’s not that easy.”

Katie shrugged and headed out to the porch. As soon as she opened the front door and walked out, a rush of cool air hit her in the face. The shiver that went down her spine was almost more than she could bear, but she still sucked in a deep breath. The small cul-de-sac they lived on was nearly pitch black, except for a few porch lights a couple of houses down. As she wrapped her arms around herself in order to brace against the cold, the only thing she could think about was the fact that her son was out there without a coat.

The more she thought about the situation, the more she started to feel like a failure as a parent. She continued to ask herself the same question over and over. Would another parent have made the same decisions and choices she had made? Would they have let their son or daughter walk across the street by themselves at his age? There was no correct answer, but she kicked herself nonetheless. If only she had walked him back to the school or checked to make sure he had made it to class, they would have had more time in the day to look for him. Suddenly, her front door opened, and Sophia joined her.

“I know you’re putting yourself through the wringer right now, and I know there is absolutely nothing I can do to make you stop doing that. The only thing I’m going to ask you to do is try not to take all the blame in this situation.”

“That’s really hard to do when I’m his mother.”

Sophia sighed. “You’re his mother, and you’re doing everything you can to find your missing son. This is far from your fault. Whoever kidnapped Derek is the one to blame here. We’re going to find him, no matter what it takes or how long it takes.”

“I just want to know he is safe and warm for the night.”

“It’s not going to be easy to think about, but whoever took him had a reason for doing what they did. Maybe it’s someone who just wants to raise a child of their own, or maybe it’s somebody who thinks you have money to spare. Either way, they’re going to want to keep him safe until they get what they want.”

“I want to get to the shops and see what their cameras were able to pick up.”

“So do I, but that isn’t something that’s going to happen tonight. It’s already pretty late, and I’m sure all the shop owners have closed up for the day. We’re not going to be able to get any of those answers until tomorrow morning.”

“That’s not good enough.”

“That’s the only thing I can offer you right now. I think the best thing you can do for Derek, at this point, is go inside and get yourself some sleep. We’re going to have a lot of work ahead of us tomorrow, and you’re not going to do anyone any good if you’re exhausted and can’t even think straight.”

“How am I supposed to get any sleep when my son is out there somewhere?”

Sophia smiled. “Because of everything I’ve seen in the war and my deployments overseas, I have trouble sleeping almost every night. I can give you something that’s going to help knock you out.”

Katie nodded. There was no denying that her friend was telling her exactly how things were. There was absolutely nothing they could get done that late at night. The only lead they could follow was something they couldn’t even look into until the next day. The only chance she had of getting any rest was going to be taking whatever her friend gave her. As Sophia walked back through the front door and into the house, she followed close behind.

The pair walked up to the second floor of the house, and she followed her friend into the guest bedroom as Sophia reached into her bag and pulled out a prescription bottle. She took one pill out and handed it to her while warning her to take it with a glass of water. Whatever type of medication the woman handed her was, Katie knew it was something that would act fast. She had never been in battle or in any military zone, but if it was remotely close to any of the stories George had told her, she knew the medication was going to have to be strong.

“What exactly do you have me taking?”

“It is simply something that’s going to help you rest and nothing more. I promise you one thing: you’re going to get a good night’s sleep.”

Katie sighed. “What if they find something in the middle of the night and call me, but I’m not able to answer my phone?”

“You just let me worry about that. Derek needs you to be as healthy as possible if we’re going to find him. Going days without sleep isn’t going to help you in your search, but I swear to you that I will make sure you get up if there is any word on him.”

Katie understood what her friend was asking of her, and she knew there was no chance Sophia would let her continue to sleep if something was found. She hated the idea that she was going to be getting any sleep when she had no idea if her son was going to be all right. Resigning herself to the fact that there was nothing more she could do, she quickly thanked Sophia and headed to her own bedroom.

There was always a half bottle of water sitting on her nightstand, and without hesitating a moment longer, she climbed into bed and took the pill with a quick swig of water. Within minutes, she was lying in bed with the blanket wrapped around her. Her thoughts were a mixture of worry for her son and missing her dead husband. Mitch wasn’t far from her mind, but if George had still been alive, she knew he would move heaven and earth to find Derek.

As the day’s events continued to run through her mind, she could feel the pill starting to kick in. Even though the room was entirely dark, she had yet to close her eyes. The medication was making her groggy, to the point that she was starting to lose control of keeping them open. She soon realized she was going to need every ounce of help she could get her hands on, and knowing that, Katie prayed to God that her son was safe and they would find him soon. Before she knew it, everything was dark, and she was fast asleep.
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Katie found herself running through the woods, chasing after a man she had never seen before. The fog that filled the entire forest around her was nearly impossible to see through, but every couple of seconds that passed by, she would catch a glimpse of the man running with her son’s coat in hand. It didn’t seem to matter how hard she pushed herself. She wasn’t gaining any ground on the suspect.

Her heart started to race, and the pressure it produced in her head seemed to cause everything around her to go blurry. Katie knew she wasn’t in the best shape of her life, but she was running as fast as she could. There was a startling and evil laughter filling all the space around her. The diabolical man who was racing away from her had stopped at the top of the hill. Suddenly, the empty coat he was carrying was filled with the shape of something more. It was no longer an empty article of clothing he held in his hands, but it was her son.

“Derek,” she screamed out. “I’m here.”

The man she was following just laughed. The amount of fear pushing through her body kept her moving forward. No matter what happened next, Katie knew she was going to get her hands on the guy who had taken her son, and whatever she decided to do, she would accept the consequences.

With every step she took forward, it seemed like she was simply getting farther behind. Even though the man was standing completely still and hanging her son over the edge, she couldn’t get any closer than she already was. It was a helpless feeling she couldn’t escape, and she couldn’t understand what was holding her back. The fog was starting to clear, and her vision was becoming what it was before, but the only thing she recognized was her son and nothing about the kidnapper.

Suddenly, the guy turned around and grinned, but the only thing she could see through the fog was his teeth. There was nothing else. It was like she was looking into a black hole, and there was nothing else distinguishable about the man who was holding her son on the edge of the hill. Seconds felt like minutes, but as soon as the man let go of Derek and she heard the screams of him falling, Katie screamed in fear for her child’s life.

She jolted up in bed, sweating profusely from the nightmares that seemed to fill her dreams. Katie quickly shook the thoughts from her mind and looked around the room. Even though it was the master bedroom, it felt smaller than it ever had. Even though the nightmares had torn through her thoughts all night long, Derek was the first thing that came to mind. As she realized the sun was starting to come up, she felt more determined than ever to find her little boy.

Shaking the sleepiness from her body, Katie threw the covers off and sat up on the edge of the bed. She quickly understood she had slept all through the night, but the exhaustion over the fear for her son’s safety made it feel as though she hadn’t slept at all. The nightmare certainly didn’t help. Knowing she was going to need a kick start first thing in the morning, she slowly made her way down to the kitchen to get a pot of coffee started. Halfway down the stairs, though, she smelled the fresh brew already emanating from the kitchen.

It wasn’t surprising to see Sophia standing in the kitchen, drinking a cup already, but before she could tell the woman good morning, Katie noticed that her friend was on the phone with someone. As soon as the woman realized Katie was in the room with her, she smiled and immediately poured her a cup of coffee and handed it over. Katie quickly took a sip and felt the warm brew glide down her throat. While her friend was still talking to someone on the other end of the phone, Katie couldn’t help but look around the room and wish that her son was there for her to cook him breakfast.

Whoever she was on the phone with, Katie knew it was an important call and it had something to do with her. There were already a million questions running through her mind at that point. Luckily for her, only a few seconds passed by before Sophia ended the call and smiled at her. The anticipation of hearing what she had to say was almost more than she could bear, and she quickly positioned herself in front of Sophia, hoping to hear good news.

“Who was that? It sounded like a really important phone call.”

Sophia was still smiling. “I decided we were going to need a little more help than just what the two of us could offer. As soon as I woke up this morning, I made a few calls.”

“Is there anything that’s going to help us find Derek any sooner?” Katie asked.

“Because of how long I’ve been in the service, I have been able to make a few friends over at the DOJ. Now, I pretty much had to call in every favor I could in order to get some information, but I was able to pull a few strings with the lab results.”

“How in the world were you able to do that? I thought everything was being taken care of at a local level.”

“That’s normally how cases like these are handled, but just in case you didn’t know, the government can swoop in and take a peek at all of that information whenever they feel like it. That’s where the pulling of a few strings came into play.”

Katie laughed. “It’s hard to believe that you had to pull any strings in order to get the government to step into a local matter. I figured they would jump all over the opportunity to make small-town police feel as little as possible.”

“That’s fair, but there’s still a drawn-out process for them to get that kind of information. I was able to get a couple of my friends to push through some of the request forms that needed to be handled in order to get access to the DNA that had been pulled off of the bookbag and jacket.”

“So, do we have a suspect, then? Someone we can actually look for.”

Sophia shook her head. “There still hasn’t been any evidence of who the person was who took Derek, but the techs at the lab were able to pull two samples off of each of the articles.”

Suddenly, Katie had more than just determination running through her. For the first time since Derek went missing, she was filled with an unimaginable hope of getting her son home. It didn’t even matter what her friend had to say next. The fact that they were able to pull samples of DNA off of the jacket and book bag so quickly made her realize just how important the case was to find her son.

Even though the sheriff had immediately sent out an AMBER Alert and acted as though her son’s disappearance was the most important matter on the agenda, Katie had felt a certain amount of loneliness in trying to locate her child. It wasn’t until her friend had just told her how far she was willing to go that she understood she wasn’t alone in the search for Derek. In just a matter of minutes that it took her to be on the phone, Sophia had already come up with their biggest lead.

“You said they pulled two samples of DNA off of those items, but they don’t have any evidence of who took him?”

“Unfortunately, one of those samples was Derek’s, and the other was of someone who wasn’t in the system. Basically, that means we know for sure he was taken by someone, but since there’s no match in the database, we still don’t have anything pointing us in the direction of who the kidnapper is.”

“That does get us a step closer, though, right? At least we have a direction we can go in.”

Sophia nodded. “I promise we are working every angle and the people I have gotten in contact with are looking into it. Even if there’s nothing in the database, they’re still a possibility they can find a DNA match with someone close to them. It just has to be run through a different system before they can come back with any answers. If they get any hit from the system, they’re going to call me immediately.”
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Though Katie was happy people were starting to work toward finding her son, there was complete panic coursing through her veins. Up until that point, she had allowed a small amount of hope that her son had just wandered off with a friend and lost track of time. After listening to what her friend had to tell her, there was no denying that there was someone out there who had kidnapped her son. Her thoughts started to rush through everyone she could think of who would be willing to do anything for her or her family.

It didn’t matter how many times she went down the list of people she knew and remembered throughout her entire life. She continued to come back with no answers. The passing of her husband had been a hard one to deal with, but that had just brought her and her friends closer together. Between her and her son, they were adored among the community. They didn’t even have anything stressing them out. They had a solid income and a good house to live in.

None of it was making any sense in her mind. She knew just by the reaction of the community when the AMBER Alert went out that they were well-loved among the citizens of the town. She couldn’t even make it a block down the road without somebody greeting her or giving her a friendly wave. Katie couldn’t think of a single person who would have it out for them in any way. Even the bully her kid had punched a week earlier had quickly become friends with her son.

Katie sat down at the kitchen table and continued to drink her coffee while she tried to think of anything that could have led to her son being kidnapped. There was absolutely no reason anyone could have to come after her family. There wasn’t a single enemy that came to mind. She and George had been high school sweethearts and quickly married shortly after graduation. Even as she completed college to become a teacher and her husband was overseas fighting wars, she had done nothing but make friend after friend. She could feel her heart racing and the sweat beading on her forehead once again.

“I promise that no matter what it takes to find him, we are going to. Derek is not gone forever.”

“I’m just trying to think of who would even want to do this. I keep going over it in my mind, and it is impossible to think that I have done anyone such malice they would want to kidnap my son.”

Sophia sighed. “Let’s just focus on what we do know and the things we can figure out from here. We still need to talk to the shop owners and take a look at any footage they might have. Just because nothing hit on the DNA doesn’t mean it’s a dead end, either. After they run the DNA through the main system, it’s a possibility we come back with a partial match to someone related to whoever took him.”

Katie nodded. “I hope you’re right about that.”

Before her friend could respond, there was a sudden knock at the door. Katie’s heart skipped a beat. Even though the sun had started to come up, it was still early in the day for anyone to be visiting her at home. She quickly jumped up from the table and rushed to the front door. Her heart sank when she opened it and saw Mitch standing in front of her. While a big part of her was happy to see the man, the look on his face dashed all hope that they had found her son already.

“We need to talk,” Mitch said.

“I don’t know. I don’t like the way this conversation is starting. What do you want to talk about?”

“We got some information back on the forensics on the backpack and jacket you found. There were two DNA samples on both of the articles we sent over to the lab. One of them is a DNA match to Derek, but nothing came back on the other one.”

“Sophia and I were just talking about that.”

“What do you mean? How in the world do you know about the DNA already when I just found out about the information myself?”

“She has some friends over at the DOJ who gave her the information just a few minutes before you knocked on the door.”

“Are you telling me the two of you are doing your own investigation and not allowing my department to do their jobs?”

Katie scoffed. “It’s my son we’re talking about here. Just because you want me to sit at home and do absolutely nothing doesn’t mean I’m going to. I’m going to do whatever I can to find Derek, and I don’t care what it takes.”

“There are rules and regulations we need to abide by during our investigation. We can’t have you out here acting like a rogue and doing things on your own. You need to let the sheriff handle anything that comes about.”

She quickly rolled her eyes. As much as she loved the man and adored the fact that he was willing to sacrifice so much in order to find her son, it wasn’t the same. Katie knew he was willing to do whatever it took to find him, but after hearing about the argument between his boss and him, she knew she and her friend would have a better chance of finding Derek than anyone else around.

It was clear to her that the sheriff was more concerned with the image of his department than what they had to do to find Derek. The conversation that Sophia had told her about the night before was still fresh in her mind. It angered her to know the sheriff had been more upset with the fact she had found the jacket than the idea that the jacket had been found in the first place. From out of nowhere, Katie felt her friend step out the front door and stand right beside her. Anger flashed across Mitch’s face.

“I’ve been in the military for quite some time, and I’m well aware of the regulations and rules that you have to follow as a police officer,” Sophia said. “I also know there are several ways that your hands are tied in the matter.”

“You’re not wrong about that, but it’s my job to look into every aspect of this case and find Derek.”

“And it’s her job as a mother to do everything she can to bring him home as well. If you can’t understand that—”

“Trust me. I understand that completely. I know she’s going to do whatever it takes to bring Derek back home, but so am I. I really don’t give a damn who found out what first, and I certainly don’t care that Katie is the one who found the jacket. I just want to bring him home.”

“Good. Then that means we’re all on the same side here.”

“Are we? I mean, I went out of my way and put my job on the line to come here and let you know what we found out about the DNA testing. The two of you couldn’t even wait to hear from me before you went out of your way to undermine our investigation,” Mitch seethed.

Sophia scoffed. “We’re not undermining anything. I have friends and contacts throughout the government, and the only thing I did was place a few phone calls to find out what the lab had found.”

Mitch sighed. “I’m really not upset that you made those calls.”

“I don’t understand what the problem is then.”

“The problem is the complete lack of trust the two of you seem to have in me. No matter what happens, I’m not giving up on finding Derek. I’m going to do whatever I can and whatever it takes to find him and bring him back home. You just need to have enough trust in me that I’m going to let you know anything we come across.”

Katie sighed. “I can’t sit around and do nothing, and it’s going to be impossible for me to just wait for you to give me details. I don’t understand why anyone would want to do this to me or Derek. Doesn’t it make more sense if we all work together to bring him home where he belongs? I think we all want the same thing.”

“We do, but you also have to understand how the system works. We still have several deputies out looking for him, and the call center is taking several calls because of the AMBER Alert. We’re taking everything we can and trying to come up with something. I just wish you would have waited for me or at least had the courtesy to give me a call.”

“I could say the same thing about you.”
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Shortly after Mitch stormed out, Katie and Sophia were left alone in the house. Not only was she upset with herself and feeling guilty about the abduction of her son, but she also started to feel like she was the one to blame for pushing Mitch away. The guilt continued, even though she knew she was doing the right thing by trying to find Derek in any way possible. When he stormed out, she knew there wasn’t anything she could do to stop him.

Katie understood he was upset and felt as though she didn’t trust him, but that was as far from the truth as he could be. She knew he was doing his job and trying everything in his power to locate Derek. There just wasn’t any chance she was going to sit around and do nothing while everyone else was out doing everything they could.

In the short time since he had left, Katie had placed several phone calls to friends and family. Since her mother, Linda Cox, was an accountant at the local church, she had been busy organizing search parties to help look for her son. Her father, Mike Cox, was a retired army veteran and had already contacted friends he had at the local veterans office. His VFW friends were already putting together a grid to search for themselves.

Both of her parents were respected members of the community, and knowing they were doing everything in their power to help find Derek was something she was going to be eternally grateful for. Linda and Mike had been the most positive influences on Derek’s life. After George had passed, her parents became almost like a second set of parents to her son. If it hadn’t been for both of them and her friend, she wasn’t sure Derek would be the young man he was.

Knowing she had to continue the search no matter what the sheriff and Mitch said, Katie started making a list of people she had wronged in her life. Even though she had been making the list for more than thirty minutes, it was a very short one. She had even started going down the list of students she had given a bad grade over the years, but most of the time, when that happened, the parents were more than understanding. Even though it was a small town, and everyone seemed to know everyone else, when it came to the grades of the children in the area, they all seemed to be on the same page. All the members of the community wanted what was best for their own children and would accept her explanation for handing out less-than-exemplary grades.

There have been a few times where parents would argue or even get in her face about how she could be just picking and playing favorites with students, but even those had ended with nothing more than her offering to spend more time with their child in order to help raise their grades. It almost seemed like the harder she focused on trying to figure out who she had pissed off enough to kidnap her son, no one came to mind. At one point, she continued to write down names of people on the list, Katie even tried to remember the people she had cut off while she was driving or people who had extremely bad road rage.

As Katie looked down at the list, she started to become frustrated with the fact that nothing was standing out. There wasn’t a single person on earth she could think of who would want to kidnap her son or seek revenge on her. There was never a time that an altercation couldn’t be worked out in some manner or another.

“Are you getting anywhere on that list?” Sophia asked.

“Not really. I can write down the name of every person in this town and still come up empty-handed. I just can’t think of anyone who would be behind this.”

“I still feel like there’s something we’re missing. Derek is such a smart kid; I just don’t think he would run off with somebody he didn’t know.”

Katie sighed. “This is just a small town. Everyone pretty much knows everyone else, and I highly doubt anyone would have a reason to do something like this. It’s all just getting so confusing.”

Sophia nodded. “This has all been confusing from the start.”

She shook her head and sat back in the chair, trying to think of anything else she could remember from her past. It seemed like no matter how hard she tried to pinpoint something in her past that could be the cause of what was happening, nothing came to mind. Even if she had pissed off somebody enough to kidnap her son, it just didn’t happen in a town like Kiltry, Oregon.

Suddenly, Sophia’s phone started to ring, and her friend jumped up and walked to the other room to answer it. Katie couldn’t hear exactly what was being said, but she could tell that her friend had received a phone call from one of her contacts at the DOJ. The phone call didn’t last very long, but every passing second felt like minutes in her mind. After what felt like an eternity of listening to her talk in the other room, Sophia finally made her way back into the room and sat across the table from her.

“I assume that was a call from your contacts,” Katie said. “Please tell me they have found something that’s going to help us find Derek.”

Sophia shrugged. “I’m not sure if it’s a really big help or not, but the DNA results did manage to cut or suspect pool in half.”

“What do you mean?”

“The local techs finally broadened their search on the DNA, and some of the results came back inconclusive, but they have managed to narrow down the suspect to be a woman. So, whoever took Derek was female.”

“I don’t think that helps me narrow down anything in my mind.”

“You can’t think of any woman you’ve upset in the last year or so?”

Katie tried to pull any memory she could from her mind. She couldn’t think of anything in her past that would connect a woman to the kidnapping of her son. Most of the time, as a teacher, it would be the father of her students who would come in and talk about the grades. As wonderful of a town as Kiltry was, most men wanted their sons and daughters to do better and get out of the jobless area. Even the farmers wanted better for their kids. Even if it meant them going off to college and the father having to do all the work on the farm.

As she continued to think of anyone else, a sudden thought crossed her mind. She could remember at least two times she had spotted the woman walking in the area of their cul-de-sac. There was still something vaguely familiar about her, but she had yet to develop any recognition. She tried to focus on the image in her mind of the last time she had seen the lady, and as she did so, Katie could feel Sophia glaring at her. She quickly pulled her mind off her thoughts and looked up at her friend.

“It looks like you’re thinking about something or going over some memory you have. What’s going on in that mind of yours?”

“Remember when you first got here the other day and I told you about the woman I thought I recognized walking down the street?”

Sophia nodded. “I told you I would look into it, but we just got busy with hanging out, and then all this happened with Derek. Do you think she might have had something to do with this?”

“It’s the only thing that stands out in my mind that I can’t figure out. I can’t remember where I know her from, but the fact that you said that the kidnapper is a woman is really weighing all my thoughts right now.”

“I’m sure we can figure out something about the woman. I’m not really sure where to start.”

Katie sighed. “I can’t think of anyone who would want to do something like this, and the idea that this strange woman was walking around makes me think it is possible it was her. The whole situation was just kind of weird at the time, but the more I think about it, the more I’m starting to realize she could have been watching me.”

“Well, for now, it’s the best lead we have. I’ll get my people looking into trying to find something, but we should also check the security cameras in the area before we go digging into anything else.”
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The entire drive into town was in silence. Katie was going over the entire situation in her mind and could only think about getting Derek back home. She could only hope the security cameras outside of the shops in town caught something that would help them. She was letting Sophia drive them around because of how sidetracked her mind kept becoming. There wasn’t any way to become less distracted with the world around her. The determination in her mind to find her son was becoming the only thing that mattered to her.

It hadn’t taken them long to make it into the first shop and talk with the owner. The man was extremely helpful, and Katie was happy when he took them right into the office and gave them access to the footage. A few minutes later, the happiness was replaced with disappointment as the camera hadn’t picked up anything. She sighed and quickly dropped her face into her hands as they stared at the monitors.

“This entire process is going to be difficult,” Sophia said. “There’s going to be several times we look at footage and not find anything. If you think it would be more helpful and less of a strain on your mental state, I can handle this on my own.”

“No. I don’t care how much it hurts to be let down continuously. I want to see everything with my own eyes.”

“Can you remember anything about the woman that would give us some indication of who she is?”

“I’ve gone over the image I have in my mind of her several times. I don’t really remember anything that stands out about her.”

“That’s okay. There’s no way you could have known we were going to need that information. One way or another, we’ll figure this out.”

Katie nodded, but she wasn’t sure she agreed with her friend. She wanted more than anything to figure out what had happened to Derek and bring him home safely, but with almost no leads to work with, she was beginning to think it was going to be impossible. She shook the thought out of her mind quickly. They’re going to take a lot more than that to stop her from looking for her son.

The pair quickly thanked the first shop owner and moved on to the next one. Katie wasn’t sure how much time had passed from one shop owner to the next, but it was discouraging every time they didn’t spot the woman on the screen. She was almost certain they were going to find some kind of information, or she would recognize the lady when she saw her. Still, after a good amount of time had passed, they weren’t any closer to finding her son than when they had woken up that morning.

Even though there weren’t that many shops in the area, it had taken them at least an hour or so to talk to each shop owner and look at the footage from the day before. Though it seemed as if each shop owner had a good angle with their cameras to see who had walked by, there wasn’t anything that would help them figure out who would have taken her son. None of the security footage had caught the woman on film, either. Katie was becoming discouraged by the investigation on their part. No matter how many leads they followed, they continued to come up empty-handed.

Katie and Sophia were walking out of one of the shops and stopped just outside on the sidewalk. The mood from the morning has slowly gone from bad to worse. While they both continued to stay hopeful throughout their search, it was becoming more clear that they weren’t going to get the answers they were looking for. She quickly sat down on one of the benches outside of the shop. Glancing out over the small town and the area near the school, Katie felt at peace for just a moment.

The old town was rustic in a way. Oregon was only a small piece of the Wild West. She found herself staring at the old light poles in the town. For someone who was just visiting as a tourist, it could seem like the perfect place. Now, knowing that her son had been missing almost a full day, she couldn’t help but think about running as far away as she could when she found her son. Even as she thought about the possibilities of where they could go, she knew if his being kidnapped could happen in her town, it could happen anywhere.

“Do you think we’re going to find him?” Katie muttered.

“I know we will. Between your family and the rest of the community out looking for him and knowing we are doing everything we can to find Derek, I know whoever took him is not going to be able to hide forever.”

“I really wish I could remember something more about that woman.”

“We’re going to figure it out. There’s still no evidence that she was the one who took him, but nothing else really makes sense right now.”

Before Katie could respond, she heard a car pulling up to the sidewalk. The car quickly gained her attention, as she noticed it was the sheriff’s cruiser. A few moments later, she spotted Harold getting out of the vehicle, followed closely by Mitch. There was a small part of her that was happy to see the man she still loved, but as she moved her attention from him to the sheriff, she could tell that Mitch’s boss was angry about something.

“Just what the hell do you think you’re doing?” Sheriff Frederick asked.

“What are you talking about?” Sophia asked.

“I’ve been getting calls all morning about the two of you talking to the shop owners about looking at their security footage. You know we have to have a warrant in order to view those, right?”

“I’m not one of your deputies. The two of us are just concerned citizens trying to find a missing child. I think if you have a problem with that, then maybe you shouldn’t be sheriff at all.”

Harold scoffed. “You might not be one of my deputies, but you sure as hell keep butting your nose into our investigation. If you have something that could help us find Derek, then it might be a good idea for you to share it with me now.”

Katie shook her head. “I just thought that maybe Derek showed up on the footage, and we decided it might be a good idea to take a look at what the shop owners had.”

“You need to stay out of my investigation. I have all my people doing everything they can in order to try to find him. I certainly don’t need you running around, acting like you’re doing your own investigation.”

Sophia scoffed. “Wouldn’t it make sense for all of us to work together? I know you and your deputies are doing everything you can, but what kind of harm can come from us looking at everything from a different angle? We might be able to find—”

“I’m not going to continue to play this game with the two of you. If you happen to find some information on who kidnapped her son and it doesn’t follow the regulations we have in place for the department, whoever took Derek might get off without any jail time.”

“I don’t give a damn about jail time. I just want my son back home where he belongs and not out there with some stranger who took him.”

The sheriff glared at her. Katie knew they were basically going rogue with their own investigation, but she couldn’t have cared less. She didn’t care if the sheriff found her son or if she and Sophia did. The only thing that mattered to her was getting her son back home. If Harold and his deputies couldn’t find some way to make a case stick, then that was on them. It wasn’t her job to follow orders and guidelines set up by the state. If they didn’t want to play outside of the box, then she would. She furrowed her brow and glared back at the sheriff.

Mitch sighed. “Look, it’s not like we don’t understand what you are going through. We have a job to do as employees of the state. The sheriff is on your side, but maybe it would be better if you just let us do our jobs.”

Katie shrugged. “I’m not getting in the way of you doing your job. I just want to find my kid, and I don’t care about who finds Derek.”

“Well, maybe you should start,” Harold said. “We are the ones who have the resources to find your son and take this person down.”
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“The only thing that should matter to anyone is finding my little boy. He’s out there, kidnapped by some stranger that none of us seem to be able to figure out who they are, and we’re standing here like a couple of kids in high school,” Katie said.

“I’m not arguing with anyone,” the sheriff said. “The only people out here with any legal right to search for your son are me and my deputies. You need to find a way to get behind that or just stay out of the way.”

Sophia scoffed. “Listen to you. This woman’s son has just been kidnapped, and the only thing we are trying to do is keep ourselves busy and let you do your job.”

“It’s not really letting me do my job when I keep having to run around and clean up your mess.”

“Our mess?”

“Yeah. Don’t think that Mitch hasn’t told me about your little phone calls to friends you have in the federal government. If you think for a minute—”

“The only thing I did was make a few calls to push through the DNA samples your team took. If anything, I was able to speed up the process and get the information back a lot sooner than your local guys could have.”

“I’m just going to cut through all the bullshit here and tell you that you need to stay out of our investigation. Now, don’t take this like I don’t want you to have a hand in finding your son. It would probably be better if you stayed home or put together a search for the forest where we found your son’s items.”

Katie couldn’t believe the sheriff was trying to push them out of the investigation. While she knew they hadn’t been sharing the information they had with the deputies or the department, it was easy to see they had already had a huge helping hand. If Sophia hadn’t made the calls to her contacts at the federal level, it was a good possibility they would still be waiting for results.

Even as she said they were going down the events in her mind, Katie knew they would be waiting for a warrant to get the information off of the video surveillance at the shops. They’re already done more in the few hours of looking at surveillance than the police had done the entire time since they had started their investigation. She could tell the stress was starting to get to her the moment her heart started to race. Katie could feel the anger inside her starting to rise as soon as she looked back at the sheriff’s face.

“I’m not going to stop looking for my son.”

“And I’m not telling you that you should, but you’re not going to continue to go door to door and bother the good people of this community. You don’t have a badge, and you don’t have the support of my department behind you.”

Sophia scoffed. “What are you going to do if we don’t stop?”

Harold sighed and glared at her friend. “I’ll place you and her under arrest if you don’t put an end to this right now.”

“You’d rather arrest a missing child’s mother than let her look for her son.”

“I’ll do whatever it takes to find Derek. Just the fact that I had to come out here and have a word with you is taking time away from what I could be doing.”

Katie sighed. “What exactly are you doing? You’re standing there, telling me I need to be at home or putting together a search party to comb the woods, but that’s the same exact thing you’re going to be doing. Am I right?”

“It’s true we have deputies out searching the area now, but I would rather have you somewhere I can keep an eye on you than out here running around, causing a mess for me.”

The statement made Katie irate. While she knew from the beginning she was going to have trouble with the sheriff and his allowing her to do anything, she never thought it would get that bad. The idea that he was more willing to arrest her than to accept her assistance in the investigation was almost more than she could take. Before she could say anything else that might end up with her in cuffs, Mitch stepped between the two.

“I know it’s probably not my place, but Katie, the sheriff is right. The only thing you’re going to do is stress yourself out by being out here like this. I know your mother has been working on getting a group of people together to search the area. Would it be all that bad if you joined her for a little while and let us do our jobs?”

Katie sighed. “I just want to find my son. Derek has been missing for almost an entire day now. We’re not any closer to finding him than we were yesterday.”

“The sheriff and I have been working nonstop. I didn’t get any sleep last night because I wanted to continue working through every possible angle. I promise that both of us are doing everything we can.”

“I’m doing the same thing. You know as well as I do that Sophia and I can be a huge help in the investigation if you just let us.”

Harold shook his head. “I’m not stopping you from looking into anything. I’m just telling you that if you do, I’m going to have to arrest you. I can’t have you or your friend interfering with the investigation.”

“You’d still be waiting on results from the DNA if she hadn’t made the phone calls she did. Besides, I just thought about something this morning, and that is why we decided to take a look at the security cameras.”

“Is this something you’d like to share, or do I have to arrest you to get any answers?”

The man’s demeanor was starting to bother her in a way she hadn’t expected. She glared at the sheriff a moment before turning to her friend and seeing she wasn’t the only one getting upset with the way he was acting. Katie knew her friend well enough to know if the situation continued to press forward, they were both going to be in cuffs. She turned back to Harold and nodded.

“I don’t know anything more than the fact that I saw a woman walking around our street two days in a row. I recognized her from somewhere, but it’s not any of the normal people around the area.”

“Can you give me any details?”

She shook her head. “The only thing I can tell you is she looks familiar, but I can’t really remember anything else. I got the feeling she was watching me.”

Mitch cleared his throat. “Katie told me about this situation the other day. I haven’t had the chance to look into it with the entire department looking for Derek.”

Harold nodded. “I promise we’ll look into it and try to find some angle on the woman. For now, though, I need you to be doing something entirely different. I want to find your son as much as you do, but if I’m going to have any possibility of putting this person away for life, we have to do everything by the book.”

“I’ll look into this woman myself and let you know if we find anything out about her. I’m sure that if you saw the woman lurking around the area, someone else did, too.”

Katie sighed. “That’s all I’m asking. I want to be sure every angle is covered, and we are doing everything in the community’s power to find Derek before it’s too late.”

“I assure you we are doing everything in our power. If you could just do what the sheriff is asking, it’s going to make it a lot easier for us to do our jobs. We’re going to find Derek.”

She knew her relationship with Mitch and the sheriff was starting to suffer. The only thing that kept running through her mind was that her son was out there with some stranger. Katie didn’t care about anything else at that moment. Even though she was willing to agree to step away from the investigation that she and her friend had started, she knew she was going to be lying to both of them. Nothing would stop her from continuing to look for her child. If it landed her in jail, then so be it.

Katie took a moment to thank both the men before turning back to her friend and nodding. Sophia easily understood the message, and both of them headed back to the car. The entire morning was filled with one frustrating moment after another, but she didn’t feel like arguing with either one of the men any longer.
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The ride home wouldn’t take very long, but as Sophia drove them along their way, Katie was lost in thought. There was once a time in her life she felt nothing but joy. She knew those times were long gone after her husband passed. As she reflected upon the short time she’d had with George, she couldn’t help but think about all the happy times they’d had together.

Even though the two had grown up in the same small town, she and George had never actually met until halfway through high school. She had always been in her own little world, and for the longest time, Katie felt like a loner. No matter how many times she had been invited to parties, football games, and other sporting events, she always spent more time focusing on her studies. Katie had known from a young age she wanted nothing more than to become a teacher. Knowing she was going to need good grades and a solid education to get into college, all of our focus went into that.

When she finally agreed to go to a football game with one of her sophomore friends, she realized there was more in life than just studying. At first, the game had nothing to do with why she went. She had only told her friend she would tag along with her because the girl wouldn’t take no for an answer. Even at the beginning of the game, Katie had no idea what was going on. She didn’t understand the process of how each team was scoring points, but by halftime, her friend had explained everything she needed to know in order to enjoy the game without confusion.

As the two teams met back on the field, she spotted a young man from her graduating class she recognized but had never talked to. The name on the back of the boy’s jersey was Rose. Even if she didn’t fully understand the sport, Katie could tell he was very good at his position. Every time the team snapped the ball to him, it almost seemed magical watching him move around the field. She found herself instantly infatuated with him. After the game, she rushed home to grab her yearbook. Flipping through the pages as fast as she could, Katie remembered the first time she found his picture, along with the rest of the team behind him.

From that point on, Katie had tried to find out everything she could about the star quarterback. Even as the memories flooded her mind, the happiness she had felt in that moment struck her. She had spent weeks trying to find a way to get close to George. After a few weeks of trying to find out anything she could about the boy, she realized he was in a relationship with another girl in the class. Her mind was being torn in different directions by all the memories until suddenly she heard her friend in the driver’s seat say something she didn’t register.

“What was that?” Katie asked. “Sorry, but I was distracted in my mind.”

Sophia chuckled. “I completely understand. I was only asking what you were thinking about. You look like you were lost in thought.”

“I really was. My head has been all over the place today. I was just thinking about when George and I first met.”

She laughed. “That makes me think about the first time we met. George and I had been friends for quite some time at that point, and even though you were in the same grade as us all through school, you always had different classes.”

“I wanted to be a teacher, and my focus was always on that.”

“I never said anything was wrong with it, but you were the cutest little thing that ever came into his life. I remember when you approached us in the lunchroom and asked him if he could teach you about football.”

“Oh my God. I completely forgot about that. I was so embarrassed and shy, but he was the cutest boy I had ever laid eyes on.”

“If I remember the first conversation we ever had about George, I’m pretty sure you told me he was the first boy you even paid attention to.”

Katie smiled. “I spent all my time focusing on making sure I got good grades. I never had time for anything else. I’m so glad I had built up enough courage to talk to him that day.”

Sophia nodded. “That makes two of us. I think the funniest thing to come out of your relationship with him was the fact that he was dating that girl at the time. Did you know that when you approached him?”

“The first time I saw him, I assumed he had a girlfriend, but it wasn’t until after our conversation in the lunchroom—she came up to me afterward—that I knew for sure.”

The two of them spent the rest of the drive talking about high school and the stories they had about George. It was nice for even a few moments to reminisce about old times. There was a slight bit of guilt in her heart over thinking about her dead husband when Mitch crossed her mind. Katie knew he was upset with her. It didn’t matter so much. She loved him and was growing closer to him. The situation with her son being missing was the only thing that mattered.

Even as they turned onto the little cul-de-sac she lived on, her mind was still going over the fond memories of the loving husband she had lost. For years, even as he spent most of his time in the military and overseas, George, herself, and Derek had been the perfect family. It didn’t matter how much time had passed; those days were some of the happiest of her life.

Now, memories were all she had of the man she once knew so intimately. Derek was young when George died, and she knew he probably had little to no memory of his father. Intentionally, Katie had never tried to fall in love with anyone after that, but there was something different about Mitch. Knowing she couldn’t do anything to fix her relationship with the man until she found her son, she tried to push the thoughts out of her mind. A few seconds later, Katie and Sophia were pulling into her driveway, and they both got out of the car.

It wasn’t even noon yet, and Katie already felt exhausted. The anxiety and stress of Derek’s kidnapping was starting to get to her. He hadn’t even been missing for an entire day yet, but it felt as though he had been gone for weeks. As she closed the car door, she looked around at the houses and neighbors she had grown to love over the years. She never had a reason to study the houses the way she was at that moment before, but Katie found herself enjoying each and every difference the homes had.

There wasn’t a single house in the cul-de-sac that was painted the same. It was almost like looking at a rainbow as she gazed at each one. Suddenly, the weight of her son’s kidnapping fell completely on her shoulders. It still didn’t seem possible that Derek was missing. The entire neighborhood was some of the kindest people she had ever met in her life, and she found herself trying to understand who could do something like that.

She suddenly felt the touch of her friend’s hand on her shoulder and turned around. Even though neither one of them said a word, they both understood each other in a way that made Katie feel more at ease.

“We’re going to find him. No matter what it takes or how long we have to look, Derek is going to come home.”

Katie could do nothing more than nod. She knew her friend meant well, but there was a small doubt in her mind they would ever find Derek before something evil happened. Whatever reason someone had for taking her son, she couldn’t be sure he was safe until he was back at home and in her arms once again. As the two made their way up onto the porch, Katie noticed a small piece of paper stuck to her door. Knowing the kidnapper could possibly make contact in different ways, she didn’t hesitate when she rushed to the door and peeled the taped note from its surface.

Holding the note in her hand for several moments, scared to know what its contents said, Katie took a deep breath. She didn’t know what was written in the note, but she wasn’t sure if she was ready to read it just yet. Katie turned to her friend, and Sophia just stared back, waiting for her to open and read the words scribbled on the sheet of paper.
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Katie was still holding the piece of paper in her hands. There was turmoil in her mind about what to do next. Sophia was still staring at her, possibly contemplating the same decision that needed to be made. A huge part of her wanted to rip open the note and see what was said inside. Yet, a smaller part of her knew the right thing to do would be to call the police and let them handle it. She quickly looked back at her friend, questioning the next move to make.

“I-I don’t know what to do.”

“Maybe it would be for the best if we just contact the sheriff and have him come out to take a look at it.”

Katie sighed. “I was wondering the same thing, but I know I already made a mistake by picking it up in the first place. Any chance of getting fingerprints off of this note is already gone.”

“That might be true, but it still might be a good idea to have him come out and take a look at it. We’re already on his bad side.”

“Exactly. What difference is it going to make if we open it and read it ourselves? You’re more than welcome to take a video of me opening the note, but if there is a ransom written anywhere on this sheet of paper, we don’t have time to wait for the sheriff to get here.”

Sophia nodded. “That’s true. Besides, I’d be more than happy not to have to hear his mouth anymore today unless he is delivering good news about Derek.”

She quickly nodded in agreement and waited for Sophia to get out her phone. Even though there was only a small piece of tape holding the letter closed, Katie was anxious to open it. In all the years she had lived in the small cul-de-sac, no one had ever taped a note to her door before. There was no one else other than the kidnapper who would have left it for her to find.

When her friend was ready to record her opening the note, Katie could feel her heart rate increase exponentially. Her hands trembled as she carefully took the tape off and opened the letter. Knowing her friend was just as anxious as she was to see what was written inside, she didn’t hesitate to read it out loud.

“Katie, I hope this note finds you doing well. Life has gone in exactly the direction I thought it would, and it’s nice to know I’m about to have a family of my own. Derek is mine now. I wish for you to know that he will be well taken care of, and I will be his new mother. After all, he’s the son that should have been mine to begin with. For the longest time, I hated everything about you. You took what was once mine and should always have been. Now I’m doing the same to you. Your son is a reflection of what should have been in my life. I wish you all the best, but I promise that only bad things will come if you look for my son. You should move on with whatever shitty life you choose. Derek is no longer a part of it. Stay far away from me and far away from my family.”

“What the hell is she talking about?” Sophia asked. “What could you have possibly taken from her?”

“I don’t know. I never took anything from anyone. This has to be some sort of mistake on her part, but it does make me wonder about the possibility of someone thinking I’m in somebody entirely different.”

“Do you think that this is just a simple case of mistaken identity? Whoever this woman is, she’s completely lost her marbles. She suddenly thinks Derek is just going to be her son and she’s going to raise him like her own.”

“That’s exactly what the letter says. I don’t know what to do now. She took my son with the thought of starting her own family. She could be hundreds of miles away by now. How are we ever supposed to find him?”

Sophia sighed. “I know the whole situation has you freaking out, but there is a little bit of good news that comes with this letter.”

“What in the hell could be good about this?”

“There’s no way she’s hundreds of miles away if she put this letter here since we’ve been gone. At most, we were only gone for a couple of hours. Even if she left immediately after putting this letter on her door, there’s no way she’s made it hundreds of miles in just a couple of hours.”

Katie shrugged. “Still, that’s a really big head start for someone who is on the run with a kidnapped child. Derek must be scared to death.”

“Derek is your son. You’ve raised him with the strength that you have, along with the strength George gave to him by being his father. He is going to be just fine, and I promise that no matter how far we have to look, we’re going to bring him home.”

Katie didn’t know what to do with herself. Everything that happened next was nothing more than a blur. She felt Sophia take the note from her hand and watched as she stepped off the porch and pulled out her phone. There was no telling who she was going to call, but there was hardly any panic in the woman’s voice as she spoke softly. Even though she knew her friend was accurate with the timing of the letter being placed on her door, it still didn’t bring her any comfort. Even if the woman had only gotten a couple counties over, it was still a big enough head start that she could be gone with Derek forever.

The world around her was starting to close in. Katie found herself gasping for air as she struggled to understand what was happening. From having to deal with students with anxiety in the past, she knew she was having a panic attack, and there wasn’t anything she could do to slow it down. The only thought that kept crossing her mind was she was never going to see her son again.

Even as Sophia tried to calm her down, nothing felt like it was going to be all right ever again. If her son truly never came home, Katie had no idea what she was going to do next. Derek was her entire world. Without him in it, nothing would be the same. There would be no point in living life without him. She could feel her legs start to tremble beneath her, and she quickly made her way to the steps and tried to sit down, nearly falling in the process. Her eyes were wide open, but the only thing she could see in front of her was the face of her son staring back. The kindest child she had ever met or known was gone. Someone had stolen him from her, and she didn’t know what direction to go.

“It’s going to be all right,” Sophia said, trying to reassure her.

Katie thought she replied to her friend, but even in the moment and the anxiety was starting to flutter, her entire body seemed to block her from being able to speak. She wanted to scream, but nothing would come out. Sophia sat beside her and wrapped her arms around her. The realization that her son may never come home was just starting to strike her, and she felt like her world was over.

“He’s my life,” Katie muttered. “I don’t know what I’m going to do without him here.”

“The first thing you’re going to do is pull yourself together. We’re going to find him and bring him home. This is just the beginning, not the end. Derek is just as strong as you and George combined. He’s going to pull through this, and the only thing he is waiting for is for the rest of us to piece together what happened and who took him. I went ahead and called the sheriff and Mitch. They are on their way now.”

With the world around her crumbling, Katie could do nothing more than nod. At that point, she wasn’t even sure what the sheriff or Mitch could do to help. She knew they would take the note and run it through their forensics lab, but she couldn’t wrap her mind around the idea that it would help them in any way. The only thing she could do was wait to see what they found next. She absolutely hated the idea that there wasn’t a single thing she could do to speed up the process of bringing her son back home.
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She had no idea how much time had passed as she continued to sit on the porch with her best friend. What could have been moments felt like hours, and what felt like hours could have been moments. Her mind was filled with confusion and fear as the panic attack roared inside of her. It felt like she had been attacked from every side possible. Sophia never left her side through the whole ordeal, and even though she couldn’t project her thanks toward the woman, she was thankful that her friend was there to help her through it all.

As far as she could tell, not much time had passed since reading the letter and Sophia calling the others to come to her house. Katie heard the car pull into the driveway behind her, and she looked up, thankful to see Mitch tagging along with the sheriff once again. No matter what was going on in the world around her, the man was becoming a rock in her life.

The sheriff was the first man to get out of the vehicle and didn’t waste any time getting to the porch. She could tell by the look on his face that he was not pleased with the situation. In a matter of seconds, he had gone from inside the cruiser to standing right in front of her face, glaring at her.

“I can’t believe that, once again, you would do something before contacting us.”

“I just thought that if the letter contained a ransom, we were going to need every second in order to process the information she left for us.”

Harold scoffed. “Sounds to me like you’re more interested in breaking the laws than abiding by them to find your son. There could have been evidence on that note that we could have used in order to find Derek.”

Sophia quickly stepped toward the man. “I don’t know who in the hell you think you are, but this woman is going through more than you could ever imagine. Her son has been kidnapped, and she is doing everything she can in order to get him back. Yet, here we stand, having to listen to you berate her on the list of things she should have done before calling you. You’re lucky I gave you a call at all at this point. Especially with how unprofessional you are about the entire matter.”

“I’m doing my goddamn job. The fact that you guys keep trying to go around every possible rule we have in place in order to do your own thing isn’t doing any of us any good. Least of all, Derek. Now, I’ll be sure to send the note over to be analyzed as soon as possible.”

“We’re all doing the best we can, and I am including you in that. I know you and your department are doing everything you can to find Derek, but we’re talking about a mother of a missing child.”

The sheriff sighed. “I understand that. Do you mind if I talk to you alone?”

Sophia glanced in Mitch and Katie’s direction, looking for approval. Mitch quickly nodded that she would be just fine, and Katie did the same. She watched as her friend and the sheriff stepped into the house. Standing there, along with the love of her life, she could only stare longingly at him for a moment.

“I’m really sorry about everything that has happened up to this point,” Mitch said.

“Me too,” Katie said, with tears in her eyes. “I just want my son back.”

Mitch didn’t hesitate to wrap his arms around Katie, pulling her as close to his chest as he could. For just a moment, Katie felt like the world was right. She hated every moment that the two of them fought, and they had never argued about a single thing before. Deep down in her heart, she knew the man was doing everything in his power to help find her son. It wasn’t his fault the sheriff was being a total jerk about everything, but even then, she knew Harold wanted to find her son just as badly as she did.

The two of them stood on the porch with each other for several minutes without saying a word. Katie knew she had no idea what to say next, but she was just glad to have a moment in Mitch’s comforting arms. After a few more moments, he pulled away.

“You have to know everything is going to be all right. It certainly doesn’t feel like it right now, but Derek is going to be back home before you know it.”

“We don’t even know where he is or the identity of the woman who took him.”

Mitch smiled. “We will. It’s just a matter of time before we track down who this woman is and put her behind bars for the rest of her life. Your son is going to be back in your arms. I promise you that.”

“I’m really sorry I didn’t come to you directly with the information I knew. I’m grateful for all the things you’ve been doing up to this point.”

“Even if it takes the rest of my life, I’m going to hunt that bitch down and make her pay for you and Derek.”

Katie sighed. “I want to make her pay for doing this, but I don’t care if we ever find her as long as Derek comes back home unharmed. I can’t imagine how scared he must be right now.”

“From what Sophia said, it sounds like this woman wants to start a family with him. Believe it or not, that’s a good thing for him. That means she’s going to want to take care of him and keep him safe.”

“She’s the one he needs to be kept safe from.”

“I’m not going to say you’re wrong, but I promise you this is actually good news for you and Derek.”

Katie scoffed. “You’re not making any sense. Sure, she’ll keep him alive as long as he plays house with her, but what happens when he gets an attitude because he’s a growing young boy and scared?”

“Derek is smart enough to play along, if that’s what it takes. He knows you’re not going to give up looking for him,” Mitch assured her. “He’s one of the toughest little men I’ve ever come across.”

She once again only nodded. Though there was a large part of her that did not agree with what Mitch was telling her, she knew he was right. The letter meant they were going to have time to piece the puzzle together. Knowing he was there by her side slowly eased the panic that had been starting to take over moments before. It didn’t take long for anger to replace it.

Without knowing what else to do, she wrapped her arms around Mitch and squeezed him tight. Neither one of them had to say a thing for the other to know their love was real. The warmth of his hug only increased the determination she had to find her son. If someone like Mitch could love her through the anger she was going through, then anything was possible. All she had to do was have faith that everyone would work together in order to find Derek, and it would happen. There were too many people around her who would be willing to risk it all in order to find who had kidnapped her son.

“Do you really think there’s some crazy way that Derek is safe with this woman?”

Mitch nodded. “In some fucked up part of her mind, she feels like Derek is her son. I don’t think she would actually do anything to hurt him.”

“I still don’t know if that’s a good thing or a bad thing overall, but I do think you’re right about her wanting to start a family with him. Just the thought of what she has planned disgusts me.”

“Trust me when I say that I feel exactly the same way you do about the entire situation, but I know the odds of finding Derek safe just went up.”

Katie sighed. “What do you mean by that?”

“Eventually, she’ll be so lost in this fake world she’s created that she’ll make the mistake of appearing in public with him as her son. We have this picture all over the place, and with the AMBER Alert, it’s going to make it easy to find her.”

“You know, I’m really sorry for the way I’ve been treating you lately.”

“You have no reason to apologize. I never meant to make you feel as though I was putting my job before your son, but I honestly believe my job is going to put us in a better position to find him.”

“I love you and everything you’re willing to do for our family.”

Mitch smiled. “I love you, too. I also love Derek like he is my own. We’re going to hunt this bitch down and get him back. I promise.”


27
[image: ]


Katie and Mitch continued to talk for several more minutes before the sheriff and Sophia rejoined them on the porch. Harold gave her a look before nodding at Mitch to get in the car. She couldn’t be sure about what the two had talked about inside the house, but it was obvious he still wasn’t pleased with the way she had handled the note. As the two pulled out of the driveway and onto the street, Mitch gave her a little smile before they pulled away. Knowing he was no longer upset with her, she waved in return.

“So, are you going to tell me what he wanted to talk to you alone about?”

“The son of a bitch is shutting us all down.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

“It means that if there’s an investigation going on that isn’t directly supervised by his department, he’s making them stop. He doesn’t want either of us looking into the case any further.”

Katie sighed. “I know he wasn’t very happy about the whole situation with the note, but he’s kind of been a prick about the whole thing.”

“I know, but it’s only going to get worse from here on out. He flat-out told me that he’s not messing around with any of it anymore.”

“I don’t understand. Why wouldn’t someone in his position wants to have all the hands on deck that he could get? I mean, they wouldn’t have even gotten the information back on the DNA from the backpack and jacket if it weren’t for your making a phone call.”

“Something like that usually takes a few days, even if they do have a rush on it. I was only able to push the techs to work faster because of my connections with the government. I’m not really sure what his overall problem with it is, but I think he’s worried about it being an election year.”

She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. There had been other cases around the country that involved child abduction where the only way the kid was ever found was because of the extra people involved in the investigation. It always came down to a friend of the family or a neighbor having seen something and calling the police before the child would be found. Katie couldn’t understand why the sheriff was so against their working the case on their own.

Still, it wasn’t something she was going to trouble herself with. No amount of threats was going to keep her from continuing to look for Derek. Even if the sheriff decided to arrest her and make an example of her, she didn’t care. The only thing that mattered to her was finding Derek and bringing him home, where he belonged. The only thing she knew about what the sheriff had said was it was more of a warning for the two of them to keep a low profile moving forward. Nothing was going to stop her from getting to the woman who took her son from her.

“I don’t care if it’s an election year or not. The fact that he doesn’t want us on the case isn’t going to change anything we do, or at least what I’m going to do. I still have my parents running searches, and they’ll come back with something soon.”

Sophia sighed. “Not anymore, you don’t. The sheriff is literally shutting down every aspect of the investigation that isn’t directed by the department. That includes what your parents are doing as well. There’s not going to be any more door-to-door unless it’s a deputy who is doing it.”

“You’re kidding me, right?”

“I wish I was. He said he was going to tell your parents to stop the search and that his deputies would be taking over from here on out.”

Katie scoffed. “You know, the only thing he’s doing is putting my child in more jeopardy. If we don’t have everybody out there looking for him, then she could just waltz out of town with Derek under her arm and no one is going to say a thing.”

“I know, but he warned that he’s going to arrest people who don’t comply. There’s really nothing we can do. Aside from me and you continuing to do what we have been doing and trying to keep it under his radar.”

Just hearing those words come out of her friend’s mouth was reassurance enough for her to have faith that they would still find Derek. One way or another, whether the sheriff liked it or not, the two of them were going to push forward with anything they could do to find her son. Suddenly, her phone started to ring, and it startled her. Katie quickly pulled her phone out and checked the ID before realizing it was her mother.

“Hello,” Katie said.

“Hey, sweetheart. It’s going to sound kind of strange, but all of us who have been going door to door and looking for Derek were just told by an officer we need to go home. What’s going on?”

“The sheriff is on some kind of high horse. Sophia and I have been looking into a couple of different avenues as far as who could have done this, and I think he’s upset we didn’t go to him first.”

Linda sighed. “Are you telling me that Harold would prefer not to have anybody else helping other than the officers under his command?”

“That’s exactly what I’m telling you, Mom. I don’t quite understand why he’s not willing to accept the extra help, but Sophia is under the impression that he’s worried about the upcoming election and whether or not people are going to vote for him.”

“If you ask me, he’s not all that worried about being re-elected, if that’s the case. I don’t think he understands what kind of position your father and I are in with the rest of the community. He needs to just quit acting like he doesn’t need the help and let the rest of us do anything we can to find Derek.”

“I agree with you all the way on that, but there isn’t much more we can do right now. He’s already made threats about arresting anybody who doesn’t agree with his approach.”

“I haven’t been arrested since the eighties, but if there’s any chance we can find Derek by going door to door, I’m not going to stop.”

Katie chuckled. “I appreciate everything you and Dad have done since Derek went missing, but I think it would be best if you just complied with his demands and went home for now.”

Linda sighed. “Are you sure that’s the best option? Derek could still be out there somewhere.”

“Derek is out there somewhere, but I don’t want you or Dad to get in trouble for not following the sheriff’s orders. We’re going to continue to let them do their job, and Sophia and I are going to continue doing what we have been doing. It’s just going to make it a lot easier if there are fewer eyes on us.”

“We’ll listen for now, but only because you’re telling me that’s the best option. If you need anything from any of us here at the church or from any of your father’s friends, don’t hesitate to give us a call.”

“I’ll call as soon as we know anything more. I love you guys.”

“We love you, too.”

Ending the call, Katie couldn’t help but feel a small amount of anger rise up inside of her. She couldn’t believe the nerve of the sheriff and the idea that he wasn’t even going to allow her mother or the church members she had volunteering to help look for Derek, to continue to do what they were doing. The more she thought about the entire situation, the angrier she became. She hated the idea of telling her mother they could no longer search for Katie’s son.

Knowing the sheriff was going to be looking for them and keeping tabs on them no matter where they went, she was going to have to have a conversation with Sophia about what to do next. The threat of jail didn’t do anything more than motivate her to keep pushing forward. There was a thought in her mind for just a moment that they should just concede the investigation to the sheriff’s department, but it was impossible for her to believe they were going to find anything. Other than Mitch, it seemed as though the entire department was against them.

While she had been on the phone with her mother, Sophia had made her way into the kitchen and was pouring another cup of coffee. Katie quickly joined her and sat at the table. Her friend brought her a mug of coffee, and the two each sat on opposite sides of the table, sipping their coffee and debating what to do next.
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“Iknow you want more than anything to find Derek, but I need to know you are completely on board with whatever we have to do next,” Sophia said. “Are you sure ] you want to keep moving forward with the possibility of being arrested?”

“There’s no chance in hell that I’m giving up looking for my son. I don’t give a damn what the sheriff says.”

“Why did you tell your mother to go ahead and listen if you were not going to stop?”

Katie sighed. “I’m not willing to risk anyone else’s safety or freedom. If the sheriff wanted them to stop looking, then that’s what they need to do. If they decide to do anything other than listen to his orders, that’s on them. I can’t make that decision for them.”

“I understand that, but just so you know, I’ve already made my decision on the matter, and I plan to follow your lead through all this.”

“I figured you would say something like that, and I’m certainly glad you are going to be by my side through this.”

Sophia nodded and smiled, but then she was interrupted by her phone starting to ring. She quickly pulled it out and answered it as she took a few steps away from Katie. Again, she could tell the phone conversation was about her son. Though she was only hearing Sophia’s half of the conversation, she was well aware they had found something on the note that had been given to the sheriff.

Seconds turned into minutes as her friend continued to talk to whoever was on the other side of the call. She was well aware that Sophia would tell her everything as soon as the conversation was over, so she busied herself with thoughts of women she had wronged in the past. There wasn’t a single person who had crossed her mind who would be capable of abducting her son. Not that there wasn’t some dark side to everyone that people were unaware of, but Katie couldn’t figure out anyone who would want to hurt her. Over and over in her mind, she kept trying to produce memories from what felt like out of thin air. Even as her friend continued to talk several feet away, Katie was still trying to figure out what she could have done in her past that would have caused a reaction such as the one they were going through now. Pulling her from her deep thoughts, Sophia said her name.

“Yeah, sorry. I keep trying to go through everything I’ve done in my life that could have led to something like this happening.”

Sophia sighed. “I feel like you could think about it for a million years and still wouldn’t come up with anything. For as long as I’ve known you, you’ve never had a mean bone in your body.”

“That’s exactly what I keep coming up with. Did your people at the DOJ come up with anything?”

“The local forensics teams here in Kiltry have already entered the information into the system. The call came from the local department and not from my contacts.”

“What do you mean? What did they find?”

“I know you were worried about finding prints on the note left on your door, but it turns out they were still able to pull one off of the paper anyway. The locals are running it through the system now, and my contacts said they would let me know as soon as anything came back.”

Katie shrugged. “Do you think they’re going to be able to find anything in the database?”

“Locally? I can’t be too sure about that. If this person is someone who has never been arrested or had a federal job, it is possible they won’t have anything on file around here.”

“Is there any way we can broaden the search?”

Sophia smiled. “I think you’ve been catching on to the way that I like to work. I’ve already thought about who I can call at a federal level to get the prints out nationwide.”

“Will they actually do that?”

“The people I’ve been in contact with want to find your son every bit as much as we do. Just because they work for the federal government doesn’t mean they don’t care about the people involved in one crime or another. I promise I am cashing in every single favor owed to me in order to find Derek. I’m going to make this call and get things going on their end.”

“Good, because I don’t trust the sheriff to do his job. He seems more concerned with keeping me in line than he’s showing toward finding my son.”

That time, Sophia didn’t go into the other room or even take any steps away to make her phone call. Katie knew the possibility of the fingerprints coming back with any kind of a hit was a long shot, but it didn’t keep her from getting her hopes up. All they needed was one clue that could lead them in the direction of the woman who had taken her son, and they would have the entire country looking for her. As her friend dialed a number on her phone and waited for someone to answer, she looked out the window.

The coldest part of the year for Oregon was getting ready to start. She could tell by the gray skies and the chilly air that they would more than likely receive their first snow in the next couple of days. Katie could only pray Derek was being kept someplace warm. If everything Mitch and Sophia had told her was true, then it was likely the woman who abducted her son was taking care of Derek as her own. She suddenly found herself lost in deep thought again, not hearing anything Sophia was talking about on her call.

Katie started to think about the first winter they’d had after George had died. The amount of snow and the low temperatures were records that year. The wind chill alone made it impossible to go outside for several days. As she looked out the window and was reminded of earlier times, she couldn’t help but see the resemblance in how the weather was acting. Filled with concern for the safety of her child, she pulled up her own phone and started looking through the weather app she had installed years before. Sure enough, the weather report was calling for more snow within the next couple of days. From what she could tell, it was going to start off slow and cold and only get worse. With everything else she had going on in her life and Derek out in the world with some stranger, it was impossible for her not to worry about the incoming storm.

Trying to distance herself from the negative thoughts going through her mind, Katie pushed her attention toward whatever conversation was going on with Sophia. She could hear her friend telling whoever was on the other line they needed to put a rush on the database search and to call her immediately when they had any results. It was easy to tell that her friend had no faith in the locals giving her more than the information they had already passed on to her. A few seconds later, she ended the call and looked at her.

“Are they going to do what you said they would do?”

Sophia nodded. “They were more than happy to accept my request, and I explained to them the situation we were dealing with here in Kiltry. I just don’t think the locals are going to be able to handle putting out all the information that needs to be sent along with the fingerprint.”

“Isn’t it basically just a program they run it through?”

“At a national level, yes. They scanned the print into the system and then run it through a program that tries to match it with one in their database. Around here, they have to use a second-party server in order to get any results.”

Katie sighed. “I suppose that’s what I get for living in a small town like this.”

“That’s true, but it’s not something you need to worry about. You have me, and I have plenty of contacts to get anything done we need. Trust me, these people are much better at their jobs than anyone at the police department locally.”

The two women spent the next several minutes discussing what they should try to do next. They talked about different options, but Katie found it hard to really focus on anything. Her mind kept floating back to the thought of the winter storm coming.
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After an hour or so of constant back and forth between the two, Sophia agreed the best course of action would be to start calling the local media outlets to see if they could get the information about Derek’s abduction out to everyone. As soon as the pair agreed on that, they started placing phone calls to every television, radio station, and news correspondence they could think of.

The first call Katie placed was to the local radio station in the area. The man on the other end of the line was very helpful and even talked to her about putting together a tip line in order to see if anyone had seen her son. Even though she had never talked to the guy before, he seemed more than willing to help them and told her he would put it on the air with the next round of news. As she hung up, she glanced over at Sophia, who was clearly still speaking to someone on the list they had made. Not wanting to interfere with the call, she scribbled down the idea of making a tip line.

Sophia acknowledged the idea was a good one. Katie did a quick search into what it would take to set one up and make sure the next call she made was to a television station. If anyone they were calling had knowledge of what they needed to do or how to set one up, it would be them. Dialing out the next number, she waited for an answer.

The woman on the other end of the line was just as helpful as the first call she had made. Within minutes, she was talking to a reporter. Katie didn’t hesitate to give the woman every bit of information they knew up to that point, including the note that had been left on her door. By the time she was halfway through the phone call, she knew she had made the right decision to make her son’s disappearance national news. It was something she never thought she would have to do, but she suddenly found herself glad to have the help of so many people.

Katie continued to make calls for the next several hours, along with Sophia making her fair share of calls as well. They finally were making headway with all the news outlets in the area, and even a couple were based out of other states. Knowing it wasn’t going to take that long for them to put the phone number for the tip line on the news, she turned on the television and turned the volume all the way down. The only thing she wanted to be sure of was that the information was getting out to the public. Within a few minutes of turning on the television and switching it to a local station, the alert was already going public.

With every call that each one of them had made, they also sent a follow-up e-mail with a photo of her son. Derek’s picture was soon being broadcast to everyone in the country. Katie knew it was only going to be a matter of time before someone spotted her little boy and the woman who had taken him. All she needed was one valid tip, and they wouldn’t hesitate to get in the car and go wherever the tip took them. After watching their third broadcast and seeing the image of her son on the television, along with a phone number for anyone who had seen anything to call, Katie looked at her friend.

“Do you think this is going to be enough to find him?”

Sophia sighed. “I wish that just having his photo out there would be enough to draw the attention of someone who could have seen something, but it’s unlikely. I’m sure they’re already starting to get tips, and then they’re going to have to go through them to see if any of them are real.”

“People really call in and give false claims?” Katie asked.

“Unfortunately, people try to get their fifteen minutes of fame in any possible fashion. There are also quite a few times when people think they saw something they really didn’t. It’s going to seem like a mess at first, but I swear we will have some good tips to work with.”

“I really hope so. Between the phone number and the e-mail we have set up, I just want something to give us some sort of indication of where they are.”

Her friend nodded, and the two went back to making several more phone calls. It didn’t seem to matter how mundane it was to repeat the same story over and over. Katie was willing to tell the story a million times if it meant it got them closer to finding Derek. To her, it hadn’t felt like a waste of time. Just as she was calling another news station and was waiting to speak to another reporter, Katie pulled up the new e-mail on her laptop and, out of curiosity alone, started to rummage through the high volume of emails already coming in.

Katie spent the next several minutes speed-reading through most of the information coming in. Surprisingly, there were a ton of emails from California saying they had spotted her in the park or at some sort of sporting event. Knowing the time frame they were dealing with from when the letter was dropped off, it didn’t seem plausible that they had made it that far away. Even then, she knew it was much too soon for the woman to be brave enough to take her son out to a public place like that.

She read through several more as she continued to tell her story to the next person who answered the phone. Even though she was glad to see that the tips were rolling in, it was frustrating to know Sophia had been right about the number of false claims they were going to receive. It seemed like with every e-mail she read, there were more farfetched details about people seeing or spotting her son in places it was impossible for them to be.

Suddenly, Katie noticed that one of the senders blocked their name, which meant they wanted to send it anonymously. It was the only e-mail on the list that was sent without a sender’s name. She quickly scrolled down to it and opened the e-mail. There had been so many emails that hadn’t had any useful information that Katie got used to speed-reading them all. About halfway through the e-mail, something caught her eye, and she went back to the beginning and read it more carefully. It wasn’t a very long description, but the sender wanted her to know they had seen her son with a woman, and the location was only about fifty miles away.

The e-mail seemed to stop her in her tracks, and Katie even hung up the phone before telling them what she had called for. She sat there, staring at the screen for several moments, before realizing that whoever had sent the anonymous e-mail had also sent an attachment along with it. Clicking on the attachment, a picture quickly popped up. She was stunned. In the photo, it was easy to tell that the little boy was Derek, but the woman who was standing next to him had on glasses and a wig. There was no way for her to get a good look at the woman’s face, but she knew that whoever it was, it was the woman who had abducted her son.

Without hesitation, Katie forwarded the message to Mitch’s e-mail and motioned for her friend to join her on the other side of the table. As soon as Sophia took a look at the photograph, her jaw dropped. They spent a moment just staring at the image before each of them looked at the other.

“Where was this photograph taken?” Sophia asked.

“According to whoever sent the e-mail, it was taking about fifty miles south of here. I already sent Mitch a copy.”

“Are you sure that was a good idea?”

Katie sighed. “As much as the sheriff is being a complete dickhead about all of this, I want to keep Mitch in the loop as much as possible. I think it’s going to be helpful to keep at least one person inside the sheriff’s department on our side.”

“What do you want to do?”

“I want to go to this town south of us and check it out. I think it’s going to take way too long for the police to do anything, and it would be much better if the two of us took the lead on this.”
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It didn’t take either one of them long to grab everything they needed and head out the door. The entire time they were preparing, Katie couldn’t get the thought of holding her son out of her head. It was the first time since she had found out that Derek had been abducted that she felt this close to doing so again. She knew that when she finally got to bring Derek home, it would be a long time before she allowed him out of her sight. They were still a small part of her that had been kicking herself for allowing him to walk back to the school on his own. Even knowing it hadn’t really been her fault, she still blamed herself.

She and her friend quickly jumped into the car, and Sophia took over the driving duties. Katie knew she was in no condition to be driving anywhere, especially when the only thing on her mind was getting her son back home. They had nearly made it out of town when she heard her friend curse under her breath.

“What’s wrong?”

“It’s probably nothing, but I think we’re being followed.”

Katie scoffed. “Who in the hell would be following us right now?”

“It looks to be one of the deputy’s cruisers. I have no doubt in my mind that the sheriff has been keeping an eye on us since he gave us our final warning. They are probably going to pull us over and see where we are going.”

“What are we going to say?”

“I suppose that just depends on who the deputy is pulling us over. Speaking of which, the cruiser just turned its lights on,” Sophia said. “They are definitely pulling us over for whatever reason.”

Even though Katie was not surprised by the situation they found themselves in, it still angered her to know the sheriff was willing to go that far out of his way in order to keep her from looking for her son. It took several minutes before the deputy exited his vehicle and started to make his approach toward theirs. When she saw the uniformed man knock on their window, she was surprised to see that the man behind the badge was Mitch.

“Where are the two of you headed?”

Sophia scoffed. “We’re going wherever the hell we want to go. I don’t see why you’re following orders the way that you are.”

Mitch sighed. “That’s not what I pulled you over for. The sheriff has no idea that I’ve even gone out of my way to talk to either of you. I’m not about to start telling him your whereabouts now. I just want to make sure the two of you are making the right decision.”

“If the decision we’re making gets us any closer to finding my son, then it is absolutely the right decision,” Katie said.

“Judging by the direction the two of you are heading, I’m assuming you’re going to the little town of Casey.”

She nodded. “As of right now, it’s the closest thing to a lead we have. If the last place Derek was seen was down there, then I really feel like I have no other choice but to check it out.”

“Do you think that just the two of us could talk for a minute?”

Katie nodded and got out of the passenger side of the car. If he was going to tell her they shouldn’t be going, he would be getting an earful from her. It didn’t matter what the man had to say at that point. Nothing was going to stop her from finding Derek. As she walked back to Mitch’s cruiser and got in, he smiled at her. It didn’t matter how upset she was in those moments; his smile had a way of brightening her day.

“I figured you wanted to tell me this is something we shouldn’t be doing,” Katie said.

“I would be entirely wrong if I did something like that, but I have to warn you that the sheriff wasn’t joking around earlier. If he finds out that you’re still investigating his case, he will send someone out to arrest you.”

She scoffed. “At this point, I don’t really care what he tries to do. I can’t just sit around the house, waiting for someone else to find my son. If I don’t feel like I’m doing something, then I’m going to lose my damn mind.”

“I understand, and I’m not here to tell you that you shouldn’t be going to check out this lead. It would take my department at least a couple of hours to free up someone to look into it. I think the best thing you can do is go and check out the lead yourself. I just wanted you to know I am on your side, and I’m hoping something will come of this.”

“That definitely makes three of us, then. And of all the emails that have come in so far on the tip line, this was the only one that had a picture.”

Mitch nodded. “I got the e-mail, and I took a good look at the picture. There’s not a doubt in my mind that the picture is of Derek. It’s going to be hard, even with facial recognition, to get a lock on who the woman is.”

“I figured that much,” Katie replied. “I wasn’t lying when I said earlier that I really don’t care what happens to the woman. I just want to make sure Derek is all right and we get him back home.”

“There’s a cold front moving in. It’s going to bring frigid temperatures and a lot of snow. The sooner we can get him back home to you, the safer he’s going to be.”

Katie nodded and looked lovingly at the man she adored. She was slowly starting to understand the torment Mitch was putting himself through. On the one hand, he wanted nothing more than to find Derek and bring him back home to her, but she knew that, on the other hand, it was a job he loved and one of the only ways he figured he could do anything to help her. Even if it meant playing nice with the sheriff, who was obviously against them doing anything, he was still going out of his way to ensure her safety and keep her out of jail.

The two talked for several more minutes. She told him about everything they had done and the calls they had made to the news stations and media, and he agreed with her by telling her it was a smart move. Mitch told her he was surprised to see that there was an image of Derek floating around the media outlets, but it didn’t shock him that she was the one behind it.

“I’m proud of you for taking it upon yourself to do so much work to find your son.”

“Until now, it hasn’t felt like I’ve really done that much of anything.”

Mitch shook his head. “It wouldn’t have mattered if he was gone for an hour or if he ended up being gone for a week, just the idea that you haven’t given up on any aspect of finding him and that you’re going out of your way to make phone calls, helps me to understand how much you truly care about the people around you.”

“I care about you,” Katie said.

He smiled. “I care about you a whole lot as well. I would do absolutely anything for you and Derek. That’s why I’m going to keep this little meeting between us and not tell the sheriff about it. I’m giving you as big of a head start as I possibly can.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to tell me that this is something I shouldn’t be doing?”

“If I thought it would keep you from doing it, then I might. I already know telling you not to do something is just going to make you want to do it even more. Especially knowing that this is about finding Derek.”

“I love you.”

“I love you, too, Katie. Whatever you find down there and whoever you run into, I just want you to be careful.”

She quickly leaned over and kissed Mitch. She thanked him again for being as supportive of her decisions as he had been up to that point. Without waiting another moment and knowing that every second that passed, Derek’s life was on the line, Katie exited the cruiser and rushed back to her own car. After telling Sophia what he had told her, her friend put the car into drive, and they were flying back down the road a moment later. Even though she hadn’t lost hope in finding her son, the new lead had her hopes high for the first time.
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Before they left the house, Katie made sure to put the e-mail account onto her phone. Not only did she want to make sure she had access to the account itself, but it was quicker to install the e-mail than it was to write down all the information. The town they were headed to, Casey, had a small gas station. She quickly looked up the address for the gas station where the photo had been taken and entered it into her GPS. A moment later, she was directing Sophia where to turn next.

It took just over an hour to drive from their town of Kiltry to the town where Derek was last seen. As soon as they pulled into the gas station and she looked through the window, Katie spotted a teenager behind the counter. Not wanting to waste any more time than they already had, they both rushed into the store and walked directly up to the teen. She didn’t hesitate to pull her phone out and pull up the picture from the e-mail.

“Did you happen to see either of these people come in here?” Katie asked.

The boy nodded. “Both of them were in here about three hours ago. I didn’t think anything of it at the time they walked in because nothing seemed strange about either of them.”

“Did something seem off about the woman afterward?”

“Well, no, not really. I only took the photo because the kids seem to be a little off to me,” he said. “Everything seemed normal when they first walked through the door, but as she walked the boy into the restroom, it didn’t seem like he was able to walk on his own.”

“Was he hurt? You keep saying that things seemed off, and then you tell us he wasn’t able to walk on his own. Why don’t you just tell us everything?”

“It just really felt like an awkward situation. I see hundreds of kids come in and out of this place on a weekly basis, and they all seem to be a little tired from one thing or another. Maybe they had practice or just a long day at school, but the boy looked extremely groggy to me. I don’t know, maybe it was just all in my head, but then I saw the news report about the missing kid and thought that maybe he was the one they were talking about.”

“Is that when you decided to take the picture?” Sophia asked.

“While the two of them were in the restroom, the news report came on. The boy looked like the same kid in the photograph, so I wanted to make sure I snapped a quick picture before they left.”

“Was there anything else you noticed while they were here?”

“Other than the kid not being able to walk and stumbling around like he was drugged, there wasn’t anything else that stood out to me. I thought it was a little weird she was wearing a wig, but that’s about it. She filled up the car with gas, and a few minutes later, they were gone. I emailed the tip line they provided on the television because I wanted to make sure the picture was received by whoever needed it.”

“We can’t thank you enough for thinking on your feet like that. Until now, we had no idea where they were headed or what direction they took. Did you happen to notice where they went when they left here?”

“The only thing I can tell you is that when she pulled out of here, she headed south.”

“What about what they were driving? Can you give us a make or model or even the color of the vehicle they were in?”

The teenager hesitated. “I can tell you that it was a red pickup truck with a dent in the bed. As far as the make or model, I’m not really all that sure. By the time they were pulling out of here, I was already focused on making sure that e-mail was sent. There was one thing I spotted when she left. It looked like there was a sticker on the back window that said military wife, but it had been scratched out.”

Almost as soon as the words came out of the teenager’s mouth, Katie felt stunned. For a moment, she couldn’t believe what she was hearing or the thoughts running through her mind. The description of the truck sounded familiar to her, and the more she tried to picture the old truck she owned, the more she realized it had the exact same features as the one she had when she and George were married. She tried to shake the thought from her mind, and even though she hadn’t owned the truck in a long time, it was clear that every detail was the same, straight down to the dent the boy had described.

Katie was trying to think about who she had sold the vehicle to and put together what seemed to have come full circle. She didn’t even realize that the pair were starting to walk out of the store until she heard the bell on the door ring when Sophia opened it. When she turned around to look at her, her friend gave her a questioning look. The whole thing seemed to snap her out of the daze she had fallen into.

“What in the world is going through that mind of yours? You seemed perfectly fine until that kid mentioned something about the truck they were driving. Do you mind telling me what is going on?”

“The description of the truck sounds like the one I had when George and I first were married.”

“Wait. Are you telling me that the red pickup truck was the same one you had?”

“All the way down to the sticker on the back that said military wife. I remember how proud I was the day I put the sticker on that back window. George was ecstatic with the idea of how proud I was of him.”

“Do you remember anything about the person you sold it to?”

Katie sighed. “Not really. It was a random woman who answered the advertisement in the paper. I only had it for sale for about a day, and she called up, seeming like she was interested in the purchase. George and I had just found out I was pregnant with Derek and thought it would be best if we got a van or SUV. It just seemed more practical to have something family oriented to drive around in.”

“That means you sold that truck nearly nine years ago. I can’t believe the woman who bought the truck off of you all those years ago could possibly be the same one who kidnapped Derek.”

Katie wasn’t sure how to respond. Ever since the teenager behind the counter had mentioned what the woman was driving, she had been stuck in her thoughts, trying to bring a picture again to the forefront of her mind of the woman she had sold the truck to. Even as she looked back down at her phone and at the picture of the woman in the wig, nothing seemed that familiar about it. It couldn’t be possible they were the same person. Sophia had been absolutely right with the thought of the truck being sold around nine years prior.

She was sure the truck would have been resold again in that amount of time, but it didn’t stop her from trying to think about what the woman had looked like all those years before. Whoever she was, Katie was becoming more angry with the situation. She wasn’t only angry at the person who had abducted her son, but she was becoming frustrated that she couldn’t remember what the woman had looked like. It was just something else she was starting to blame herself for. Everything around her started to seem as though it was out of focus. She quickly found herself more and more dizzy at the thought of everything they were finding out.

There were several moments that seemed like nothing more than a blur as she felt her friend take her arm and guide her back to the car. If she could only think about what the woman looked like, then maybe she could figure out how to find her and her son. Nothing seemed real at that moment. An onset of panic gripped her tightly, and she wasn’t sure what to do next as they sat in the gas station parking lot. Whatever her friend next to her was saying didn’t seem to register for her. Katie could only stare at the photograph on her phone that the teenager had taken before her son and the mystery woman had left.
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After several moments had passed, and Sophia had given her the time she needed to clear her head and remove herself from the panicked state she was in, Katie finally had a moment of realization. There was a lot to process in her mind, but it finally dawned on her that the woman she had sold the truck to was, in fact, the same woman she had been seeing around town. She wasn’t sure why she couldn’t process the information before, but she knew whoever the woman was had to be the kidnapper.

“That woman I’ve been seeing in the area back home is the same woman I sold the truck to.”

“Is that what you’ve been sitting here thinking about this entire time?” Sophia asked. “I was starting to think I was going to have to take you to the hospital.”

Katie sighed. “I hate that I couldn’t put everything together before this. The more I sit here and think about everything we know, the more sure I am that the woman I sold that truck to nearly nine years ago is the same woman I have spotted near the house.”

“There’s not a doubt in my mind she has to be the kidnapper, then. There are just too many variables starting to add up, but we still don’t have any idea who she is.”

“I know, and that is the most infuriating thing about what has taken me so long to piece this all together. I think it’s just the idea of that teenager describing the truck that finally put the last piece in place. I can’t believe I sold the truck that my son was kidnapped in.”

“There’s absolutely no need to go down that rabbit hole. You can’t continue to blame yourself for what has happened to Derek. The only thing we can do now is push forward with our own investigation and get your little boy back.”

“It’s just hard to imagine that there’s some strange circle that this life has come around in, and I can’t figure out where it started. There has to be something in my mind that put this all—”

Interrupting her in the middle of her sentence was the sound of Sophia’s phone ringing. Katie wasn’t upset with the interruption, as it gave her a few more moments to think about everything they had figured out. It still wasn’t a lot of help because she couldn’t piece together what the woman actually looked like. There was too much time that had passed between when she had sold the truck to remember what she looked like, but every time she saw the woman walking around town, she either had her back to her or something blocking her face.

Even though she was trying to imagine a scenario in which she had pissed somebody off enough to kidnap her son, there was still no reason she could come up with. Her mind continued to try to come up with an image of the woman’s face, but it was absolutely no use. The photograph that the young man behind the counter had taken was a little on the grainy side, and the fact that the woman was wearing a wig and sunglasses didn’t help her cause. When her friend finally got off the phone call she had taken, Katie was ready to hear anything Sophia had discovered.

“It looks like we were lucky enough to get a match on that print off the note. My contact at the federal government told me they were a match to a breaking and entering that happened about fifteen years ago.”

“Does that mean we have a name to go with the print?”

“No. It matched with was from a case that was never solved. They never caught the person who did the breaking and entering, but the fingerprint was still on file.”

“I don’t know if that really helps us. It seems like no matter what we come up with, there’s just another roadblock.”

Sophia sighed. “We’re going to find Derek, but there’s something else you should know about the address of where this breaking and entering took place.”

“What do you mean?”

“That’s where the cold case took place was your old address. Whoever these fingerprints belong to not only kidnapped your son, but they also broke into your house fifteen years ago. This is all starting to become too much to grasp.”

Katie could hardly believe it. It seemed as though every step they made in the right direction involving the location of her son came right back to some experience she had been involved with. Even as she sat in the car and listened to her friend continue to describe what her contact had told her, she was stuck in the past, thinking about the night their house had been broken into.

She and her husband hadn’t been living together for very long. They had been more than happy with their relationship up to that point, but back then, there was always something from George’s past that would come up in conversation. The two of them had enjoyed a nice dinner and a date night, but when they arrived home, the door had been kicked in and all of their belongings were scattered throughout the entire house. Break-ins weren’t something that normally happened in their area, and they had immediately called the police.

There wasn’t a single doubt in her mind back then that whoever had broken in was actually Georgia’s ex-girlfriend from high school. She had been a bit of a nutcase and was the same girl George had been dating before he and Katie had gotten together. Even though they have been able to pull several prints from various items throughout the house, they were never able to get a match. Katie suddenly remembered everything about the entire incident. She and her husband were fully aware that the ex-girlfriend was the perpetrator, but they could never put together enough evidence to get her convicted. She immediately realized she needed to share the information with Sophia.

After nearly twenty minutes of describing this scenario to her friend, they both sat in silence as Katie continued to try to piece together more information. Even as clustered as her thoughts were becoming, she had put together enough details in her mind to realize that all the women were exactly the same person. The break-in from all those years ago, the woman she had sold the truck to, and the kidnapper were all the same person.

Her heart started to race with the idea that the woman who had kidnapped her son was actually the crazy ex-girlfriend of her dead husband. His ex had been a troubled teen. On more than one occasion, Lacy had been suspended from school. There were several times she had gotten into fights and other times when she had gotten caught smoking weed in the girls’ restroom.

Katie couldn’t believe that even when they sold the truck to the woman, neither she nor her husband had recognized her. She thought back to the day of the sale, and she realized that even back then, the woman had been wearing a disguise. She hadn’t seen Lacy since high school, and she was pretty sure it had been the same for George. There had been a long string of suspensions and detentions before Lacy had finally gotten expelled. Within a year of her expulsion, her name was no longer even mentioned in the hallways.

The girl hadn’t been very popular among any of the other students, but Katie remembered she was a beautiful young woman. There was even a time when she was first attempting to court George that she thought she wasn’t even going to have a chance. The girl was far prettier than Katie ever imagined she could be, but by the time she first met George, he was getting tired of her antics. She remembered there was one point he had told her at the beginning of their relationship that it didn’t look good for him on his college applications if he was with a girl who had gotten into so much trouble.

Even as she continued to think about all the memories of the woman now flooding back into her mind, Katie couldn’t help but start to grow more concerned for the safety of her son. If the woman had kidnapped Derek simply because of the false idea that Katie had stolen her boyfriend in high school, she couldn’t imagine what else the woman would do. For someone to hold a grudge as long as Lacy had, there had to be a lot of unresolved anger involved. The idea that Lacy still blamed her for losing George would have been almost comical if it weren’t for the fact that she had kidnapped her son.
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Katie was shaken by the revelation of things going through her mind. She continued to sit there and ponder the situation and the woman who must have felt scorned by her. Most people would suspect high school relationships aren’t all that important. She knew the marriage she’d had to George was the farthest thing from the truth. Not only had she fallen in love with him and bore his child, but she also knew if he hadn’t died overseas, they would have been together to that day.

Still, it was hard to believe that Lacy could have held on to her anger for that long. Even as she thought about how she felt about George in high school, she wasn’t sure she would have held on to a grudge like that. As Katie continued to ponder, she realized that Sophia was glaring at her. Pulling herself from the shock and memories of her past, she looked back up at her friend.

“I feel like whatever is going on in that mind of yours is something that pertains to the woman you sold the truck to.”

Katie sighed. “It’s not just that. The lady we sold the truck to and the woman who kidnapped Derek is someone I have known for a very long time—we’ve known her for a long time. We were never friends, but it was George’s old girlfriend from high school.”

“That crazy chick he was with before you?”

“That’s the same one. I can’t believe George and I didn’t recognize her when we sold her the truck, but she must have been in disguise even then.”

Sophia scoffed. “How could someone hold on to a grudge for that long? I mean, for the love of God, it was clear back in high school. What was that chick’s name, anyway?”

“I have no clue what her last name was or is, but her name was Lacy. We knew she was the one who broke into the house, but it was something we were never able to prove. Now, thinking back about everything that happened, I know that’s exactly who we’re looking for.”

“Well, I think the best thing I can do to help out the situation now is call my contacts in the government and let them know what we know.”

“I’m going to call Mitch and tell him.”

Each of them pulled out their phones and took a few steps in the opposite direction of one another. As Sophia made her phone call to the DOJ, Katie dialed Mitch’s number and waited for him to answer. Even with all the facts starting to pile up against Lacy, she still couldn’t believe it. Before she could think any more on the subject, she heard a rustling on the other end of the line.

“What have you found out?” Mitch asked.

Katie spent the next several minutes telling the man everything they had learned up to that point. She was sure she wasn’t leaving any detail unspoken, and as crazy as the story sounded, Mitch agreed there was a large likelihood she was correct in her assessment. As he continued to jot down the information she was giving her, she told him everything she could think of about the woman. It felt crazy to think that everything she was saying about George’s ex-girlfriend breaking into their house all those years ago, selling the truck to the same woman years later, and now knowing that the truck she was using to haul her son around was the same one.

“Is there anything else you can tell me about her? Are you sure you can’t think of her last name?”

“I’ve been sitting here for the last several minutes, trying to think of anything I could about the woman, and no matter how hard I try, her last name just won’t come to me.”

“That’s fine,” Mitch said. “I’m sure it can’t be that hard to figure out who she is, and if she was getting into that kind of trouble back in high school, I’m sure they’re going to have records of it.”

“I hope so. I just don’t understand why she would do something like this after all of these years.”

“It’s highly likely she had some undiagnosed mental disorder, and something like that would have just resonated with her. I’m obviously not excusing anything she has done, but mental disorders that go untreated can cause people to do things they normally wouldn’t do.”

Katie sighed. “It’s just so crazy to think about, isn’t it?”

“Do you mean how everything is coming full circle?”

“I mean now, after all of these years, she decided to kidnap my son. It’s just hard to believe that someone could hold on to that much anger in their lives and somehow still survive.”

“Whether it is out of anger or because she is just screwed up, it doesn’t matter. We’re going to find her and your son. That’s the only thing that matters right now. I think it would be best if the two of you just came back. If she has that kind of psychological disorder, I don’t want you getting too close to her and something happening to you or Derek.”

“We were already planning on doing that anyway, but I wanted to let you know what we found as soon as possible.”

The two continued to talk for a few more minutes before she ended the call. Sophia was already off her phone, and the two were driving back to Kiltry. They had only been on the road for a couple of minutes when Sophia’s phone rang again. Immediately, Sophia pulled the vehicle to the side of the road and answered it. She could tell that whoever was calling had some important information by the way her friend was reacting. There was a small bit of anxiety that rushed through her, but she continued to listen to Sophia talk. By the time the call ended, Katie was practically sitting on the edge of her seat, waiting to hear what the woman had to tell her.

“My contacts just got the woman’s full name. It’s Lacy Barnett. I still don’t recall that last name from high school,” Sophia said.

“I’m not sure if it was the same last name because it doesn’t ring a bell, but were they able to give you any more information on the woman?”

“They’re still looking into a couple different addresses that were on file for that name, but that could take a little bit of time.”

“What are we going to do now?”

Sophia chuckled. “I know you’re anxious to figure out where she went with Derek, but that’s not the only thing they discovered. There was a credit card in her name she used about one hundred and twenty miles from here. I think we should go down there and check that area out as well.”

“Mitch said something about wanting us to come back to town. He believes she has some mental health problems that have gone undiagnosed, and he doesn’t want us to get hurt in the process.”

“I know he’s just looking out for you, but it would be a lot quicker, and we’re already so close that I think it would be best if we just took it upon ourselves to check out this lead.”

Katie shrugged. “If it gets us closer to finding Derek and bringing him back home, then that’s the only thing I care about.”

“Honestly, I think we have a better chance of following the lead than the police do. For us, that’s only going to be a couple of hours to get there, but in order for the sheriff’s department to travel that far, it’s going to take them at least three, not to mention the jurisdiction issues.”

“I think that knowing you’re here to back me up is all I need. I’d rather not wait the extra time for the sheriff’s department to figure things out. I don’t think the sheriff himself would even tell us anything he found.”

“Then it’s settled. You and I are going to find Derek and bring him home, where he belongs. We are the ones who have put everything together up to this point anyhow. I think it fits that we are the ones who bring it all together in the end.”

Katie smiled and nodded as her friend put the car back into drive and turned them around. She thought about the conversation the two of them had just had and couldn’t help but agree with what Sophia had said. They had a much better chance of figuring out the woman’s next move than the sheriff’s department did. The only thing they had done up to that point was put out the AMBER Alert and find her son’s backpack. If anyone was going to bring Derek home, it was going to be Katie and Sophia.
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The town they were heading to was Rutherford. From what Katie could tell on the GPS map, it didn’t look much larger than Kiltry. There was some solace in knowing they wouldn’t be dealing with any big-city police if the need arose. In her mind, she was hoping they wouldn’t have to deal with the police at all. Throughout the entire investigation up to that point, neither of them had had very much luck with officers. Katie’s mind started to wander to the thoughts of her son.

She knew Derek must be scared out of his mind, and that thought alone made her anxious. Combining that with the thoughts of knowing the woman behind it, Katie tried to dive back into her memories. Even though she knew Lacy’s name and she’d had a few run-ins with her back in high school, there wasn’t very much she knew of her. Lacy had been in more trouble than anyone else in her high school. There was no telling what kind of childhood the woman had, but she knew it must not have been very good with the way she had acted back then.

The final straw that made the superintendent expel the girl was the fact she was caught in the parking lot having sex with another one of her boyfriends. That, in itself, wasn’t enough to suspend or expel the girl, but Lacy had had so many problems with teachers and other supervisors that they had no choice but to kick her out.

Katie continued to think of everything she could about the woman. Her mind slowly flashed back to the night that she and her husband had come back from a date and their home had been broken into. At first, she and George had disagreed on who the perpetrator could be. They had only been married a short time, but neither one of them had seen Lacy in years. As soon as she saw the amount of damage that had taken place in their new home, she knew exactly who was to blame. Her husband, on the other hand, couldn’t believe Lacy still held a grudge at that point, and they had an argument over who was responsible.

By the time the police had shown up to take statements and check out the scene, they were both in agreement over the fact it had to be his ex. Even as she processed the memories, Katie couldn’t help but think about how crazy someone would have to be to take things as far as Lacy had. It wasn’t the only time after high school that Katie had an issue with the woman. Just the idea of trudging up the old memories going through her mind was a painful process.

When George had died in battle, he was considered a local hero. The funeral itself was something she had only ever seen in movies. Not only did all of his family and hers make an appearance, but most of the town had been there as well. Several of his military friends had come to pay their respects as well. Even though the number of people who had shown up for his funeral gave her a bit of a shock, she wasn’t surprised that George had had such an impact on so many people’s lives.

The entire service was perfect, but it was the gathering afterward that left a resounding impact on her memories. As everyone was going over old stories of the man she had fallen in love with in high school, Lacy had shown up and nearly ruined everything. Anger started to rise inside of her at just the thought of what had happened. Katie knew she shouldn’t have been surprised when the woman showed up for the funeral, but she was somehow still shocked to see the woman doubled over on the coffin and crying like she was the worst actress in Hollywood. Even taking the break-in out of the picture, the couple had to call the police on several occasions when the woman appeared to be stalking her husband.

By the time Lacy made her appearance at the funeral and gathering afterward, everyone knew she had no place there. Several people made attempts to remove her from the area, but it had come down to calling the police and having her escorted off the property before she actually left. That was the last time Katie had heard any news about Lacy.

Katie was still kicking herself for not recognizing her husband’s ex sooner. For months after the funeral, she had thought that there were going to be other run-ins with George’s ex. While at the time, she had felt relief that she didn’t have to deal with Lacy, there was always a thought in the back of Katie’s mind that she would pop up, but she never did. That day, all those years ago, the woman was dragged from the funeral and placed under arrest for disturbing the peace. Even though it wasn’t a charge that would give her much time, Katie had just assumed the downward spiral was going to continue and that the woman would spend most of her adult life in prison.

Not having seen or heard anything from Lacy since that day, Katie figured that her thoughts had been accurate in that Lacy had only stopped stalking the family because she was behind bars. Knowing now that Lacy being locked up was not the case, she couldn’t help but find herself wondering what had gone so wrong in the young woman’s life. She continued along the highway, lost in the thoughts of the past before she was yanked from the memories by the sound of her friend clearing her voice.

“I expected you to be quiet on this ride, but it seems like you are lost in some kind of deep thought. You’re not over there blaming yourself again, are you?”

Katie sighed. “Not at all. Knowing the woman is crazy as hell is more than enough to make me realize that none of this is my fault. I just don’t understand how someone can hold on to that kind of hatred for as long as she has.”

“Some people just have a marble they can’t find.”

She spent the next several minutes telling Sophia everything she had just thought about. Katie reminded Sophia all about the expulsion and how the woman had stalked George for years after high school. There, the two discussed several memories they had of the girl. Now that Sophia was starting to recall some of her own memories, neither one could come up with a reason as to why she would wait so long to try to seek revenge. Sophia was deployed during the time of George’s funeral, but she had heard some of the stories.

Sophia sighed. “I always hated the fact that I wasn’t able to make it to his funeral. I would have punched that woman in the face had I been there.”

“Oh, trust me, I really wanted to, and I’m sure there were several other people there who felt the same way.”

“I don’t know why the thought of her didn’t jump into my mind as soon as we started piecing things together.”

“It wasn’t something I thought of, either. I seriously believed the woman would spend her life in jail with the way things seemed to be going for her. I haven’t heard anything about her since that day, and I just assumed she was out of our lives forever.”

Each of them fell into a mutual silence after that. It seemed as though Sophia was going over everything in her mind, but Katie couldn’t help but worry about Derek. The thought of some psycho woman having her son was just something she couldn’t let go of. Lacy had given her family years of stress and concern before disappearing. Now that she was back, Katie wasn’t sure how far she would actually take things with Derek. It was no longer some kind of adolescent crush the woman couldn’t get over. There was something much deeper than that behind the reasons for abducting her child, and the only thing Katie wanted to do was make sure the woman would never hurt anyone else ever again.

As the pair continued to drive, Katie found herself staring out the window at the beautiful scenery. Even though there was soon going to be a snowstorm moving in, she was lost in the world around her. The leafless trees in the gray sky seemed to fog her thoughts. The dreariness alone started to make the world feel empty. Knowing that Lacy was liable to snap at any time, Katie quickly closed her eyes and prayed to God he would keep her son safe.
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Katie looked down at her phone before realizing they had been on the road for a little more than an hour. Normally, the drive would have taken much longer, but with her friend knowing the situation and racing through traffic, they had cut the trip down by nearly half an hour. It was one of the few times she was more than happy to be excessively speeding. She quickly pulled up the directions on her phone again and realized they were approaching Rutherford.

The town was the last place the woman’s credit card had been used. Katie felt lucky to have caught such a huge break in the case. Though there was no telling what would happen next, there was something inside of her that told her they were getting closer to finding her son.

Even though they had driven in silence for most of the trip, the constant sound of her phone notifying her of new messages filled the air. Mitch had been blowing her up for the past half an hour, and even though she had only read a few of the messages, she could tell he was upset they hadn’t made it back yet. There was a small part of her that was upset with the idea she hadn’t followed through with her promise to go straight back to Kiltry. She knew following up on a lead that could bring her son back home was more important. They were still outside of Rutherford, with roughly about thirty minutes left of the drive, when Sophia pulled into a gas station.

She was anxious to find out more information about the last stop the woman had made and used her credit card, but Katie was glad to have a moment to get out and stretch her legs. As soon as Sophia pulled up to one of the pumps, Katie jumped out and gave her whole body a stretch. Looking over at her friend, who had just gotten out of the driver’s side, Sophia was doing the same thing.

“I don’t know if it’s just the anxiety or the fact that it is quite a long drive, but I’m glad to give these legs a little rest from sitting down,” Sophia said.

“That makes two of us,” she replied, stuffing her phone into her pocket.

“I take it that Mitch is still blowing you up. Do you really think that he’s upset about you not coming back?”

Katie sighed. “Judging by the couple of messages that I’ve read, I would have to say yes. I’m pretty sure it’s just more out of concern than anything else, but I can’t imagine the sheriff has left him alone about the whole thing if he’s found out what we’re doing.”

Sophia chuckled. “That old man needs to take a seat somewhere and let us find Derek. We’ve done more investigating than his entire staff has done so far, and you would think he would be happy we have made some headway.”

“I guess that’s just not the way it works in a small town.”

“I don’t really think that’s the way it works anywhere, but I have to think it gets better if you’re in the city somewhere. I don’t know. The only thing I know for sure is that if this was a military situation, it would be all hands on deck. It wouldn’t matter if people who were looking into the situation weren’t even a part of the military. They would just be happy there were new directions that could lead them to solving whatever was going on.”

Katie chuckled. “I bet this whole situation would be a whole lot better if the government would actually take some sort of lead from the military.”

“I can tell you from experience it would be a whole hell of a lot better. I’m going to go ahead and run in and pay for the gas. Do you want anything to drink?”

She nodded, and Sophia smiled. They had known each other long enough for her friend to know exactly what she would be willing to drink, and she wasn’t concerned with whatever she brought back. As she watched Sophia walk into the gas station, she couldn’t help but wonder what Lacy was doing at that moment. Knowing Lacy was more than a bit off her rocker and out of her mind, there was no telling the type of things she was doing to her son as they waited to fill their tank.

Katie took a minute to look around the area. Even though they hadn’t made it to their destination, it was easy to see that things were going to be similar to where she lived. Even the small pizzeria around the corner had a resemblance to the one in her town. It was almost comical to think about how each town throughout the state seemed to mimic one another. She was just about to go into the station so she could use the restroom when her phone rang. Pulling the phone from her pocket and looking down at the caller ID, she noticed it was coming from a blocked number.

Her heart started to race. Though she had yet to receive anything other than the note on her door from the kidnapper, she knew almost anyone would block their number if it was a similar situation. Katie knew right away that the incoming call was from the woman who took her son, and she took a deep breath before answering it.

“Hello,” she said.

There was a moment of silence on the line before she heard a woman’s voice come through the speaker.

“It must be driving you absolutely crazy knowing I have your son and there isn’t a damn thing you can do about it.”

“Why are you doing this? Where is Derek?”

The woman laughed. “You’re never going to have to worry about your son again. I promise you, he is quite safe with me. We’re going to be a family together, and there’s nothing you can do about it.”

“I swear to God, I’m going to find you, and I’m going to get my little boy back.”

Lacy chuckled. “You’re never going to find me or him. I hope it hurts you badly, knowing there is absolutely nothing you can do. You’re never going to know who I am, and I’m going to have the family that should have been my.”

“I know exactly who in the hell you are, Lacy. You were crazy all those years ago, and it seems to me like nothing has changed. Well, accept the fact that you think you’re going to get away with this.”

“I already have, my dear. If you had never taken what was rightfully mine, then this probably wouldn’t be happening right now. You only have yourself to blame.”

Katie scoffed. “You’re wrong about that. You are the one who has come into my life and taken something that doesn’t belong to you. I know your name, and that’s more than enough to find you.”

“Do you really think it’s going to be that simple?”

“I already know you were in Rutherford. One way or another, no matter how far you run, I want you to know I’m coming for you. I’m coming for my son.”

“You can continue to try as hard as you want to find me, and I don’t care if you think you know where I have been or where I’m going. You’re never going to get your son back. I’ll make sure of that. He’s mine now, and we’re going to be a family whether you like it or not.”

“It wouldn’t matter if you tried to leave the country. I’m never going to stop looking for Derek. Let me make one more thing clear as well. Once I have my son back, I’m going to make you pay for everything you have done to my family. I’ll move heaven and earth to hunt you down and make sure you are either dead or behind bars for the rest of your life. No one fucks with my family.”

She heard Lacy curse before the line went dead. Her heart was still pounding through her chest when she put the phone back into her pocket. She was sure she had struck a nerve with the woman, and as long as she didn’t do anything to her son, Katie was happy to do so. She wanted to make sure Lacy was worried about being found. There was something in the back of Katie’s mind that told her if Lacy was on the run and worried, she would make a mistake and lead them right to her. It was only a matter of time.
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She was still angry and reeling from the conversation she’d had over the phone with Lacy when Sophia came back out of the gas station with drinks in her hand. Before Katie could even say a word to her friend, she could tell that her friend already knew something had happened. A moment later, they were standing side by side next to the pump, and Sophia was fueling up the car.

“So, are you just going to stand there all freaked out, or are you going to tell me what in the hell happened while I was in there?”

“Lacy called me and tried to goad me into arguing with her. She told me I was never going to see Derek again, and we were never going to find out who she was.”

Sophia chuckled. “Jokes on her now, isn’t it? We know exactly who she is, and we sure as hell we’re going to find your son and bring him back home.”

“I told her that. I didn’t want her to think she was getting away with anything. I even told her what town she had been in, and we were going to find her no matter what it took.”

“Good for you. Fuck that bitch and everything she has put you through. Do me one favor, though, and next time she calls you, make sure you let me know. I will have my contacts put a trace on the number.”

“I don’t think that’s going to do any good,” Katie said. “She purposely blocked her number so I wouldn’t have it.”

“I don’t think you understand how the government works these days. Those little apps that block your number and how you used to be able to hit star or something to keep people from getting their number doesn’t stop the government from tracking everything you do.”

“They really do stuff like that?”

“A hell of a lot more than you know. Why do you think I’ve tried to make so many contacts within the DOJ? If I need them to do anything for me, I’d rather them be on my side. Just let me know if she makes contact again, and I’ll be sure to put in a call and have the number traced.”

Even as Sophia finished pumping gas into the car and the two jumped inside, Katie couldn’t believe how much help she was getting from Sophia’s contacts within the government. She couldn’t understand why the sheriff’s department was the way they were about everything, while on the other hand, the government was willing to do whatever it could to help her find her son.

Within a few minutes, they were back out on the road and heading to Rutherford. The town she barely knew anything about was the last known location for where her son had been. Whatever could happen next was the furthest thing from her mind. Katie knew the phone call was simply to rub it in her face that the woman had taken Derek, but she was pretty sure the woman’s plan had backfired. No matter how comfortable Lacy thought she could be after abducting her son, Katie knew it was only a matter of time before she would have Derek back in her arms again.

Katie had been pretty accurate with the amount of time it had taken them to get to the small town of Rutherford. Within half an hour, the pair was pulling back into another gas station, but that time, it was the same gas station where Lacy had used her credit card. There was something about the place when they pulled in that made her feel as though she knew Derek had been there. Maybe it was just the fact they knew the credit card had been used at that particular place, but she could feel her son’s presence in the area.

Even as they got out of the car and walked toward the front door, she knew they were that much closer to bringing Derek home. When they walked through the front door and heard the customer doorbell ring, a young girl behind the counter looked up and smiled at both of them. Neither of them wasted any time walking up to her and giving her a smile in reply.

“What can I do for the two of you?”

“We’re trying to get some information about a woman and a child who may have been here several hours ago,” Sophia said.

“I guess it depends on what you’re trying to find out.”

“Well, the woman who came in here would have been with an eight-year-old boy. And the boy is not her son. The woman who would have come in is the child’s kidnapper.”

“So, like, are the two of you cops or something?”

“No, though I’m actually a member of the military, and she is the boy’s real mother. We’re just trying to get any information we can about the woman when she was here.”

She scoffed. “I don’t think there’s much I can do for you without a warrant or at least one of you showing me a badge. I don’t really make it a habit of watching every customer who walks through the door.”

Anger started to rush up inside of Katie. She could tell she was on the verge of snapping at the young girl, and it was the furthest thing from what she really wanted to do. All she wanted to know was what direction they had gone or if the girl had seen anything out of the ordinary. Most of all, she just wanted to make sure that her son was still okay. The longer the two of them stood there, looking at the young girl, who mostly appeared bored, the more Katie felt as though she wanted to reach over the counter and snatch the young girl up by the scruff of her neck. She was slowly starting to get to the point where it didn’t matter what happened to her as long as Derek was found.

Suddenly, an older man came out of the office door behind the counter. It was obvious he was either the owner or the man in charge. There was a small part of Katie that started to relax a little, knowing there was someone there who might actually have a conversation with them. As soon as the older man walked up to the counter and glared at the cashier, the young girl dropped her head.

“What’s going on out here?”

“These two women are not cops, but they’re trying to get some information about a woman who was in here earlier.”

“Don’t tell me you’re out here acting like you’re in charge again.”

The younger girl scoffed. “I just told them we would have to see a warrant in order to give them any kind of information. It’s not like either one of us stare at the customers who come in here or are going to remember anyone in particular. Besides, the woman they are looking for was in here several hours ago.”

“I feel like if two women come in here and are looking for someone else along with a child, it might be in your best interest to answer their questions and be polite about it.”

“That doesn’t even make any sense. It’s not like we can just give out information anytime someone comes in and asks—”

“I think it might be best if you just go in the back and make yourself useful. You can start by stocking some of the shelves and putting away the part of the truck that came in. I’ll take over from here.”

“But—”

“I suggest you just go now. It’s obvious these two women need our help, and if you’re not willing to do that, then I will.”

Katie wasn’t sure if it was just the younger generation that acted the way the young girl did, but she was glad the man had come out of the office when he did. There was a chance they wouldn’t find out anything about Lacy or Derek, but she was happy to have the opportunity to talk to the man instead of the younger woman, who didn’t seem to want to give them any information at all.

The girl dropped her head again and started to move toward the back room. It was easy to see from where they were standing that she was not too happy about being directed into the back, but she didn’t say another word. Under any other circumstances, Katie was sure she would have been laughing about the entire thing. She could only hope that the man had some sort of security camera or could tell them something about the woman who had come into the gas station with her son.
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“Ireally should apologize for the way my granddaughter treated the two of you. While I have to say that I don’t know either of you personally, I know you’re in here asking about the boy.”

“How do you know?” Sophia asked.

“I’ve been keeping an eye on all the news bulletins about the situation. Anytime there is a big story, I like to think there’s a chance I might be able to help,” the man said. “I can’t stand the idea of kids being kidnapped and taken away from their parents. It’s just awful.”

“Well, we’ve kind of been doing our own little investigation outside of the police department locally. I have several contacts within the federal government who’ve been helping along the way, and they happened to come across the woman’s credit card being used here.”

“Do you have a picture?”

Katie nodded and pulled out her phone. It didn’t take her long to bring up the image they had been sent by the young man in the other town. She quickly handed the guy her phone, and without hesitation, he looked at it.

“I can’t believe it. I mean, I knew there was something off about that woman when she came in several hours ago, but I would never have thought in a million years it would be the same one who kidnapped your boy.”

“You remember her coming in?”

“It’s hard to tell with the disguise she’s wearing in this photograph, but I can tell you it is one and the same. She had a different wig on and a different pair of glasses, but I promise you that is the same woman who was here several hours ago.”

Just hearing the man say he had seen Lacy come into his establishment sent a jolt of excitement through Katie’s body. There was a moment on the drive down that made her feel as though they weren’t going to get any information at all, let alone actually have a conversation with someone who remembered seeing her. Katie was starting to feel more and more like they would find Lacy soon and get Derek back. The thought of holding her son in her arms again was more than she could ask for.

“Do you have any idea what direction she headed after she left here?”

“Hell, I think I can do you one a whole lot better than that. She seemed like a nice enough lady at the time, and when she started asking about places to stay, I was more than happy enough to oblige.”

Sophia was shocked. “You’re telling me you might know exactly where they are right now?”

“Running this gas station isn’t the only business I operate. We have some cabins we rent out to people for the night and sometimes for weekends, and I offered her one of the cabins for tonight.”

Instantly, relief coursed through Katie. If there was any chance that her son was still there, then the whole ordeal could be coming to an end a lot quicker than she had ever imagined. She started to feel hopeful she would have her son back by the end of the day, but she couldn’t even bring herself to speak. Though she was frozen in place, she could still hear her friend continuing the conversation with the guy behind the counter. It didn’t take long for him to give Sophia all the information they would need to get to the cabin, but she couldn’t think of anything other than having Derek back at home.

All the anxiety and worry that had been flooding her mind since the abduction of Derek slowly started to wash away. It didn’t matter that there was a slight possibility they wouldn’t even be there, but knowing that each stop was leading to another direction and bringing them closer to her son coming back was more than enough to push her forward. Even as the two thanked the man several times, she couldn’t help but think about what it would be like to hold her son in her arms again. It had already been longer than she would have ever imagined going without hugging Derek.

“The place isn’t very far from here,” the man said. “You can pretty much head out in any direction, and it’s only going to take you about twenty minutes to get there.”

“Is there anything we should know about the area?” Sophia asked.

“It’s practically in the middle of nowhere and deep within the forest. You might have a little trouble getting back there in your car, but since the ground is pretty solid, you should be all right.”

“You said she had come through here several hours ago, but did she happen to say if she was going to head right over to the cabin?”

He shook his head. “She really didn’t mention much of anything after I signed her up for the evening, but it sounded as though she wanted to get settled in for the night before heading back out. I would bet money she headed there right away.”

“I really can’t thank you enough for helping us out like this.”

“I would do anything to reunite a child with their parents. It doesn’t matter how many times I see things on the news. It’s always hard to believe people are willing to do something like this.”

Sophia nodded. “Well, if it makes you feel any better, I’m glad there are people like you willing to make things right.”

“My wife, God rest her soul, would have wanted me to do anything in my power to help you out. A child should never be taken away from their parent in that manner. I hope you find your son and make the woman who took him pay for what she’s done.”

Sophia smiled. “That’s what we’re working on doing.”

“I thought I heard you say something about being in the military. Is that right?”

“Yes, sir. I’ve been serving our country since I got out of high school, and I can’t help but think that is what I was meant to do.”

“Then I hope you have this young woman covered when she goes to find her son. Thank you for your service, and thank you for all you have done to make this a free country.”

The conversation slowly came to an end as they each thought about the man several more times. Katie and her friend were nearly sprinting as they left the gas station and ran to their parked car. There was no telling if Lacy would still go to the cabin or not, especially after the phone call Katie had taken earlier from the woman. There was a small part of her that started to worry about giving away the information they had on Lacy, but she was hoping the woman was just cocky enough to stay where they were.

The thought of being within twenty minutes of having her son back again was going through her mind. As they pulled out of the gas station and headed in the direction of the address to the cabin that the gas station owner gave them, Katie looked over at her friend, and Sophia glanced back at her with a worried look on her face.

“This is all good news, right?” Katie asked.

“It’s absolutely the best news we have gotten so far. I just don’t know what kind of mental state this woman is going to be in when we pull up on her. I want to take it as carefully as possible.”

“I agree. I don’t want to give her the chance to do anything to Derek.”

Sophia sighed. “This thing can go wrong in so many different directions, but I’m not going to call it in. It’s going to take them entirely too long to do any research on the area, so we’re going to be on our own with this one.”

“That’s fine by me. I’d hate to see a bunch of cruisers with their lights and sirens running as they pull up to this cabin.”

“It would more than likely startle her, and then there would be no telling what she would do to Derek. I’m not going to take that chance. Are you ready for this?”

“I’m ready to have Derek home, and I’m willing to do whatever I have to in order to make that happen.”

Sophia nodded in agreement, and the next thing Katie remembered hearing was the sound of the engine in the car coming to life. It was easy to see that her friend was not going to take her time getting to the cabin, and she was grateful to have her by her side. The sooner they could get to the cabin, the sooner she would have Derek back with her.
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Katie was surprised when they pulled up to the entrance to the cabins and how the scenery around them looked. However, when they had pulled away from the gas station, the weather was dreary. About halfway to their destination, it had started to rain with a mix of snow. The storm was starting to hit. As they sat at the opening to the cabins, it was easy to see their little car was not going to make the trip down the muddy, slightly graveled entryway.

It was frustrating to know they were only a short distance away from the cabin by vehicle, but they were going to have to walk the nearly mile-long driveway to reach the cabin rented to Lacy. It was unexpected, but she didn’t care what it took to get her son back. She would have walked the entire fifteen miles if she had to. Sophia pulled the car off to the side of the entrance and put it into park. Taking a deep breath, Katie let it out slowly. She knew it was only going to be a matter of time before she was able to hold Derek again, and the thought gave her more determination than anything up to that point.

Just as she was getting ready to get out of the car, her friend reached across her lap and opened the glove box. It took her by surprise when she looked down and spotted a pistol sitting right in front of her. Katie had never been one to enjoy the presence of firearms, but she had grown slightly accustomed to being around them when she was married to George and even more so while dating Mitch. Still, it didn’t change the way she felt having the weapon in such close proximity. She quickly looked back at Sophia.

“Look, that’s just to make sure we have the upper hand. I stashed it in here when you weren’t looking before we left the house.”

“Do you really think a handgun is necessary?” Katie asked nervously. “I really don’t want anything to happen to Derek, and I’m not sure that bringing a weapon is such a good idea.”

“I would never do anything that could put Derek’s life in jeopardy. I promise you that I am a certified marksman in the military. I’ve gotten several accommodations for how well I can use these.”

“I’m just nervous about this woman’s mental state as it is. If she sees that one of us has a gun, there’s no telling how she is going to react.”

Sophia nodded. “I understand that, but I also think that is the same reason we should bring this with us. If she’s still in this cabin, well, I’m not giving her a chance to get out. Nothing is going to stop me from helping to reunite you and your son. I know guns are obviously not your favorite thing to have around, but if there is ever a time to have one, it’s now.”

“You’re probably right. I don’t want there to be any chance that Lacy is able to take off with Derek again.”

“To be honest with you, I’m hoping we don’t even have to use it, but I’m not going to take a chance that we need it and not have it. I promise nothing is going to happen to Derek, but this ensures we will have a better chance of bringing him back home.”

Katie suddenly knew there was no getting around the fact that they were going to need a weapon if they wanted the upper hand. She quickly nodded in understanding, and the two got out of the car. As soon as she closed her door, she could feel the temperature difference in the air. The winter storm they had been talking about for days was at their door. Still, with a determination she had never felt in her life, she started walking up the entrance toward the cabins.

Neither of them said anything as they continued up the drive. The ground was becoming muddy, and the cold breeze only made things worse. Pushing through the cold and the rain falling all around them, Katie knew they were making good time walking the near mile to the cabins. Every possible outcome, good or bad, was going through her mind as they walked. There were hundreds of different ways that whatever happened next could end. The possibility of coming across the woman standing over her son’s dead body was not something she had thought of long.

The farther they pushed down the driveway, the colder it seemed to get. The beauty of the area was lost entirely on her. She had absolutely no idea how much time had passed or how far they had traveled when she suddenly heard the sounds of a woman laughing in the distance. The night was starting to fall on the area. It was easy to see lights on in the cabin they were moving in on. She knew they were getting close.

Sophia gave her a signal that told her they should move closer. Katie was relying quite a bit on her friend, having never been in any kind of combat situation before. She suddenly found herself thinking about the possibility of combat with the woman who had taken her son. It didn’t matter if she had been trained in hand-to-hand combat or not. If it came down to it, she’d be willing to fight in order to get Derek back. She just hoped it didn’t come to that.

By the time they were within thirty feet of the cabin that had been rented to Lacy, the laughter had become more clear and evil in sound. Whatever the woman was going on about, she found the situation hilarious. It drove Katie absolutely mad to think of the possibilities of what had happened to her son in such a short amount of time.

All of a sudden, it became clear what Lacy was laughing about. Somehow, through the window of the cabin, Lacy must have seen them approaching. Though neither of them had seen any movement as they continued to walk up toward the cabin, they were both startled when the front door burst open, and the woman came out with a gun of her own drawn. Katie instantly jumped to her right, and her friend didn’t hesitate to raise her pistol at the woman standing on the porch. Though she had never been involved in a standoff before, she had seen enough movies to know steering clear of the barrel of the gun was her best chance at survival.

“I told the two of you that you should just stay away.”

“Where the hell is my son?”

She said absolutely nothing but continued to laugh hysterically. Whatever happened next was mostly a blur to her, but within a few seconds, Sophia had run up onto the porch and shoved the woman into the cabin, knocking her to the floor along with the gun. Katie didn’t hesitate to follow her friend’s lead and rush to the cabin herself. Standing a few feet within the front door, she frantically looked in every direction for some sign of Derek. Even though there were several signs that Derek had been in the cabin at one point or another, she couldn’t see or hear him anywhere inside.

It was impossible for her not to start to panic. Katie knew nothing was going to be over until she had Derek safely in her arms. Even as the woman lay on the floor, it didn’t look as though she was afraid of either one of them, nor was the gun pointed in her direction. Katie’s heart started to race, and even with the chill blowing across her back, she felt the sweat start to build up on her brow. At that point, concern for the safety of her son started to run through her mind. She knew she needed to search the entire cabin, looking for Derek, but she was stuck in place. The sound of the woman laughing maniacally filled the entire space around them.

As she glanced around the small cabin again, Katie could tell there were several other rooms attached to the main one. Derek could have been in any one of them, but before she could make a move, Lacy tried to reach for the gun that had slid away from her. Sophia hit her in the face, knocking her back down to the floor. She quickly rushed over and kicked the weapon farther away from the woman before heading off in the direction of the nearest room. Even if Lacy had done something to Derek, he had to be somewhere close by. She said a quick prayer in her head as she entered the first room.
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Katie was going from room to room in the cabin, looking for Derek in every cubby she came across. Even as she did so, the thought of how far gone the woman was mentally continued to go through her mind. For someone to have absolutely no fear of a gun being pointed in their direction was something she had never come across before. She was frantically looking throughout the entire space for her son.

Aside from the signs she had initially seen when she had entered the cabin, there was nothing else telling her that Derek had been there. She was starting to lose control of her thoughts as she rushed back out to the main room. Sophia was still standing over Lacy with a gun pointed at her and barking out orders for her to stand up.

“Has she given you anything?” Katie asked.

“She won’t tell me anything about where he is or what she’s done to him. I’ve asked her several times now, and the only thing she keeps doing is laughing.”

She leaned down over the top of the woman. “Tell me what the hell you did with my son. Where is he?”

“You’re never going to find him.” Lacy chuckled.

“I swear to God, if you don’t tell me where my son is—”

“What in the world are you going to do? I tried to warn you on the phone just to leave us be, but you just couldn’t do that, could you?”

“I’ll tell you the same thing now that I told you over the phone, and that is that I’m never going to stop looking for Derek. Why don’t you just make this easy on yourself and tell me where he is or what you did to him?”

Lacy laughed. “I’m not going to tell you a goddamn thing. You’re never going to find him, and you’re going to spend the rest of your life blaming yourself.”

Sophia scoffed. “I wonder if you’ll feel the same way after I put a bullet in your leg.”

“Go ahead. Even if you do something like that, I’m sure we’ll just see each other in prison. Either way, Derek is gone forever. You should’ve just left us alone and let us move on as a family. I tried to tell you it would be best for everyone.”

She wanted to believe that there was some good left in Lacy and that she really didn’t mean her little boy any harm. In some way, Katie knew part of what had happened was her own fault, but falling in love with someone wasn’t something she had control over. In some sick and twisted way, Lacy must have felt the same things. For her to be willing to wait as long as she did and hold on to anger that had built up over time, there had to be some sort of love in their heart.

Katie was torn about what to do next. Even though her friend continued to question Lacy over and over about Derek’s, Lacy didn’t want to give them anything. The crazy laughter the woman continued to let out was bringing Katie closer to the edge. Everything around her was starting to become a blur. Her only concern was finding her little boy and making sure he was still alive, let alone safe. Even as she tried to look around the area surrounding them, she was sure Derek had been there at some point. She even thought she could smell a hint of the shampoo that her young boy loved to use.

None of it seemed to matter. The world around her started to spin. In just a short time, their world had gone from perfect to the verge of being nonexistent. If Lacy had done anything to hurt Derek, Katie knew she would go to the ends of the earth to make the woman pay. No other thoughts crossed her mind. She had thought it once before, and the inkling was starting to creep back into her mind. There was no doubt she would be willing to kill in order to find her son, and she wouldn’t think twice about it.

She was on the verge of tears but also on the verge of tearing the woman limb from limb. The mixture of worry for Derek and the woman’s constant laughter irritated her more than anything else. Katie quickly debated the next step, and even though she knew there was no other choice, she tried to fight what her mind was telling her to do. There was only one way to treat someone who was having the size of a mental breakdown of the woman in front of them.

The emotional turmoil going on inside of Katie was getting ready to explode. She was tired of listening to the woman talk, but she knew if Lacy was going to tell them anything, she was going to have to take control of the situation. Flooded with the thoughts of never seeing Derek again, Katie snapped. She kicked the woman in the side of the ribs and, within a step or two, was standing in front of Sophia as she snatched the gun out of her hand. Turning back to Lacy, who was now on her knees in front of them, she walked directly up to her and pointed the gun at her head.

“Katie, don’t do anything crazy. We still need her to find Derek.”

“I don’t care if she tells us where he is or not. I swear that I know in my heart we are going to find him,” Katie said before giving Lacy her full attention. “Now, we can do this the easy way and you just tell me where he is, or we can do this the hard way, and I shoot you in the fucking head and find my son on my own. What’s it going to be?”

Again, Lacy just laughed. She couldn’t believe that someone had lost enough of their mental state to laugh in the face of a gun pointed directly at them. She pondered the idea of how long she would be in prison for killing the woman right in front of them. Everything around her started to spin again, and for a moment, she was completely lost at what she could do next.

The only thing they hadn’t done was physically harm Lacy, other than the few times they had hit her in order to get the answers they were looking for. She couldn’t even be sure that physical harm would push the woman to tell them a thing, but the longer they stood there in the cabin, the more she was willing to push the boundaries of what was right and wrong.

Each of them took turns asking the woman over and over the location of her son, but Lacy wasn’t giving them anything. The only constant in the entire situation was the fact that she continued to laugh in their faces, angering Katie to her core. While she had thought that grabbing the gun from her friend and pointing it directly at the head of the woman who had kidnapped her son was the answer, she was starting to think she was going to have to take it to the next level. It wasn’t something she wanted to do, but she knew she would be willing to do anything in order to get her son back.

Not knowing what to do next, she kept the gun pointed at Lacy and motioned for Sophia to follow her off to the side. As soon as she felt like they were far enough away from the woman, she wouldn’t be able to hear them. She started to whisper at her friend.

“How far do you think we should take this before we call the police?” Katie asked.

“I don’t know, but I’m willing to go however far you are in order to get the answers we’re looking for. I don’t know how long it’ll take for the police to get here and then the entire process they have to go through questioning her. I just don’t think it’s going to be worth it.”

“I agree, but we’re not getting anywhere with her.”

“I say we try to push her as far as we can and try to get the answers we need now. I don’t want to wait any longer, and God only knows where Derek is right now,” Sophia said.
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Katie had no idea how long the two had been interrogating the woman. There had been quite a bit of time that had passed since the short conversation they’d had in the corner of the room. It didn’t seem to matter how much they threatened the woman or what they did to her. Lacy wasn’t telling them anything. Even though she knew at the beginning that there was no possible way the woman was going to help them, Katie knew for sure they weren’t going to get any answers from her at all.

For what seemed like hours, the two had continued to grill the woman about where her son was. Throughout the entire interrogation, Katie couldn’t help but think about her son being outside in the cold without a jacket. With the dropping temperatures in the growing darkness outside and the sun going down, she knew it would only take so long for her son to freeze to death. She could only hope that Lacy wasn’t as cruel as she was acting, but it was plain to see she wasn’t in the right mindset to care about anyone but herself.

Even as Sophia continued to question her, Katie found herself praying to God. She asked that he watch over her son and protect him from anything willing to do him harm. She prayed that her son was safe and warm. If the temperature had dropped as fast as it had earlier, then it was well below freezing as they were dealing with the kidnapper. She suddenly realized that her friend had stopped asking questions and had grown quiet. She pulled herself out of her thoughts and looked at Sophia before understanding they weren’t getting anywhere with Lacy.

“I think it’s time we call Mitch,” Sophia said. “I wasn’t sure that was the way we should go at first, but she’s not giving us a damn thing. For all we know, Derek could be running out of time, and there is nothing else we can do here.”

“I don’t really give a damn what you do at this point. If you want to call Mitch and have him come down here to meet us, that’s fine with me. That at least gives me a couple of hours to torture her until she tells me where my son is.”

“I honestly don’t know if torturing her is going to do any good. We’ve already threatened her in every imaginable way, but she hasn’t said anything.”

“I don’t know what else to do,” Katie muttered. “We keep pushing the envelope with her and trying to get her to answer our questions, but nothing seems to be working. I imagine that having to deal with some pain and maybe a gunshot or two might open her eyes and mouth to what she needs to do.”

Sophia smiled. “I don’t really think that’s going to work, but there might be another way.”

“What other way could we possibly have to get this bitch to tell us where Derek is?”

“You just keep an eye on her while I go outside for a few minutes. I’ve got an idea, but you’re going to have to trust me.”

Katie sighed. “I don’t think there’s time for anything else. Why don’t you just let me shoot her in the leg or something like that and get this over with?”

“Just for shooting her in the leg, you can go to prison. Even then, I don’t think she’s going to say anything. I don’t know if you have noticed or not, but the woman is out of her mind.”

Even as she nodded in agreement, Katie had no idea what her friend could be thinking. She watched as Sophia walked out the front door before turning around to look at the woman who had kidnapped her son. There were several minutes that passed where she honestly thought about shooting the woman. She debated in her mind where she should put the bullet. There was a large part of her that just wanted to end Lacy’s life for what she had done to her family, but she knew it would be impossible to find her son in time if she did.

There wasn’t a single thought that went through Katie’s mind that wasn’t something she felt like she needed to do in order to find Derek, whether she just ended the woman’s life and started searching the area for her little boy or just injured her enough to get her to start speaking up finally. She nearly startled herself when the thought of her dead husband popped into her mind.

Something about seeing the man’s face, even in her thoughts, started to help ease her mind. Even as her thoughts started to race a little less, there was a small notion in the back of their mind that kept telling her it would make her feel better if she shot the woman just a couple times in non-lethal locations. An old mobster movie she had watched when she was younger crossed her mind, and the thought of shooting Lacy once in each leg was soon dangling in front of her.

Even then, George crept back into her head. Katie knew he wouldn’t want her to stoop to the woman’s low level. Even when things were bothering her late husband, he always took the high road and would want her to do the same thing. There was just something about continuously listening to Lacy laugh at them, which was starting to push her over the edge. She tried as hard as she could to focus on the memories of her husband. He had always been the foundation upon which she built her life. Even though years had passed since his death, she looked for qualities like his in other men.

That caused her to think about Mitch and what he would think if she actually tortured the woman in front of her. Katie didn’t lower the weapon, but she had changed her mind about hurting her. Even if she tortured every bit of life out of Lacy, she knew her son would never look at her the same. The thought of Derek thinking of her any differently than a loving mom finally broke through to her.

Aside from her father, George and her son were the most important men in her life. Mitch had slowly started to take his place on that list, but she couldn’t stand the idea of any of them looking at her differently. She didn’t want to become the person who was anything like the one in front of her. Katie didn’t want the anger inside of her to change who she was. She took a deep breath and sighed. The only thing she could do was hope that whatever her friend was trying to come up with would help them find out what Lacy had done with him.

“You know, I can tell you’re debating on what you should do next, but I promise you I’m not going to tell you anything,” Lacy said. “You took the most important thing away from me that I had in my life, and I’m just returning the favor.”

“We were in high school, you crazy bitch,” Katie seethed. “Are you really trying to tell me that George was worth everything you’re going to put yourself through now?”

“George was everything to me. If you think for a single second that I’m just going to tell you where your son is after all the shit I’ve done so far, then you would be sadly mistaken. I’m not telling you a damn thing.”

Katie shrugged. “Even if you don’t tell me anything, I promise I will find my son. Even if I have to deal with you on my own, it’s all going to be worth it when I have him back in my arms.”

“You don’t have what it takes to do what you need to do to find him.”

From out of nowhere, the door burst open once again. It startled her enough that she nearly pulled the trigger on the gun in her hand. Just the thought she had nearly shot the woman kneeling on the ground in front of her made her wish she had never grabbed it in the first place. Katie spun around to see Sophia out of breath and trying to tell her something. She had known her friend long enough to know it was all an act and most likely was part of the plan she had come up with. Trying to play along before Sophia said anything, Katie gasped.

“Did you find something?”

“I did. There are a ton of footprints out in the snow. I’m pretty sure it doesn’t matter what she has to say. I think Derek is still around here somewhere.”

“Oh, thank God.”
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Katie was surprised to learn that her friend hadn’t been making anything up. Sophia quickly pulled her off to the side to explain she really did find tracks in the snow and that the new plan should be to follow them. If they were going to have any hope of finding Derek, she knew they were going to have to do it themselves. Katie really had no idea how much time had passed since they had arrived at the cabin, but with the temperatures dropping as fast as they were, she knew they were running out of time to find Derek before it was too late.

They quickly formulated a plan and pulled out a set of cuffs that Sophia had been keeping in the car. Her friend quickly explained she had placed a set of cuffs in with the gun right before they had left the house. Katie found herself thinking about how lucky she was to have Sophia like her by her side. Even as they secured the woman with the handcuffs, Lacy still was acting like she was out of her mind. Katie was so concerned with finding Derek that she didn’t pay any attention to the woman’s chuckling and laughing in their faces.

A moment later, they were forcing Lacy out into the snow, and Sophia shoved her to the ground. There was no more time for niceties. Her son’s life was at stake, and it didn’t matter what they had to do. Each of them knew they were going to do what it took to bring Derek home. Katie pulled the woman onto her feet and grabbed her by the shoulders, staring directly into her eyes.

“I told you. One way or another, we’re going to find my son, whether you have a helping hand in that or not,” Katie growled.

“And as I said already, you’re never going to find him.”

Sophia slapped the woman across the face and shouted at her to shut up. Her friend quickly pulled her phone from her pocket and dialed a number. It only took a few words into the conversation for Katie to realize she was calling the local authorities. There was a small thought in the back of her mind: she was hoping they were going to bury the woman out in the forest where no one could find her body, but it was just the anger flowing through her. She hated that Lacy had hurt her son. Even if they found Derek in peak health, she knew the ramifications they would have to deal with on the emotional side of things.

It didn’t take long for her friend to complete the phone call and move back in their direction. Seconds later, Katie saw the footprints in the snow for the first time. Without hesitating, they started to follow the tracks. She couldn’t believe how much snow had fallen in such a short time and started to grow concerned for Derek’s safety. Even though she was wearing a winter coat, the chill of the wind was blowing straight through it. It was only the anger and concern she had inside keeping her warm enough to push forward and follow the trail left behind in the snow.

They had only been following the tracks for a short time when Katie looked down and spotted a few drops of blood in the snow next to the footprints. She was instantly filled with worry and shuttered in fear. Whatever Lacy had done to her son, she wanted to rip her to shreds. If the woman thought she could do harm to Derek and not pay for the things she had done, she had another think coming. Katie traced the footsteps with her eyes to see what direction they were leading. She was shocked to find a cave up ahead.

“What did you do with my little boy?” Katie seethed. “I swear to God, if you did anything to hurt him, I’m going to make you pay for it.”

Lacy chuckled. “You’ve been making me pay for things my entire life, it seems like. It’s only right that I take something away from you now. It’s funny how everything has come back around, and now you’re getting exactly what you deserve, don’t you—”

Katie didn’t hesitate to slap Lacy across the face. The cold temperatures were starting to bite at her skin, and she wasn’t sure if she had done more damage to the woman or her hand. A jolt of pain shot up her arm, but she ignored it. Even as they made their way toward the cave’s entrance, Katie and Sophia continued to interrogate the woman. Every question they asked was followed by some kind of sarcastic remark or another story about how the entire situation was Katie’s fault.

They could see the opening to the caves not all that far away, but charging through the snow that had started to fall heavily and the cold temperatures that seemed to slow them down, only seemed to make it feel that much farther away. She was quickly growing impatient with the amount of time it was taking to get to the cave, but she was determined to find Derek before the cold took him away from her.

“Tell me that we’re going to find Derek in there and alive.”

“I can tell you that you’re going to find him, but only if you manage to get yourself into heaven. Even then, you might find it hard to understand that he has a new family now.”

Sophia scoffed. “What the hell do you keep going on about? Either we’re going to find Derek in there, or you stashed him away somewhere else. I’m pretty sure we’re going to find him, no matter what you continue rambling.”

“Maybe, but he’s no longer Katie’s child. Derek is mine, here and in the afterlife. There is no changing the outcome of this. He has been born again into a new family. That family is mine, as it always should have been.”

“I think you’ve just completely lost touch with reality. Whatever you did to him, you should start praying we find him alive. If not, the police are going to be the least of your concerns.”

Even as the woman continued to go on about how Derek was now hers and they were going to be together in heaven forever, Katie couldn’t believe the words coming out of Lacy’s mouth. With each and every step they took toward the cave, fear started to cripple her steps. As much as she wanted to find Derek and bring him back home, the thought of finding him dead was the only thing rushing through her mind. Through the cold and snow, her fear only started to grow. The only positive thought that kept going through her mind was the idea that the cave could be warmer than it was outside.

If the cave could contain the life of her child for just a few more minutes as they made their approach, everything would be all right. Katie couldn’t understand what would have made Lacy become what she had. There was no amount of anger in the world that would cause her to think about hurting a child or breaking up a family. She couldn’t believe that something that had happened so long ago had caused a woman to lose touch with reality the way Lacy had.

As Katie started to pull herself from the thoughts, she could hear Sophia still asking Lacy questions. The response she was hearing only seemed to fuel the anger and rage inside of her. Even though there was a growing amount of concern over whether or not they would find her son alive, she could only envision her hands wrapped around the throat of the woman who had started all of it. If it weren’t for the jealousy and anger that had built up inside of the woman for something that didn’t or shouldn’t even matter, then none of this would have been happening in the first place.

Finally, after what had felt like hours, they arrived at the opening of the cave. There was only a slight hesitation in Katie to enter the opening. She was still unsure of what they would find inside, and the thought of finding her son’s lifeless body was something she couldn’t prepare for, no matter how hard she tried. They were seconds away from finding what they were looking for, but she couldn’t be sure it would be worth it if he wasn’t alive to bring home.

“Are you sure you’re ready to go in here?” Sophia asked.

Katie couldn’t respond but somehow managed to nod.


42
[image: ]


Katie finally released from the thoughts that were holding her back and started to take a step inside the cave. She took a deep breath, and she made a move to find out what was hidden within the cave’s walls. She was taken by surprise when her friend grabbed her arm and pulled her back. She spun around angrily to see a concerned look on the woman’s face.

“We need to get in there and find Derek before it is too late.”

Sophia sighed. “I want to find him as badly as you do, but I’ve been through a bunch of these kinds of caves all around the area. It’s going to be a maze as soon as you walk through the entrance and come to a fork.”

“I don’t care. I need to get in there and see if I can find him before he freezes to death.”

“I just think it’s going to be better if we wait for as much help as we can get. Mitch and the sheriff are on their way, as well as the local police. As soon as they get here, we’ll have a bunch of people who can go through every inch of this place.”

“Derek doesn’t have that kind of time,” Katie seethed. “If we don’t get in there and find him as quickly as possible, he could die. That is, if this bitch hasn’t killed him already.”

“She keeps talking like she has done something to him, but she couldn’t have known we were going to find her here. She wouldn’t have hurt him that badly if she thought they were actually going to get away so she could start her family with him.”

Katie was so angry with the idea that Sophia wasn’t going to allow her to enter the cave until help got there. There was obviously a lot of truth to what her friend was saying, but the only thing that kept going through her mind was the fact that it was starting to get extremely cold and that the wind was starting to pick up. There was no way of knowing how long Derek had been trapped inside the cave and out in the elements, but she didn’t want to make him wait any longer than he already had for her to find him.

Even as she turned around and looked back toward the opening of the cave, she couldn’t help but wonder if her son was still alive. That thought alone was starting to break her, but until she knew for sure, she wasn’t about to give up. There was nothing that would stop her from looking for Derek. She spun back around and looked her friend in the eyes.

“I can’t just sit here and do nothing while we wait for the police and everyone else to show up. She’s not talking to us, and I think it would be better if we started to search now and then let the authorities know what direction we have already been in.”

“It’s going to be better if we have more people searching the entire area. We’ll be able to split into groups and head in different directions once we get in there. I know you’ve been waiting for—”

“This is my son we are talking about,” Katie snapped. “We’ve been looking for him and following lead after lead, and now we finally know exactly where he is. This is the time you decide it’s best to wait?”

“I just think that we’re going to have a better chance of finding him with more people looking than if we go in there by ourselves. Plus, once the authorities get here, they’ll be able to take her into custody, and we won’t have to worry about keeping an eye on her as well.”

Even as the two were bickering between them, Katie could feel that the temperature had dropped several more degrees. The temperatures she had been able to push through on the way to the cave were suddenly almost unbearable. Even if the woman who was cuffed before them hadn’t done any harm to her child, it was highly unlikely he would be able to survive much longer in the cold temperatures. She knew she shouldn’t be dwelling on the possibilities that ended in the likelihood of her child’s death, but she had seen the mental state Lacy was in already.

There was a high chance that the woman had already killed her son, but she wasn’t willing to accept that quite yet. Derek was a fighter, just like his dad. If there was anyone who could fight through the pain and the cold, Derek would be the one to do it. He was just going to have to hold on a little longer before they could get to him, and it was a thought that continued to cause her nothing but agony. Even as she debated a moment longer about really in by herself, she realized that the possibility of her finding Derek on her own was low. She knew Sophia was right.

Katie nodded. “We’ll wait for the authorities to get here, but if they don’t get here soon, I’m going in and finding my little boy.”

“It’s going to take them a few minutes to get up here, I’m sure. The weather is going to make it difficult for anyone to get up the driveway. I have no idea what the roads look like at this point.”

“You’re not really helping your case. The longer it takes them to get here, the lower the chances Derek is going to survive the cold.”

Sophia sighed. “He’s going to be all right. I just know if it’s only the two of us searching for him, it could take us several hours to find our way through those caves.”

“We’ll give it a few minutes, but I’m not waiting forever. God only knows what she has done to him, and she sure as hell isn’t saying a word about it.”

They stood at the opening of the cave in silence. Both of them knew the possibilities of what could happen to Derek. She knew her friend was only trying her best to calm the situation and get through the caves without too many problems. It still wasn’t something she fully agreed with. It didn’t matter how fast they got to her son; he was in pain. Whether Lacy caused the pain or the ever-dropping temperatures outside, she wasn’t going to know until they found him.

Hypothermia was at the top of her list of concerns. At that point, even if they found him alive, there was a chance he would die at the hospital from how long he had been exposed to the cold weather. The snow falling all around them was of no help, either. Not only would it be difficult for the police and others to make their way up the driveway, but it was also going to make it hard for them to get out as well. Her patience was starting to wear thin as the minutes continued to tick by. She knew every passing moment was only bringing her son closer to death, and it pained her to know there was nothing she could do. Katie looked back at her friend before dropping her gaze to Lacy, who still sat with her hands cuffed behind her back. Just looking at the woman’s face brought a level of rage she had never felt before.

Katie suddenly felt a presence she hadn’t felt in years. It was as though George was there by her side, pushing her to calm down and promising that Derek was going to be all right. She took a deep breath and released it slowly. One way or another, they were going to find Derek. She closed her eyes and prayed once again. The only thing that could protect Derek from a premature death was going to be the saving grace of a god she hadn’t spoken to in years. She quietly prayed that the Lord would protect her son from the lowering temperatures outside, asking once again for the safe return of her child and that the woman who had caused all the harm in their family be punished in a way just as fitting.

Even with the reassuring feeling of George by her side and the promise of a kind and nurturing savior, Katie was growing impatient with the idea of waiting for the authorities to arrive. She couldn’t help but think that their time would be better spent inside the cave, looking for her son and trying to find out what the woman had done to him. She found herself becoming increasingly scared of what the future might bring.
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In the short amount of time since it had started to snow, there were already several inches covering the ground. It only fueled the worry running through her. Only a few minutes had passed since the bickering between her and her friend had stopped, but it was already more than enough for her to just become more irritated that they weren’t doing more to find Derek. With every minute that passed by, it only made her feel like he was clinging to life that much more.

“Are you sure that waiting for the authorities is the best thing to do? I just feel like we could be doing so much more right now,” Katie said.

“I really think waiting is our best choice here. If you think about it from Derek’s perspective, the more people we have looking, the higher our chances are of finding him quickly.”

“Is it really all that quick when we’re just sitting around, waiting?”

Sophia sighed. “I guess there’s a part of that statement that is accurate. I don’t want you going in there by yourself, and it’s just going to be too hard for both of us to look for him while keeping an eye on her.”

“She has her hands cuffed behind her back. I doubt she’s going to break free from the steel cuffs.”

“Still, I think we should wait until the others get here.”

The idea that her friend didn’t want to push forward through the cave until the police arrived with something was a notion Katie was fighting inside her own mind. It was impossible for her to think of anything other than the fact that her child needed her, and she was literally right at the opening of where he was. The blizzard the weather channel had been predicting for the last several days was starting to come down on them in full force. The snow was now falling hard enough that they could barely see more than ten to fifteen feet out into the open space between them and the forest.

It seemed that with every passing minute, Katie started to question her friend’s suggestion even more. She knew the more people they had looking for Derek, the higher their chances were of finding him, but she couldn’t help but think that if she were in there looking for him right then, they would have already found him. The frustration suddenly became too much, and she knew what she needed to do. Without wasting another moment, Katie reached over and grabbed the gun from Sophia before the woman could stop her.

Even as she continued to protest, Katie ignored her. She grabbed Lacy under her arm and yanked her to her feet. Shoving the handgun into the woman’s back, Katie pushed her in the direction of the opening to the cave. She was no longer going to wait for anyone else to arrive while her son was in desperate need of rescue.

“I’m not waiting any longer. Derek could be clinging to life as we speak, and I think our time is better spent going in after him, not sitting around, waiting for other people to show up to look when we can already be doing that ourselves.”

Sophia sighed. “They aren’t going to be much longer.”

“It’s been at least an hour already. That’s an hour we could have been inside looking for Derek. Now, I’d love to have your help searching for him, but if you would rather sit here, waiting for the others to arrive, then that choice is yours.”

“Just give it a few more minutes. I’m sure they are going to be here any minute, and then we’ll have all the manpower we need to search the entire place all at once.”

Katie scoffed. “We’ve given it more than an hour, not knowing how big this cave is to begin with. We could have probably already searched the majority of it. I’m going to look for Derek. Are you coming with me or not?”

It was hard to believe that Sophia had the audacity to stand in front of her and take a moment to think about the question. There was no doubt in Katie’s mind that the best thing she could be doing was searching for her son. She could tell by the expression on her friend’s face that she was going to choose to stay behind and wait for the others to arrive. It pained her to think she had gotten to the point where there was no other way, but the safety of Derek was the only thing that mattered at that moment.

She had grown impatient and furious with the amount of time it had taken the authorities to arrive. Katie wasn’t going to wait another moment to find her son. As her friend stood at the opening of the cave with her hands in her pockets, she knew Sophia’s choice. It was not the response she expected, but Katie wasn’t going to waste any more time. She quickly gave the kidnapper another shove into the mouth of the cave and followed her. The darkness alone would have made most people turn back, but knowing Derek was somewhere inside kept pushing her forward.

Katie could hear that the woman continued to try to talk to her, but Lacy’s words were falling on deaf ears. At that point, she merely wanted to keep the woman as close to her as possible. No matter how she ended up finding her son, she wanted to make sure Lacy paid for the actions she had chosen. Still, as they continued down the dark tunnel and deeper into the cave, she wanted nothing more than to find Derek safe and sound. The chances of that happening were growing smaller with every passing moment.

When she came to the split that Sophia had warned her about, she went with her gut instinct and took it to the right. The maze she was following was just as confusing as her friend had warned her it would be, but it didn’t stop her. Somewhere in the belly of the cave they were navigating, Derek was waiting for her to come to his aid. Ever since the moment he had gone missing and she had become aware of the situation, she wanted to find him and wrap him up in her arms, promising that the world was right. It didn’t matter to her that it could take hours to locate where Lacy had hidden him. It would all be worth it when she was able to hold him once again.

The farther they headed into the cave’s depths, the darker it became. It quickly became so black that she needed to pull out her phone and turn on the flashlight. Even with the short amount of time that it had taken to reach freezing temperatures, there was ice already starting to form on the walls of the cave. The growing concern for her son getting hypothermia was causing her stomach to turn. At that point, there was no telling how long Derek had been in the cave.

Even as she tried to brush off the chill running over her entire body, she could only think about how Derek was going through the same thing without a jacket. She knew when she found him, the first thing she was going to do was wrap him up in her own coat and warm him back up. The thought only seemed to fuel her desire to push deeper into the tunnels. Whatever the woman had done to her little boy, she was going to make sure he was well taken care of when she found him.

“I don’t think you understand how much of a waste of time this really is. Derek and I are going to spend eternity in heaven together, and there’s nothing you can do about it. All of this is just pointless.”

“If you don’t start telling me what direction to go, then I’ll show you just how pointless this life is.”

“All of our lives are just meaningless to begin with. Everything could be taken from you in the blink of an eye, and there’s nothing you can do to change what happens next.”

“You had a choice. You could have just accepted the fact that George had moved on, but instead, you decided to try to make our lives a living hell.”

Lacy smirked. “At least I know I was pretty good at doing something. Just knowing I was always on each of your minds for the last several years is more than enough for me to die happy. You can do your worst to me, but Derek and I will always have each other.”
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Katie tried her best to ignore everything the woman was saying. It was easy to see that Lacy was only trying to get a rise out of her, and she was hoping she could continue on without giving her the satisfaction of knowing she was starting to get to her. Even as they continued to move deeper within the cave’s tunnels, she screamed out Derek’s name over and over again, hoping to get a response that would lead her in the right direction. The maze within the belly of the cave only continued to grow more difficult to pass through, but she pushed forward, trying to navigate it as best as she could.

“I told you. This is all just a big waste of time. Derek is going to be waiting for me at the gates of heaven, and the two of us are going to spend eternity as a family.”

“You keep saying shit like that, but I don’t think you could have done something like that to him. If you really wanted to start a family with him, why would you bother hurting him?” Katie asked.

“You’re the one who hurt him. I was merely the tool to make it happen. I was always the one who was supposed to be with George, not you.”

“George knew you were crazy even back in high school. I never stole him from you, but your actions created the situation that caused him to leave.”

Lacy scoffed. “I was nothing less than loving toward him.”

“You’ve absolutely lost your mind if you think I’m the reason George left you. All of that was years ago, and we were all in high school. The fact that you continue to hold on to all that anger for absolutely no reason other than to try to get back at me somehow is absolutely insane.”

The woman continued to say something, but Katie tried to push everything she was saying out of her mind. She called out to Derek several more times. There was a hope inside of her heart that he would respond, but after several attempts, there was nothing. Nothing except the constant banter that continued to flow out of the kidnapper’s mouth. Katie was growing increasingly frustrated with everything Lacy said, but she was still trying to put all of her focus and energy into finding Derek.

Even as Katie continued to push forward down the tunnel they were headed through, the woman continued to push her lies and beliefs onto her. Again, she wasn’t sure how long they had been making their way through the tunnels, but she could feel the rage inside of her starting to grow again. It seemed as though every time Lacy opened her mouth, it just made her angrier that she had to deal with it at all. Lacy had finally grown quiet, and it was allowing Katie to get a better understanding of the area they were in. It wasn’t until they came to another split that the woman started talking once again.

“You could spend days in these caves, and you would never point to him. I’m glad to see that I’m finally going to be able to take something from you that you can never get back.”

Katie scoffed. “Is that what this is all about? You believe somewhere in that fucked up petty head of yours that I stole George from you, and since he died, you think you can take my son for me?”

“I don’t think that I can; I already did. How does it feel knowing that no matter how hard you try, Derek is always going to be just out of your reach? It’s too late for you to find him now, of that much, I’m sure.”

The statement finally struck a nerve inside Katie that she couldn’t control. Even as the rage started to boil through her, she was losing the ability to control what she did next. She raised the gun in the air and brought the butt of it down on the back of the woman’s head, knocking her to the ground. There was a certain amount of satisfaction that jolted her. Knowing she had finally caused Lacy some physical pain and shut her up for the moment brought with it a calming effect.

Katie was always one to steer away from violence, but the amount of joy that came from inflicting pain on someone who had hurt her son helped her to understand why there were so many cases in the world of people seeking vengeance. It wasn’t until the woman jumped to her feet and started to run that Katie began to panic. Without thinking about the consequences of her actions, she raised the gun and pulled the trigger, hitting Lacy in the leg and dropping the woman almost immediately.

Lacy screamed out in agony, and Katie felt a rush of guilt. Though she had wanted to hurt the woman as much as she had hurt her son, she hated the fact she had resorted to using the weapon. Her only intention when she had grabbed the gun from Sophia’s hands was to use it as a threatening tool to keep Lacy in line. At that moment, she regretted that she had grabbed it in the first place. Even as the woman continued to cry out in pain, Katie was sure she heard something else off in the distance.

Although she was still in a certain amount of shock from pulling the trigger, she focused all her energy on the sound she thought she had heard. For a moment, she didn’t believe that the sound she was hearing was even real. After everything she had been through while searching for her son, there had been a small part of her that was beginning to wonder if it was ever going to happen. She quickly put a little distance between her and the woman now lying on the ground with a hole in her leg. Even as she moved deeper into the tunnel, she knew she wasn’t losing her mind.

With each step forward, the sound became more clear, and she knew she was going to find Derek soon. The sound she had been hearing was echoing off the walls of the tunnel in the cave. She was sure it was the sound of her son crying off in the distance. Panic and relief rushed through her body at the same time. For the first time since Derek had been abducted, she felt a surge of energy rise up inside. Even though she hadn’t seen the state he was in, Katie allowed herself to be hopeful that everything was going to end in a happy reunion.

She could feel a tear run down the side of her cheek as she listened to the sounds continue to echo off the walls. The fears she had been holding inside over the idea of her son’s death were slowly starting to fade away. It was obvious that her son wasn’t dead, but she wasn’t sure what state she would find him in. Though when she had entered the cave without Sophia and had made the choice to look for Derek on her own when the authorities hadn’t arrived yet, Katie could only hope they had finally made their way and were waiting for them to come back out.

The cave was still a place filled with tunnels and mazes she would barely be able to maneuver through, and she wasn’t exactly sure where the sound was coming from. Still, knowing her son was alive enough to cry, Katie knew she was going to have to push forward. There was a part of her that understood that the gunshot probably rang out and echoed just as much as the cries from Derek, but she was hoping that, if nothing else, it would bring Sophia in after her.

Even as she hesitated for a moment and tried to figure out what to do next, the faint crying continued. The sound ringing through her ears almost dropped her to her knees. Somewhere, just a little deeper into the cave’s belly, her son was still there and alive. Her entire body was filled with emotions. They were hitting her from every side, and finally giving in to the pressure, Katie dropped to the ground and just listened, hoping to figure out what direction they were coming from. Even knowing she was so close to finding Derek, she still felt far away. It wouldn’t be until she had her son wrapped in her arms once again that she would finally allow herself to calm down.

Several minutes had passed before she noticed there was something moving behind her. Before she could see what it was, Katie realized that Lacy had been quiet, and she suddenly worried that the woman was getting away. She spun around to see what the noise was she heard. She raised the gun and aimed it at the woman standing behind her.
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“What in the hell happened?” Sophia said.

Katie lowered the gun. “I lost my temper and shot the bitch. It just kind of happened so fast. I didn’t even realize I had done it, but even as she lay there, screaming, I could hear Derek crying down the tunnel.”

“I’ll stay here with her. You go and get Derek.”

Sophia stayed with the kidnapper, and Katie didn’t hesitate to rush down the tunnels. She rounded one of the bends, and she could hear his cries for help, clear as day. Stopping her in her tracks, she looked to her left and spotted a small cavern. Lying in the corner of the cavern was her little boy, and she rushed to his side. She nearly cried out loud when she found him bruised and beaten. When Katie touched his skin, he was cold.

When she placed her hand on his shoulder and moved to touch his face, Katie could tell he was still alive. Relief rushed through her, but the thought of how long he had been exposed to the cold took over. She was still concerned he could have hypothermia and needed to get him out of the cave and some place warm as soon as possible. She pulled him close to her body and whispered in his ear.

“Momma’s here, Derek. Everything is going to be all right now. I promise we’re going to get you out of here and back home before you know it.”

“I’m sorry, Mom.”

“You have absolutely nothing to apologize for. None of this is your fault, but we can talk about that later. We need to warm you up and get you to the hospital.”
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Katie was sitting in the hospital room with her son after the doctor left. She was more than grateful that by the time they had exited the cave, an ambulance was already waiting for them. The doctor had just told her that Derek was going to be fine, but they were going to keep him overnight for observation. She was finally able to relax, knowing Derek was okay and his kidnapper was behind bars.

Even after everything her son had been through, the boy was still sitting in his hospital bed, smiling and joking around with the nurses. Katie could tell he was going to be a little heartbreaker when he grew up, judging him solely by the reaction he was getting from the nurses. She looked up at the door when she heard a man clear his voice.

“Did you guys start the party without me?” Mitch asked.

Derek laughed. “It’s only a party because you’re here now.”

“I’m glad you came,” Katie said.

“I just wanted to stop by and make sure everything was all right. Little man looks like he’s going to be just fine.”

“The doctor said they were going to keep him overnight, but he’s going to be able to come home tomorrow.”

Mitch sat down on the edge of the hospital bed, and Derek didn’t hesitate to sit up and give the man a hug. The whole scene brought joy to her heart. She knew there wasn’t any possible way that someone could replace George, but Katie knew Mitch was going to be the closest thing to a father figure that Derek would have in his life. Even after all the drama over the past few days, she knew he was the man she was destined to be with.

Just seeing the interaction between the two men in her life, she knew everything was going to be okay. Derek adored Mitch and was ecstatic to see him as soon as he walked through the door. The amount of love she held in her heart for both of them washed over her. As long as she had each of them in her life, there was nothing going to be able to stop how far they could go. The sky was the limit, and they had the rest of their lives to figure out what they would do next.

The three of them sat in the room and enjoyed the next several hours of conversation, along with cartoons Derek had put on the television. When Katie thought back to how the whole thing had started, she saw everything she had seen in George emanating from Mitch. The man was destined to be as much a part of their family as her ex-husband had been, and she found herself glad to be in the presence of greatness. While they had both had their differences in opinions over the previous day, she knew Mitch would do anything to keep them safe.
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It had been nearly two months since her son had been abducted from just outside of the school. Derek and Sophia were both sitting on the couch, playing video games on a Friday afternoon. There had been a plumbing problem at the school, and neither of them had to go in on that day. Katie was just glad to have the extra time with her family.

She was in the middle of washing dishes when she looked down at her hand and smiled. The engagement ring on her finger stood out, and she couldn’t have been happier with the way things were going in her life. Derek was healthy and happy and enjoying every minute he could with Mitch and his aunt. Mitch had proposed to her a few weeks before, and she didn’t hesitate to say yes. He had moved in with them just a couple of days after they found Derek. It was obviously something they had discussed before, but they went on allowing her son to think it was his persistence that had allowed him to move in.

Suddenly, there was a knock at the door, and she quickly grabbed a towel and dried her hands as she made her way to answer it. Katie was surprised to open the door and see Mitch standing in front of her.

“You knew you live here now, right?”

He nodded but pointed down at a crate sitting at his feet. “I brought home a friend. The pound gave me a call. I know we talked about getting him a dog, but when I saw this little guy, I just couldn’t resist.”

“What did you—”

Before she could finish her sentence, Derek brushed by her leg and dropped to his knees. He was already playing with the puppy as Mitch received a phone call and stepped away for just a moment. It was true they had discussed getting Derek a pet, but as she watched her son petting the puppy at her feet, she knew the decision was no longer hers.

“I guess you’re pretty excited about having a new dog,” Katie said.

“This is the puppy I told you about.”

“You mean, this is the one you went and tried to untangle?”

When she saw her son nod and grin, her heart melted. Even after everything he had been through at the hands of Lacy, his only concern when they brought him home was that someone found the puppy he was trying to rescue. Now, that very same puppy was going to be part of the family, and she couldn’t have been happier about it. Katie looked up at the man she adored, and even though he was still talking on the phone, he winked at her.

It was easy to see that Mitch knew exactly what dog he was bringing home, and that was the reason he had wanted to surprise all of them. As she continued to stare at him, his entire facial expression changed. It immediately caused her heart to start racing, and it didn’t help that his skin went pale. She wasn’t sure what the call was about, but she could tell it was something very important. A moment later, he ended the call.

“What’s going on?” Katie asked. “Why do you have that look on your face?”

“The prosecutor down at the court just gave me a heads up that the verdict came back,” Mitch said. “She was found guilty of attempted murder, kidnapping, and unlawful possession of a weapon.”

“Did they sentence her yet?”

“He said that in most cases, they would have to deliberate what the sentence would be, but since the circumstances and evidence were undeniable, the judge went ahead and handed down the sentence. We’re never going to have to worry about her again because she’s going to prison for the rest of her life.”

“Is there a chance she could appeal it?”

“The prosecutor said she can try but that there’s no way a judge is going to allow a retrial, no matter what she does. It’s finally over.”

Katie let out a sigh of relief. Even though she knew there was no possible way Lacy was going to get off with what she had done, she was finally going to be able to rest easy, knowing it was a sure thing. The woman who had been a thorn in her family’s side for so many years was finally going to be out of the picture forever. Katie knew, without a doubt, they were going to be able to move on with their lives. She had been so happy with the news that she didn’t even realize that Sophia had joined them and was now on the ground with Derek, playing with the puppy. Even as she looked around at her ever-growing family, she had never seen so much joy from everyone at the same time. Everything in her life was finally exactly how it should be.
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