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Prologue


October 9th

“I bet you could come with us,” she said as they walked. “Mrs. Ivy loves kids, and Booty loves to go to the park!”

The boy’s face lit up. “Really? I’m not allowed to have a dog. Mom says I’m too little to take care of it, but I bet I could.”

“Me too! We can’t have one because we don’t own our house,” she muttered.

“Yeah, your family is weird. Why don’t your parents live together?” he asked.

She shrugged. “There were lots of people in California with divorced parents. Mom says the people here are backward, though—”

“Hey,” he snapped, “I’ve lived here my whole entire life and never heard that, but it doesn’t sound very nice….”

“Sorry, but you’re the same age as me, and that’s not very old—”

“I’m not, either! I’m almost eleven, you know.”

The girl giggled. “You just turned ten! That’s only two years older than me.”

They stopped at the crossroads two blocks from their school, looking both ways before darting into the suburb they both called home. Paul waved to her as he ran for his front door. It was the second house in the cluster, whereas hers was a few more blocks down. She looked around a handful of times as cars passed by slowly. The home she shared with her grandfather and father came into view, and she took a breath.

He was going to be so proud of her on her first day walking! She’d done everything her father had said. She had stayed with her walking buddy the whole time, looked both ways at the road, and hadn’t talked to any strangers. A car pulled alongside her and slowed down. Her heart started to race when the window lowered.

“Amelia? What are you doing out here by yourself?” the woman asked.

“Oh, hi there,” she mumbled. “Dad said I could walk home with Paul today. It’s my first time!”

“Well, isn’t that nice? I bet he’s waiting for you right now, isn’t he?”

“No, he had to go talk to my mom, but Grandpa’s home. Dad said he’d be working on the hot tub all day.”

“In this weather? He’s a brave man. Say, would you like me to give you a ride? It’s awfully cold out.”

Her eyes darted down the road to her house as she shook her head. It wasn’t much farther, and she’d almost made it on her own. It would feel like cheating if she got a ride. Still, it was cold out. Almost cold enough to make her climb into the woman’s car. She missed the weather in California. Her new coat made her feel like a giant pink marshmallow. The woman was one of the few she’d known before moving far away from everything she knew and loved to the freezing town.

“You know your grandpa will probably be out there a while longer. I was going to go pick up some hot cocoa. Would you like to get him some? Wouldn’t that be a nice surprise?”

Amelia’s eyes lit up as she nodded. After all, Grandpa would be busy a while longer, and the coffee and cocoa shop was just a few blocks down the road. She knew the woman well. They saw each other all the time, even if she couldn’t think of her name. Plus, her mom was a cop. Amelia thought about how excited her grandfather would be as she reached for the passenger door. The woman clicked her tongue and pointed to the back seat.

“Safety first, sweetheart,” she said.

She blushed but climbed into the back seat, strapping herself in as they pulled away. The car was warm but smelled like old people. As they passed her grandfather’s house and looped around to the main road, she watched the school bus pull in and waved to one of her friends, but the girl didn’t see her. Amelia couldn’t wait to tell them all about walking home on her own. The car pulled out onto the road, and she frowned.

“This isn’t the way to the shop,” she said.

The woman didn’t reply, making Amelia uncomfortable. She was really quite old, though. Maybe she just didn’t hear her over the awful music she was playing.

Amelia cleared her throat. “Hey, we are going the wrong way!”

The woman looked at her in the rearview mirror but said nothing as she reached for the dial and turned up the terrible song.
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Two days earlier

“This is the third time this year,” Emily hissed. “We need to do something about it, or she’s going to end up getting expelled.”

“Awe, take it easy now, Emmy. The boy was getting bullied. She was just trying to stand up for—”

“Then she needs to tell an adult. This place isn’t like California, Eric.”

“You can say that again. It’s pretty amazing, like Mayberry even.”

“If Mayberry were a frozen wasteland, maybe. I can’t believe I let you talk me into moving out here.”

“I didn’t,” he said firmly. “The courts did. I told them I was moving somewhere safer for Amelia; you didn’t have to come. I offered to meet you halfway.”

“Yeah, you were a real saint,” she snapped. “Taking my daughter and dragging her to South Dakota. Ripping her away from—”

“If you don’t like the court’s decision, then appeal it. Or hell, Emmy, why not just see this move as a blessing. Maybe Amelia wouldn’t be acting out so much if you showed any bit of interest in being here. Beaker Point is a great community if you give it a chance.”

“You forced us both to leave a home we knew and loved just to move back to your hometown. Tell me again how I should give it a chance. I know what people are saying around here. Oh, look, the prodigal son has returned with his ex-wife chasing after him. How pathetic.”

He rolled his eyes. “You interviewed for the police opening. They hired you. The only thing people are saying is, wow, a lady cop from the big city, how nifty.”

“They’d rather I was home baking cookies and hemming your shirts,” Emily muttered.

“Hey, that’s always still an option, too,” Eric jokes.

Emily Brown cringed, turning her head to keep her ex-husband from seeing her pained expression. His tone was caring. Eric was one of the kindest men she’d ever met. Maybe that was why things never worked out between them. It was a question that kept her up at night when the eerie silence of the small town didn’t. She knew he’d gladly take her back in a heartbeat, but they were simply too different. While she would always love him, it was the love a mother had for her daughter’s father, not the love between a husband and wife.

Eric sighed. “Her mother’s a cop and her father a freelance painter. She is going to have a lot of people talking smack to her throughout her life. Sooner or later, she’s going to have to accept that she can’t just throw down every time she gets angry or thinks she sees an injustice out there; I get it. Let’s just see what she has to say before we go throwing her under the bus.”

“I don’t throw her—”

The ancient wooden door leading into the elementary school’s office opened. A portly woman with more gray than brown left in her hair smiled at the pair. Instantly, Emily was on her feet, with Eric slowly following. She knew that her quick movements threw the townsfolk off, but it was ingrained in her to move at a fast pace. Everything in California moved quickly. If you didn’t go along with it, you’d be left behind. Eric had brought Amelia to the quiet town six months ago, and she’d followed a few weeks later.

“Eric, how are you, dear?” The woman said. “And your father, how is he?”

“He’s doing okay, Mrs. Davis. He said to tell you the pie you sent home Sunday was divine.”

“Oh, good! How wonderful! You know, I worry that he’s not getting enough to eat these days….”

“I’ll be sure to pass that along,” Eric said.

The woman’s eyes moved to Emily, her smile turning into a purse instantly. “Officer Kroft, nice to see you again.”

“Brown,” Emily muttered.

“Hmm?”

“It’s Officer Brown, not Kroft,” Emily said.

“Oh, right, of course. Sorry, it’s just so strange…well, you know. I’ll be sure to try to remember next time. Come on now, Mr. Belpre is ready for you.”

Eric gave Emily an apologetic look as they followed the woman. Emily didn’t bother with correcting people much anymore. They acted like it was still the forties, where the concept of a woman being divorced and happy about it was just unheard of. From the first day she’d arrived in Beaker Point, Emily had been faced with backwoods politics and sexism. Her boss, a good ol’ boy named Sergeant Halstead, was still sore over the committee hiring a female.

Amelia was sitting in a small chair near the corner of the office next to a boy with an ice pack covering his nose. When she saw her father, her eyes lit up with her smile, but as soon as she saw Emily, her expression shifted. It broke her heart to know her daughter saw her as the “bad cop,” but someone had to be firm. Had it been left to Eric, they would be eating ice cream for dinner every night and drawing unicorns instead of doing homework. Amelia ran to her father and wrapped her arms around his waist.

“It’s a coverup, Dad,” she whispered. “I swear it! I’m being framed!”

Eric burst into laughter. “Oh yeah? How so? Did you hit that little boy?”

Amelia’s eye flicked to Emily’s. “I plead self-defense.”

Her mouth twitched, threatening a smile as Emily crouched down to her daughter's eye line.

“Do you want to tell us what happened?” she asked.

“I’d like an attorney, please.”

“Amelia…” Eric warned.

The girl sighed. “Fine. It wasn’t my fault, though. Poop Pants Paul was going to hit—”

“Whoa,” Emily jumped in. “Poop Pants Paul?”

Amelia giggled. “Yeah, that’s what everyone here calls him because last year, he sat on a chocolate bar, and—”

“So, you bullied him, too?”

Amelia’s smile dropped. “Well…but all the other kids—”

“Were being bullies, too. Sweetheart, it’s not always about what you see right in front of you. Does that make sense? Maybe poor Paul was just tired of always getting picked on. Now, that doesn’t make what he did right, but to really understand the situation, sometimes it takes a little more than what’s happening right at that moment.”

Amelia thought for a minute about what Emily had said and nodded. She was such a smart kid. It baffled Emily daily to see the brilliant wheels in her little mind work. Amelia let go of her father’s hand and walked over to the little boy with the ice pack. She couldn’t hear what the pair were saying, but by the time Mr. Belpre opened his door, they were giggling together in the corner.

[image: ]


By the time they left school, the final bell for the day had already rung, and Amelia was thrilled to ride in Emily’s cruiser. Emily couldn’t help but smile at how much it still excited her daughter. Back in California, she’d have never brought the car home with her. Fear alone that work would follow her to their small apartment in the big city was enough to make Emily overly cautious.

Since moving to Beaker Point, though, she was wondering if being a police officer was truly her calling. In the last six weeks, the biggest bust she’d had was a cackle of teens drinking behind the local grocery store. Even then, her boss, Chief Schon, had refused to press any charges. Living the rural life did have its advantages, though. Emily was reminded of one as they pulled up to the three-bedroom house she’d rented. A place the same size in California would have cost her ten times as much.

Climbing out, she freed her daughter from the back and waved at the elderly woman who was their neighbor to the right. Holly Ivy had been a godsend to Emily. The eccentric widower had welcomed Emily with open arms when the rest of the community shunned her. It helped that Amelia adored the old woman as well. She darted across the lawn, on her knees in an instant, being showered with the wet, sloppy kisses of Holly’s senior citizen corgi.

“I don’t think I’ll ever get used to seeing a police car next door,” Holly said with a smile.

Emily laughed. “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to the smell of pot next door, so it’s a fair trade.”

“Hey now, you’ve seen my medical card.”

Amelia grinned. It was easy to understand why Holly needed it as she rubbed her deformed hands. After years of working as a writer, they’d become knotted with arthritis.

“Amelia,” Holly said, “I was going to take Booty to the dog park tomorrow. Would you like to come?”

Emily still couldn’t believe she had named her dog Booty. After their initial introductions, she had asked Amelia how she had come up with the name. After all, a dog with an eyepatch would be better named Patch or Captain. But Amelia explained that the patch reminded her of an old pirate book she had read as a child. She said they were searching for a long-lost treasure and kept calling it “booty.” So, when she found this little corgi with an eyepatch, he was like a lost treasure. So, Booty it was.

Emily turned to her daughter, and she shook her head. “You’re going to Dad’s after school tomorrow, sweetheart. I have to work.”

“But, Mom—”

“Now, Amelia,” Holly interjected, “the dog park will still be there this weekend, and Lord knows, Booty needs all the exercise he can get. Instead of being upset, why don’t you ask if you can come this weekend, and we’ll make a picnic out of it?”

The little girl’s eyes filled with excitement as she turned to Emily. She nodded her approval. Amelia roared with excitement, chasing after the overweight corgi as they played between both yards, something she’d never been allowed to do in California. She had to laugh at the moment of pure joy. As much as she hated Beaker Point, it was a wonderfully safe place to raise a child, and for that, Emily was grateful.
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It was a routine that she’d come to enjoy with each passing day. Emily would wake before the sun and have an hour to herself before rousing Amelia. Then, they would take their time and make breakfast together before inevitably taking too long and rushing out the door. Most days, they pulled in just minutes before the first bell rang, but Amelia loved the chaos. It was a stark contrast to her mornings with her father. There were several instances when Amelia got the best of both worlds by having separated parents.

As usual, they were rushing their goodbyes as they skidded to a stop outside of Beaker Point Elementary School. It was always the hardest day of the week. Wednesdays were when Eric’s parenting time started. Emily would spend the next two days sulking around the house, only functioning when work and life required it. Otherwise, there wasn’t much to look forward to. Thankfully, it was her weekend. On Friday afternoon, she’d be waiting for her outside the school with open arms.

Emily pulled up to the front of the small police headquarters just a few minutes later. It was located at the center of town, a mere quarter-mile from the school. She took a deep breath to prepare herself for what she knew was coming, reminding herself that the only thing that mattered was being close to her daughter. Eventually, Chief Schon would retire or drink himself to death, and she’d be able to move up. Emily knew she had to stay positive about the situation as she opened the front door to the station. She couldn’t let Amelia know how much she hated Mayberry Hell.

She had barely made it to her desk when the chief called her into his office. Emily sighed and walked to his office door, hoping that today would be different from others. Chief Robert Schon was what the gold plate read as she walked through the doorway. Her chief was an old country boy, by every meaning of the term. Born in raised in the county Beaker Point sat in, it was likely he never once had left.

Except maybe to whatever small-town college he could find. The only redeeming quality the man had was in regard to the school zone. He’d be there on her days off, ticketing everyone who sat for a second too long. While she wanted to think it was out of kindness for the children’s safety, she knew it was just his mean temper toward his parents that led to him ticketing them.

“Come in and close the door,” Chief Schon said.

“Good morning, Chief,” Emily said with a smile.

Whether she liked the man or not, she kept her disdain to herself. It was obvious from the beginning that the guy didn’t want her under his command. Of the seven members on the hiring committee, his vote against her being hired was the only one. His only argument was the fact she was a woman, and he thought she couldn’t do the job as well as the men could. The committee voted against him based on recommendations from California alone.

“You know I have you on patrol today?” he said without looking up from his desk.

“Yes, sir, I’m looking forward to it.”

If the chief hadn’t been such a lazy man, Emily would be stuck at her desk all day, every day. He constantly reminded her that he felt that was where she should be, but Emily didn’t mind being in the car all day. She enjoyed being out among the people, even if she was fairly certain she was hated by the majority of the town. They all seemed to share the same belief that women belonged at home with the kids, cooking dinner.

“I bet you are, and I’m looking forward to watching you walk out of my office,” Schon said, looking up at her with a creepy grin.

“Sir, that’s not—”

“What?”

She hesitated and decided it would be better not to reply at all. The one thing she had learned about this small town was that the majority of men here thought it was a compliment to make comments like that. Catcalling was something she dealt with differently when she was in California, and now she had to watch what she said. Arguing with Schon would give him a reason to fire her, and she couldn’t afford to lose her job or have a black mark on her service record.

“Nothing, sir. I’m just ready to get to work. Was there anything else?” Emily said as she gritted her teeth.

“Not unless you plan on going to lunch with me?” Schon said.

“No…I just got here and should probably get on patrol. So, if there’s nothing else, I better get to work. Aren’t you married anyway?”

“Yes. I am, but just because the menu’s open doesn’t mean I’m placing an order.”

“I’m going to get to work,” Emily said.

She turned around and left the office, biting her tongue the entire way. At least once a day, the man would find a way to creep her out. She couldn’t understand how a whole community could think that was okay, but she tried to brush off the feeling as she collected her things and prepared for patrol.

By the time she had left the precinct, Emily wanted to strangle the chief. She was grateful the rest of the day would be spent behind the wheel, helping people and keeping them safe instead of being trapped in the small space with her boss. For several hours, she cruised the town. The only time she pulled someone over was when it wasn’t a car she recognized speeding through. Everyone else obeyed the speed limit, at least all the locals. It was another plus over California. She didn’t have to worry nearly as much about Amelia, though she still didn’t let her out of her sight during her parenting time.

It wasn’t a coincidence that she found herself parked across from the school when class let out for the day. It helped the flow of traffic to have an officer sitting at the crossroads. Most days, she’d wave as Amelia and Eric walked by, or sometimes, if it was Eric’s father, Conner, walking with her, they’d stop and talk a minute. She watched the early walkers file out in a single row and waited for Amelia to appear. They had a great system in place.

The early walkers were those picked up by parents. They were followed by the self-walkers, who would be able to walk within the city with a parent’s permission, and then the bus riders. Before Amelia exited, someone knocked on the driver’s side window, and Emily jumped. She jerked her head around to find a woman in her mid-sixties frowning at her. Plastering a smile on her face, Emily groaned before rolling down the window. She’d only met her a few times, but it was enough to make Emily avoid her at the grocery store and Sunday service.

“Do you plan on blocking a public road all day? You know, Chief Schon—”

“Would never do this, I know Mrs. Fisher. I’ll get out of your way. I didn’t see you pull up there.”

“Humph, some detective we have on the city payroll now,” the woman muttered.

Emily rolled up the window. “Bye, Mrs. Fisher.”

She pulled away before the woman had time to voice any more complaints. One thing Emily had discovered about small towns—everyone had an opinion on how she should be doing her job. By the time she pulled onto the road, the self-walkers had already been released and kids were loading onto the busses. The staff had taken over the crosswalks moments before, and she knew they would be safe. Emily had barely made it two blocks when her heart started to race.

Amelia’s bouncing unicorn bookbag and pigtails were bobbing along the sidewalk. Alone. Emily slammed on the brakes with a little more gusto than intended, and the tires squealed. Amelia jumped and spun around, a look of terror in her eyes for a split second before realizing it was her mother.

“What the heck are you doing? You shouldn’t be out here walking by yourself,” Emily said.

“Daddy said I could walk myself today,” Amelia said. “He said it’s only four blocks and that I was getting to be a big girl.”

“Honey, you are a big girl, but I don’t think you should be walking alone.”

“But Dad said—”

“Your father shouldn’t have made that decision without me,” Emily said firmly.

“Are you mad at me?” Amelia asked. “Daddy said it’s a safe town, and it’s a short walk.”

“No, honey, I’m not mad at you,” Emily said, softening her voice. “Now, your father, on the other hand—”

“Don’t be mad at Daddy. I’ve been begging for weeks. He told me no until today.”

“Daddy should know better,” Emily said. “Now, get in the car, and I’ll take you to your Dad’s.”

“But Mom, I’m already halfway there. Please, can I walk the rest—”

“Just get in, Amelia. I need to talk to your dad anyway.”

Emily hated that Eric always made her be the bad guy, but she didn’t feel like her daughter was old enough to walk home by herself. Amelia tried to argue, but Emily wasn’t having it. Amelia said nothing as they drove the remaining two blocks to Eric’s house. Emily was fuming by the time they pulled into the cul-de-sac. When Eric saw the cruiser approaching, his smile dropped as he jogged down the front steps to greet her. She waited until Amelia went inside with Conner before unleashing on her ex-husband.
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“What the hell were you thinking, letting our eight-year-old daughter walk home by herself? Do you have any idea how many creeps there are out in the world?”

“Take it easy now, Emmy—”

“Don’t you dare,” she growled. “There are four registered sex offenders that live in this town. You want to tell me it’s no big deal? What happens if one of them grabbed her, huh?”

“Emily, keep your voice down,” he hissed.

“Oh, now you want me to keep my voice down?” Emily snarled.

“Emily, listen, I’m only going to say this once. Amelia is on my time, and I said she could walk home. End of discussion. When she’s on your time, you can be as strict as you want,” Eric said.

“The point is that you should have talked to me. It’s not about my time and your time; it’s about us, together as parents,” Emily said. “Anything could have happened, Eric.”

“It didn’t, though. Nothing happened, and it has nothing to do with you trailing our daughter around. Nothing happened because this is a safe town. This isn’t California, Emily.”

“No, you made sure of that,” Emily snapped. “I’ve got half a mind to take you back to court. Let them settle this. You had no damn right to let her walk home by herself, and it didn’t even cross your mind to let me know.”

“You’re being ridiculous, Emily. I don’t have to let you know every single decision I make on my time,” Eric said. “I’m done letting you cause a scene. Thank you for bringing Amelia home.”

Emily watched as Eric turned and went into the house, closing the door behind him. Her blood boiled at the entire lack of respect Eric showed her. She stormed back to her cruiser and climbed inside; her cheeks flushed with embarrassment as Emily peeled away. She could feel the nosey neighbors watching from their windows but didn’t care. All she could think about was her child’s safety. Yet, in the back of her mind, Emily knew she’d overreacted and probably made things worse. Emily couldn’t afford another lengthy court battle, nor could she fight Eric if he tried to take her back. He knew it; Emily knew it, yet she couldn’t stop herself from getting enraged with him.

It felt like she’d had all of her parental control taken away. She knew it was just her anxiety messing with her, but the knowledge did little to calm her nerves. There were still two hours left on her shift, but Emily knew Schon had already left for the bar and wouldn’t be back for the rest of the day. How infuriating it was that such a lousy man could be running an entire department. Emily turned up the radio, blasting rock music despite regulation saying she had to keep it off.

Why should she care, after all? What was the point in following the book to a tee when no one else was bothering? The temper tantrum didn’t even make it the length of the song as she turned the radio back down. Just because she was angry didn’t mean she could half-ass her job, not with her mentality. Her deceased father's words played through her head. If you’re going to do something, do it right. No matter how small the detail or menial the task. It’s a direct reflection of who you are. Emily cussed under her breath as she started her final loop of the town for the day.

When her cell phone rang next to her, she didn’t bother to look at it. Emily had been called out to way too many traffic accidents because of distracted driving to even consider it. There was nothing harder than knocking on a couple's door and telling them their teen had died while texting and driving. One day, Amelia would start driving, and Emily hoped she would lead by example. She sighed as she pulled off next to the city limit sign. Putting the cruiser into park, she grabbed her phone and opened the voicemail. His voice sent a chill through her body.

“Hey, Em, it’s Michael. Listen, I need to ask you a favor. Give me a call when you get a chance. I really hope you’re having fun out there in the middle of nowhere. We miss you.”

Her heart lurched. She missed her former partner, Detective Johnson. They’d worked together for five years. When she’d told him she was leaving the force to take a job in Beaker Point, Michael had been nothing but supportive even though she’d known he was devastated. As one of the first LGBTQ officers in her department, Michael had overcome everything the world had thrown at him with a positive attitude and was truly an inspiration to Emily. With a plan to call him back as soon as she got home, Emily pulled out onto the road again and headed for her house.

Holly waved to her from the fence line as she trimmed the hedges. To her surprise, when she climbed out, there was a slight warmth in the air. Her heart lurched as she shed her heavy coat. It was harder in the warmer weather. At least when it was freezing outside, she couldn’t pretend like the weather was akin to California’s. It was going to be an incredibly long winter. Emily stopped at the fence to greet her elderly neighbor. With the next twenty-four hours off, she was in no rush to get inside the empty house.

“Hey, Holly!” she greeted her neighbor. “How are you today?”

“Cheerful as always,” Holly replied. “Everything all right? You seem a little off.”

“Oh, you know, just ex-husband drama,” Emily said, forcing a smile.

“I know all about that.” Holly ginned. “Back when I went through my divorce, it was unheard of.”

“I can’t imagine, but it seems like this town is a little behind on the times.” Emily chuckled. “What happened with your marriage?”

“Honestly, he was just an ass. He believed women were just useless tools, made to bow down before men. I put up with it for a while, but when he thought he could sleep with anyone he wanted, he learned quickly—when I filed for divorce—I wasn’t going to have it.”

“Must have been hard back then, with most women still agreeing to those terms?”

“It was, but in the end, I have no regrets,” Holly said. “I wasn’t even sad when he got cancer. I think it was just karma for his thinking he could treat women that way. He died alone, the way he deserved.”

“Sometimes I feel like that would be the best thing to happen to my ex,” Emily said. “Maybe not the dying part, but at least to have the fear of thinking he’s going to for a while.”

“Honey, you don’t mean that. Just because things seem to be hard now doesn’t mean they’ll stay that way forever.”

“Maybe not, but it doesn’t make me feel any better right now,” Emily said. “I think this town is just starting to get to me, too. This whole backward way of thinking. I’m just not used to it. It wasn’t this way at all in California.”

“This isn’t California, that’s for sure,” Holly said.

“You know, you’re the second person to tell me that today.”

“All I mean is that this place isn’t so bad if you give it a chance. Sure, they still think we live in the last century, but they’re coming around slowly. Look at you,” Holly shrugged. “You’re living proof of that change.”

“I wouldn’t say that,” Emily chuckled. “Not with the glares I get when I’m patrolling. “They look at me like I’m some kind of alien and I came to take their jobs.”

Holly laughed. “You’re not wrong about that, but even ten years ago, there was no way they would have hired a woman for that position.”

“That’s probably true.”

“Then relax, and let this little town grow on you a little,” Holly said. “I think you’ll grow to love this place if you give it a chance. Don’t judge it on the few you notice. Look around and see the ones who are happy you’re here.”

“I think ‘love’ is a bit of a strong term there, but I’ll try to hate the place a little less.” Emily chuckled.

“I’ll accept that. Now, as far as the ex and male chauvinist asshats, you come to talk to me when you need to. I’m always ready to duke it out about men.”

“You know, Holly, if more people around her were like you, that love word might come in a little handier,” she said. “Thank you, though. I better get my butt inside and take a shower. You have a good evening.”

“You too, Emily,” Holly replied.

Thanking her friend, Emily made her way inside and hung up her coat. Just as with her morning routine, she followed a process to decompress from the day’s events. Though, since moving to Beaker Point, there were considerably fewer stressors, Emily was a creature of habit. Once she showered and popped a pizza into the oven, she settled onto the couch with her phone and a hard cider. She dialed Michael's house number from heart, knowing he’d already be there with his husband, Jasper.
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“Iwas starting to wonder if you’d call back,” Michael said. “I thought maybe living in the sticks was so much fun that you had forgotten about us big city folk.”

Emily chuckled. “I could never forget about you, no matter how hard I keep trying. You’re like a rash that won’t go away.”

“You should probably get that checked out,” Michael replied. “I really do hate to bother you, especially since I know you’re still getting settled, but I need your help with something.”

“Of course, Michael. Anything for my favorite rash. What can I do for you?

“Remember your old informant, Kiki?” he asked.

“She’s the one who helped us take down the drug kingpin last year, and then we never heard from her again,” Emily said. “What’s going on with her?

“Well, she’s supposed to take the stand tomorrow afternoon. Now, all of a sudden, she’s refusing to go unless her favorite officer is there with her.”

“Let me guess, I’m her favorite?” Emily asked. “What is she supposed to be testifying to now? That poor girl gets into the middle of everything somehow.”

“Yep. She’s saying she doesn’t want to take the stand unless you talk to her first and then stay in the building until she gives her testimony. So, I was wondering if you could get over here and help me get this guy she’s supposed to testify against? You know, for old time’s sake.”

“Oh, Michael, you sure know how to sweet talk a lady.” Emily chuckled.

“So, does that mean you’ll do it? It would mean a lot if you did. I think it’s the only way I can nail this guy. You’d definitely be my hero.”

“Listen, Michael, I’d love to be able to jump right into answering yes,” she said. “I’m going to have to get back to you on that. I can’t just up and leave any time I want.”

“I got a time limit on this. She goes on the stand tomorrow afternoon,” Michael said. “I think I mentioned that. Didn’t I?”

“I promise, I’ll call you back later and let you know what I can do.”

“All right. I’m going to hold you to that. If not, I’ll be blowing up your phone all night.” He laughed. “Don’t think I won’t do it, either.”

“I bet you would. Okay, I have to get off here. I’ll let you know what my answer is in a little bit,” Emily said.

She ended the call and stared down at her phone for a few minutes. It didn’t take long for her to realize there was no one to call. The department would pay to fly her there and back in the same day. It wasn’t like Eric needed her. He’d made that perfectly clear earlier. Pulling up Michael’s cell phone number, she shot him a text telling him to book the flight for as soon as possible and she’d be on it. A day away from Beaker Point sounded amazing.

Within hours, her flight information was sent to her email. Emily didn’t bother to tell Eric or Amelia about the brief trip when her daughter called to tell her goodnight. It was starting to get cold out, and Amelia had been begging her to take her back to California to visit Emily’s mother once more before winter set in. She’d be heartbroken and not understand that the trip was all business.

The following morning, Emily woke at five and was on the road to the only airport within fifty miles by six. Her flight didn’t leave until ten, but she had almost no faith in the backwoods airport flight schedule. She’d noticed the state’s weather had a way of changing at the drop of a hat. If there were even the slightest chance Emily’s flight would be delayed, she wanted to be prepared. Thankfully, she was boarded on the small plane, and they were leaving the terminal by ten-thirty.

As she shut off her phone, she wondered again about letting Amelia know but reconsidered. She’d bring her back something or possibly not tell her she’d gone at all. Emily wasn’t even letting her own mother know about the five hours she would be in the city. Her informant was set to testify at four that afternoon, and her flight back home was at midnight. She would be back in time to start her shift and watch Amelia walk to school in the morning as long as everything went as planned.

Unknown to Emily, the former president was hosting a rally just down the street from the courthouse. By the time she arrived, the young female was nearly frantic and ready to run. It took every ounce of her training to get the trafficked woman on the stand, and by the time they were done, Michael was racing through the streets with the sirens blasting to get her to the airport on time.

“So, what was she supposed to be testifying to anyway?” Emily asked.

“You remember after that case last year when she disappeared on you?” Michael said as he honked the horn.

“I remember. I just figured she moved or got out of town.”

After helping Emily to get information on an old kingpin running drugs through the city, Kiki had disappeared. It wasn’t uncommon for informants to go missing, and she was always talking about going to New York and getting a fresh start. Emily had thought nothing more about her until she had gotten the call from Michael.

“Turns out, her boyfriend got hooked on meth really bad. She didn’t just up and take off like we thought,” Michael said. “He actually kidnapped her and used her to build up a sick clientele. People would pay him to do whatever they wanted to her.”

“That’s disgusting. What kind of person does that to someone else?” Emily asked. “How’d the case come across your desk? If there wasn’t a missing persons report, wouldn’t it just stay wherever he was caught?”

“Yeah. He’s a big winner, that’s for sure. He took her to another city, but it turns out he still had a warrant here. Let me tell you, this guy wasn’t a mastermind, either. He got pulled over speeding. The officer who pulled him over knew he was on something. Got to asking questions and then ran his name.”

“What was the warrant for?” Emily asked.

“They arrested him for parking tickets. He was getting so high over the last year he hadn’t paid any of them So, making this as short as I can, they arrested him and brought him in. Plus, he had the new drug-related charges to deal with. When he didn’t come back that night, Kiki found her way out of the apartment he had her locked in and was able to call our station. Good thing you had her memorize the number.”

“She's just a teenager; no way she should have to go through all of that,” Emily said. “You got him, though, right?”

“Oh yeah, her testimony put him away. Unfortunately, he wasn’t the only one offering those types of services. The prosecutor is going to cut him a sweet deal. He’ll still get time, but he gave them access to the website he was using, and they’ll get a few more arrests made.”

“I know it’s the story of the job, but that still sucks. All the legwork for them to just let them walk out if they give a few names,” Emily said. “I’m glad we’ll get a few more of those bastards, though. Wish we could get them all off the street.”

“I agree, but at the end of the day, another one is off the street,” Michael said. “Thanks to Kiki and you.”

Michael hit the turn signal and made a hard left turn into the airport entrance. Without missing a beat, he flew by the parked cars on either side of them. Emily glanced down to check her phone and sighed when she realized it was dead.

“Damn, I forgot my phone died halfway through the trial. Any chance you have a charger?”

“Yeah, right there in the glovebox,” Michael said. “It’s a spare, so you’re more than welcome to take it.”

Emily grabbed the charger and thanked him before he came to a screeching stop in front of her terminal. She rushed through the gates just as the attendant was starting to close them and didn’t take a steady breath again until she was in her seat. She was exhausted but had made it, and in a few hours, she’d be holding her little girl. Plugging her phone into the portable charger, Emily dozed off.
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Emily woke just as the pilot announced their descent into Halifax. She was still groggy but managed to grab her things as they pulled to the gate. The minutes slowly ticked by as she woke up more and more. When her mind was clear and they’d been waiting to disembark for over half an hour, Emily pulled out her phone and turned it on. Instantly, it went wild with messages and missed calls. Her heart started to race as she tried to read through them, but someone was boarding the plane, capturing her attention. There were two uniformed offices whispering to the stewardess.

She looked at a photo one of the men showed her. Emily herself had never worked at an airport, but she knew almost anything could get you picked up. She felt sorry for whatever poor bastard had to deal with the pair. They obviously weren’t having a good day. When the woman’s manicured finger pointed at Emily, all eyes turned to face her. She started to blush, wondering what the heck was going on. Her phone vibrated. It was Eric, but there was no time to answer it before the officers were standing over her.

With her training, Emily immediately looked at the gold nameplates on each of their jackets. The first one to waddle down the narrow aisle appeared to be in his late forties. The lines on his face and rotund gut reminded her of Chief Schon. Immediately, she didn’t like him. Roberts was his name; the other, a rookie by the looks of it, was Smith. Emily couldn’t think of two more generically befitting names for the pair. The veteran must have run across the terminal to get there. Beads of sweat poured down his forehead.

“Ma’am, we need you to come with us,” Roberts said.

“My name is Officer Em—”

“We know who you are,” he barked. “Now, are we going to do this the easy way or the hard way?”

“Are you really using that line? What is this all about?”

He reached behind himself and produced a pair of handcuffs. Fear shot through her. She’d only ever been in a set of cuffs for her academy training and a few times in the bedroom. Tucking her head down, she shoved her phone into her pocket and grabbed her things, walking between the two men as if she were a criminal. They said nothing as she was escorted through the airport. Emily knew the law. Pulling out her phone, she immediately started recording in the background while they walked.

Given the officers' lack of communication, she had the chance to check her messages. No sooner did she see the most recent one from Eric than she gasped and froze. Smith nearly plowed into her from behind as she frantically scrolled up, reading the messages that he’d been sending for over eighteen hours.

“Let’s go,” Smith muttered.

“Listen, whatever this is about, I can’t help you. I have to go,” she said.

Emily tried to dart away from them, but Smith grabbed her arm and jerked her back. Her phone tumbled out of her hand along with her purse and jacket. She tried to reach down and get them, but Smith still had a grip on her arms, tugging them painfully behind her back before she felt the metal cuffs on her. Emily suddenly pieced together what was happening as one of the men read Emily her Miranda Rights.

“You are being detained for questioning in the disappearance of Amelia Kroft,” Smith said.

“Please,” she begged. “You have to let me go. I have to get to my ex-husband, Eric. He’s freaking out.”

“Mr. Kroft is waiting for us at the precinct. I suggest you cooperate, miss.”

“Oh my God,” she stammered. “You think I had something to do with this, don’t you?”

Neither of them spoke as Smith opened the back of the state cruiser. She was shaking by the time they pulled away from the airport. Her mind was racing. Eric’s texts had said that Amelia didn’t make it home from school. She ran through the route in her mind, searching for anything that had looked out of place in the months that her daughter had been making the walk, but there was nothing that jumped out. Emily could barely breathe, her stomach twisting into knots as they merged onto the highway and headed in the direction of Beaker Point.

She knew the process for what was happening well, but it was different on the other side of things. Emily tried to keep her mind from running through all the possibilities. For a brief moment, she’d seen Eric in the small office, but she hadn’t been able to talk to him, though their eyes had locked. Rage coursed through her. They were wasting precious time by talking to her. It had already been more than twelve hours, and Emily knew the odds of finding Amelia shrank drastically with every passing minute. The cuffs were removed when she was placed in the small interrogation room, no larger than a pantry.

Thankfully, when the door opened again, it wasn’t Schon who came in. In her frame of mind, she didn’t know if she could handle an interrogation from him without lunging across the table and strangling the creepy man. A man she’d never seen before sat down across from her and opened a file with her daughter’s name on it. Emily’s heart lurched as the tears fell silently down her cheeks. She didn’t care what their reasoning for holding her was. She’d tell them whatever they wanted if it meant she’d be able to get out of there and find her daughter faster.

The detective sitting in front of her couldn’t have been much taller than she was. He looked to be in his thirties with black hair speckled with gray and one of those mustaches one would see in a seventy’s precinct. Under different circumstances, Emily would have laughed at his appearance alone. This wasn’t the time or place, and the concern she had for her daughter’s safety grew. She could only hope the man in front of her wasn’t the only detective on her daughter’s case.

“Officer Brown, you’ve had quite the busy year,” the man said. “My name is Detective Keys.”

“Listen, you can confirm my whereabouts with my former partner. Two dozen people saw me in the courthouse yesterday, and every second of my time is accounted for.”

“Doesn’t it strike you as strange that your daughter went missing at the same time you did?”

She ground her teeth. “I wasn’t missing.”

“Your ex said he tried multiple times to get ahold of you. It’s my understanding that Chief Schon did as well, yet you failed to answer. Are you always so cavalier with your co-parent and employer?”

“My phone died. I didn’t think anyone would even notice I was gone since I had the day off and Amelia was with her father,” she muttered. “Listen, I know you guys have to look into me, but I’ll give you whatever information you want. Just let me get out there and look for my daughter. She’s only eight, and this isn’t her real home. It gets so cold here…Amelia isn’t prepared for that.”

“Do you remember a man by the name of Tanner Deavers?”

Her jaw dropped. “Of course, I do. Half the nation remembers him.”

“You were the arresting officer in his case, correct?”

“Yes, but I don’t see—”

“Are you aware that he was granted parole last week?”

Emily was stunned. She was still working on getting mail forwarded to their new address, and thus far, the local post office had taken to sending anything back that didn’t reflect her married name. Emily was sure it was yet another petty motive on the part of a traditional town, but she’d learned to cope with it. Michael had given her a stack of mail that had been sent back to the precinct in California, but she hadn’t bothered to look through it yet. There was probably a notification about Deavers’s release in it.

It had been one of her first cases, yet one that had shaped years of her career, nonetheless. She hadn’t heard the kidnapper's name in years. He was a gorgeous man and claimed the kidnapping was a misunderstanding between co-parents, yet his execution of actions had been flawless and certainly questionable. Emily had dug for months to find more details, yet the courts didn’t have enough to convict him of anything major. His expensive attorneys had fought for a plea deal that still haunted Emily to that day. With little concrete evidence, the DA had offered the plea, and Deavers was sentenced to ten years.

“I was not,” she muttered. “It makes sense that he got out with good behavior, though. He was a narcissist who could have charmed a rattlesnake.”

“Did he charm you, Ms. Brown?”

Her jaw dropped. Every sarcastic comment she could think of threatened to come out of her mouth as a flush of embarrassment jumped to her cheeks. Of course, he didn’t charm her. He kidnapped his own daughter and whisked her away to a non-extraditing country. Even now, five years after her kidnapping, the mother still didn’t have a clue where she was. Deavers had sent the child, an infant, with his mother, but Emily knew they’d resurface soon enough, probably once Deavers was out of the country himself. She glared at the detective.
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“Iunderstand you’re just doing your job, but I had nothing to do with my daughter going missing. I’ll do whatever it takes to get out of here. You can take my phone, search my house, do it all,” Emily whispered.

He sighed, glancing around the room. “Listen, I don’t think you had anything to do with this. I’m just following protocol. I’ve looked at your record, and it’s perfect. You’ve been an amazing member of the force. How you ended up in a town where it seems like just about everyone has it out for you sucks, but I’m getting pushed on all ends here. Is there anything that you can tell me?”

“No, if there was, I’d offer it.”

“Mr. Kroft said there was an argument yesterday? It was a pretty public one from the witness statements I’ve read.”

She cringed. “This move wasn’t easy for any of us. I grew up in Mentor, California. Even back in the day, you didn’t let your kids run around like they do here. I was pissed, yeah, and obviously for good reason. I knew it wasn’t safe to let her walk alone….”

“How did you know? It does seem strange that she went missing the day after you talked about how often kidnappings happen.”

“I was angry,” Emily hissed. “Do you have kids? Let me tell you something, I have had my rights and my decision-making ability stripped away from me in the last year because of what I chose to do for a living. It’s sucked, and yeah, I was heated, but I would never take Amelia away from Eric. Never. She loves him.”

“Even though he took her away from you, in your opinion.”

“He didn’t take her away. We have fifty-fifty custody.”

His brow raised as he looked at a paper in front of him, clearing his throat. “You stole her from me. You are no better than the men I put behind bars. Karma will get you, though, Eric. It will come to rip out your heart like you’re doing to me.”

Her cheeks flushed.

“Did you send that to Mr. Kroft?”

She nodded. “It was when he first petitioned the courts for custody. I was distraught and drinking with girlfriends. I was heartbroken. Please,” Emily whispered. “I had nothing to do with this, and we are wasting time by sitting here. She could be anywhere by now.”

“Ms. Brown, do you know where your daughter is?”

She couldn’t hold herself together any longer as she burst into tears. Never in her life had she been forced to answer that question with such confidence. It was shattering her heart and soul. Every time Emily closed her eyes, she could see her little girl somewhere frightened and alone, wondering why her mother hadn’t come to save her yet. Emily’s hands were starting to shake as her stomach growled with enough enthusiasm that the detective noticed. She hadn’t eaten since the day before.

“No.”

“Did you have any part in her abduction?”

“No.”

The door opened, and one of the two men who had arrested her came in and bent over next to the detective, whispering into his ear. She couldn’t read the man’s expression, but her mind instantly went to the darkest place as she sucked in a breath. Her lungs couldn’t seem to get enough air. The long-dormant panic attacks she’d had as a teen started to resurface as she worked to calm herself when the officer left again.

“We’ve spoken with your former partner,” the man said. “He’s able to account for everything you’ve said so far.”

“Great, then you are clearing me as a suspect?”

“Tentatively, yes. Only because of your background on the force.”

There was something about the detective’s face that told her he was lying, or at the very least, he wasn’t telling her everything. His eyes continued to dart to the folder when he’d answered her, and he continuously clicked his pen. Her training taught her to look for certain traits, and his were screaming that he was lying. He was hiding something, and she was about to snap.

“Bullshit, what else have you found?” she hissed. “You just said I was cleared, so there is something else, and I have a right to know as the mother of an abducted child.”

He glared at her. “Deavers just posted from Cuba with a photo of his mother and daughter—”

“What did I tell you?” Emily snarled. “You’ve wasted time looking into him and me both. I swear to God if anything has happened to my daughter because of this—”

“We were following procedures, Officer. Take a minute to cool off before you join us in the conference room. I’d like to remind you that from this point forward, you are the victim’s mother, not a cop. If I think you’re crossing a line, I’ll have you pulled from duty so fast—”

“Save your threats,” she hissed. “Your men, hopefully, got my gun from the airport,” Emily snapped as she stood, tossing her badge onto the table. “You can have the fucking badge, too. I’m going to find my daughter, and I sure as hell don’t want anyone thinking it was as a cop for this shitty hellhole. Half those people out there are probably laughing, and the rest are probably helping to cover up what’s happening. Now, am I free to go or not?”

“I can’t legally hold you,” he muttered. “However, we would like to speak to you and Mr. Kroft and go over details and what we’ve found so far.”

Emily knew she had no choice but to go with the detective, even though every part of her wanted to run out of the building to go find her daughter. Anything could be happening to her now, and the more time they wasted, the less likely they were to find her alive. The last thing she wanted was to sit in a room with Eric while her daughter was missing, but she knew Detective Key wouldn’t tell her anything unless she did. Begrudgingly, she followed the detective into the other room.

“Take a seat and wait in there,” Keys said. “I’ll be back in a moment.”

Eric was on his feet, Conner next to him as she entered with the detective. It was Eric who rushed over to her first, asking if she was okay and where she was, but Emily ignored him as she sat down. She didn’t trust herself to break the silence inside of her for fear that she’d hit her ex-husband and be tossed into a holding cell for assault. He turned and spoke with the detective instead. Still, it stung to see Conner with him. He’d obviously been crying as much as she had. She wanted to run to the father figure and hold him tight, promising that everything was going to be okay, but she couldn’t. Emily didn’t have it in her to be anything but cold in that moment.

“I’m so sorry,” Eric whispered as he took the seat next to her. “I told them I didn’t know where you were, and I couldn’t get ahold of you…I just panicked.”

Emily said nothing, waiting for the officers to come back in and update her before she left to find her child.

“Please, Emmy…I had no idea they were going to arrest you. If this affects your job here, I’ll fix it. I just—”

“I don’t have a job anymore,” she snapped. “I don’t have anything in this town but my daughter, and the second I find my child, I’m going to get full custody, and you will never be able to put her in danger again. Do you hear me, Eric? This is your fault.”

At that moment, she felt good to release some of her inner turmoil, but when she looked at Eric, she could tell that she had wounded him. Her words had cut him deeply, and even though she firmly felt like it was his fault, she was ashamed that she had said them out loud. If he hadn’t let her walk, like she’d told him not to, Amelia would still be there with them now. Her heart ached for hurting the man she once had loved more than anything in the world, but she was consumed by her anger that the words had come out before she could stop them.

Before she could take back her words, the detective entered the room with Schon. She glared at them both and couldn’t wait to tell her former boss what she thought of him. From the red on his face, she knew the detective had given him her badge and told the man what she’d said. It felt good to know he couldn’t reprimand her. Emily glanced at her phone as the detective gave it back to her along with her belongings. It had been twenty hours since Eric first realized she was missing. Emily was giving the police officers thirty minutes before she left. Time was running out.
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“Since Ms. Brown is just being made aware of the situation, we are going to start from the beginning. Mr. Kroft, please let me know if there are any discrepancies. Mrs. Davis marked Amelia as a solo walker yesterday. She left the school at approximately three-forty, correct?”

“Yes,” Eric stammered. “I wasn’t supposed to be home until five, but Dad was having problems with the motor for the hot tub, so I took a half-day. We were working in the garage but had the heater on, so the door was closed. Amelia was excited to get it running. She said it was like a pool for the winter.”

“What did you do after that?”

“I waited and thought maybe she had gotten held up with her friends. It was a big deal for her to be walking. When she didn’t get there at four, I called the school.”

“Mrs. Davis said she spoke to you at exactly four, correct. She informed you that Amelia had left with the others?”

“Yeah, that’s right. So, I called Emmy a few times and didn’t get an answer….”

“We’ve got those records. How long did you look before calling the local department?”

“I called them at four-fifteen. It’s not a big city. We were able to drive everywhere pretty fast,” Eric said.

Emily sat silently as they spoke. She had nothing to offer. While her daughter was being snatched by a stranger, she was in a different state. A wave of guilt washed over her. If she’d just been there. It took everything she had not to break down again and instead focus her attention back on the conversation. Every detail was crucial.

“You placed the call to the operator at four-fifteen, and the police took over from there. Now, do either of you remember anything—”

“Wait,” Emily interjected. “That’s what he did, but what about you? What’s been done since then?”

The man pursed his lips. “Ma’am, we are doing everything in our power—”

She leaped to her feet and started for the door.

“She was walking home with that Paul boy,” Eric blurted out.

Emily froze as he continued.

“Schon talked with him and his mother; neither of them saw anything. They’ve got a door camera, and it shows him running to the porch right when he normally gets home. He said it was only a few houses, and Amelia was fine with walking the rest of the way—”

“But she wasn’t,” Emily whispered. “Was she, Eric? She wasn’t okay.”

“We’ve assembled a search party. They’ve been combing the area since we got the call, but this town is surrounded by forest. It’s going to take some time,” Detective Keys said.

“We don’t have time,” she snarled. “You know the numbers as well as I do.”

Emily stormed out of the room. There were so many emotions coursing through her that she didn’t know how to compartmentalize them. The plan hadn’t been thought through. The police had driven her to the precinct. Stomping out the main exit, she ignored the chief calling after her as she burst through the doors into the sunlight. Emily hadn’t been expecting the bitter cold, her body still under the assumption that they were in California. Grabbing her phone, she remembered they weren’t in a real city and a car service would take hours. She tugged on her jacket and started walking toward the school, but someone called after her. Begrudgingly, she stopped and turned as Conner jogged over to her.

“Emily…I’m so sorry…” he stammered.

She sighed. “Don’t be. This isn’t your fault.”

“This isn’t anyone’s fault, sweetheart,” he said. “I know how upset you are, and I was cussing up a storm when I found out how they brought you in, but what’s done is done. Let me at least give you a ride home.”

“I’m not going home,” she said.

He hesitated. “All right, well, let me give you a ride to the school.”

“How did you know?”

He shrugged. “It’s where I would go if I were in your position.”

“Thank you, Conner, but I don’t want to get you involved.”

“First off, that’s my granddaughter. If I didn’t get involved, I wouldn’t be much of a Pops. Secondly, if I were in your position, I would see a gift horse when it’s looking them in the face. You and I both know that folks around here aren’t…open…and you’re still a newcomer, but I’ve got some history here. Let me come with you—you’ll get more information, and you know it.”

Emily didn’t want to pull Conner into the middle of all of this, but she knew he was right. This town was so backward in its thinking that they probably wouldn’t even talk to her. On top of that, Conner wouldn’t do anything by the book. As she thought about it, she decided that someone like that might come in handy to get information in a way she couldn’t do herself. Plus, it would be nice to be around someone she cared about and who actually cared about her. She missed her old coworkers, especially at a time like this when everything seemed to be falling apart. She knew they’d have had her back.

“All right, fine,” she said. “But we’re doing this my way. Every minute we waste is one that Amelia might not have….”

Her words broke. Conner didn’t hesitate to pull her into his arms, where Emily broke down for a few minutes. It felt like the tears would never stop as long as she was warm and safe with him. Her heart wanted to be broken, and her mind wanted to pause what was happening and give herself time to process, but the nagging voice in her head, the officer, wouldn’t let her collapse. She stepped away from him as he started walking toward his car. Conner opened the passenger door just as the station's front doors opened, and Schon appeared at the top of the steps.

“Brown!” he yelled.

Emily rolled her eyes and climbed into the passenger seat, locking the door behind her as Conner got in on the other side. By the time the chubby man was jogging over to her door, they were pulling away from the curb. She couldn’t help but chuckle at Conner’s move. While she didn’t know the whole story, she’d known from day one that Conner didn’t like Schon. That alone was enough for her to always be able to count on him. Even during the messy custody and divorce battle, Conner had refused to take sides. Instead, Eric’s father had played a neutral safe zone for all three of them.

“Why don’t you like him?” Emily asked. “Chief Schon, that is?”

“I’m not usually one to talk about the ongoings of our police chief, but the man is a dirtbag,” Conner said.

“What do you mean?” Emily asked. “Aside from him being lazy and always hitting on me.”

“Well, I’ve seen him down at the local restaurant, hitting on waitresses. I’m not talking about nice compliments about the women’s looks, either. I’m talking about those dirty types of comments. He’s always telling them things he wants to do to them. It’s just disgusting.”

“I’d expect nothing less from the few things I’ve seen,” Emily said. “Why doesn’t anything ever happen to him?”

“Small town, Emily. He gets away with whatever he wants. Schon walks around like he’s happily married, but at the end of the day, he’s as crooked as they come. I’ve heard he gets to the edge of town, toward the bigger cities, and arrests prostitutes. Only they never get put into the system because he cuts his own deals with them.”

“I knew there was more to him. He’s always giving me creepy vibes. I just thought he hated women in general.”

Conner chuckled. “He does hate women, but only as employees and not in the bedroom. He’s got no problem with using his badge to get something.”

“Since we’re talking about dirty pasts, has anything like this happened before?” Emily asked.

“Not that I can recall. In all the years I’ve been here, I don’t remember any kidnappings ever happening. Overall, this really is a safe town, Emily.”

“Every town is a safe town until something happens that changes the people’s minds,” Emily stated. “So, nothing jumps out that you can remember?”

“Not at all, but Holly has a better memory for things like that,” Conner said. “You should ask her about that, honestly.”

As they came to a stop in front of the elementary school and Conner put his car in park, Emily took a deep breath to steady herself. As much as she wanted to be a concerned mother and frantic parent, she had to keep her head on straight. If her daughter’s abduction was in the hands of the officers she’d seen so far, Emily presumed to have no hope of saving Amelia. Conner asked if she was ready, and Emily nodded. It was going to take all her self-control to get her daughter back.
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“I’m sorry, Ms. Brown, I don’t know anything more than what I told Chief Schon. Maybe you should try talking with him?”

“I understand that,” she said calmly. “Would you mind telling me what you told him, though?”

Mrs. Davis frowned and looked at Conner, who gave her a pleading look. She sighed. “Fine, but this makes me very uncomfortable. I wish I could give you more to go on, but there was nothing out of the ordinary yesterday. Amelia joined the other walkers and left. I could see her as far as where she turned into the cul-de-sac.”

“She left with Paul, correct?” Emily asked.

Mrs. Davis nodded. “Yes, but I do hope that you aren’t going to harass that poor boy now. I’m sure if anything is found out, action will be taken.”

“That’s the problem, Mrs. Davis. No one seems as worried as they should. Do you know of anything like this happening before?”

“Heavens no! Of course, you’re the first ‘single mother’ we’ve had here in some time.”

Emily rolled her eyes. “Since when does my relationship status matter?”

Emily couldn’t believe she wasn’t getting any answers. Between the lies and the total lack of respect toward her, Emily was ready to blow her lid. Rather than cause a scene, she reverted back to her training. She started to go down the list of things she needed to do if it were someone else’s child she was looking for.

Technically, she already had a list of ideas. Thanks to her access to local reports, she already had a list of registered sex offenders in the area. Contrary to popular belief, that usually wasn’t the case, but it was always a possibility. She also remembered Amelia’s friend’s house had a door camera. She needed to ask others in the area if they also had cameras. She knew someone had to have seen something. Emily was so busy going over the list in her head that she didn’t even realize Conner had taken over the conversation.

“Thank you, Mrs. Davis. You’ll keep us in mind if you think of anything else?” Conner said.

“Of course, and please, both of you know that you are in our prayers. We will do whatever is needed to find her safe and sound. I know they’re gathering volunteers. You might think about joining up with them, Emily. It would do some good to see you out and about.”

“Ah, yes, why didn’t I think of that? Much better that I spend my time mingling as opposed to searching for my child.”

“I only mean—”

“Thank you, Mrs. Davis, for your vast insight,” Emily snapped as she spun around.

She knew the whole thing had been a waste of time. Mrs. Davis had told them the same thing that she had shared with the other officers, yet Emily had jumped down her throat. For a split second, she thought about going back to apologize, but she was already halfway to the car. Before she could reach for the handle, though, a familiar face caught her gaze. The woman hurried across the street, making a direct descent on Emily. Part of her thought about giving her a ticket for jaywalking before she realized she was no longer a police officer. The elderly woman was waving something in her hand.

“You! Officer!” Mrs. Fisher yelled. “I’ve got a bone to pick with you.”

She took a deep breath. “I’m sorry, ma’am, you’ll have to take it up with Chief—”

“I will not bother him while he’s working on a kidnapping case,” she snapped.

Emily’s jaw dropped. “You know it’s my kid who’s missing, right?”

“Of course,” Mrs. Fisher replied curtly. “But you’re not working the case, right? You still have a job to do. I want to know why on Earth I got this parking ticket!”

“Are you…are you kidding me right now?” Emily stammered, too shocked to think the woman was serious.

“Do I look like the type of person to joke around? Now, I was most certainly not parked in a handicap zone. The one behind me was but—”

“Lady, you’ve got some nerve,” she hissed, snatching the ticket from her hand. She tore it in half and shoved it into her pocket. “I don’t give a flying f—”

“Mrs. Fisher!” Conner said from behind her. “How nice to see you again. How are you holding up?”

Both women spun. The transformation in the woman standing next to her was instantaneous as she tucked the ticket into the handbag that dangled from her arm. Emily hated everything about the overbearing witch. She was dressed like it was the fifties, with an expensive fur coat draped over her shoulders despite never having left the small community in her life.

“Mr. Kroft, it’s nice to see you again. I’m doing okay. Craig was a planner, so there was really no fuss, though I did miss you at the service.”

“I apologize. I was in California at the time. Afterward, I wasn’t sure how long to wait before paying you a visit. I knew you’d be busy running the farm.”

“Well, you’re welcome to stop out any time. Though, the more times are changing, the more I wonder if I shouldn’t sell it all and move to Florida. You know we’ve got a timeshare down there, and I’d love for your son to meet my niece. You really should come to stay a while.”

Emily rolled her eyes. “For Christ's sake, Conner, I need to get going.”

“Right,” he quickly said. “Mrs. Fisher, it was nice to see you.”

“You too, Mr. Kroft, and please, let me know if there is anything I can do for you or Eric. I know how much it hurts to lose a child as a parent.”

“Our daughter is missing, you—”

Before she knew it, Conner was grabbing her arm and shoving her into the car. Had it been anyone else, she would have used their own weight against them, spun them around, and had them pinned to the vehicle in a matter of seconds, but Emily knew Conner was only trying to help. She would regret whatever she said to the woman, just as she had with Mrs. Davis. Conner was saving her from herself, but she still sat, fuming in the front seat as he climbed in.

The idea that the woman was more concerned about a parking ticket than the safety of a neighborhood child still baffled Emily. She was starting to feel like the whole town had lost their minds. She was pissed, and her blood was boiling. If she had to listen to that woman question her for even just a few more seconds, they’d have been arresting her.

If Conner hadn’t been there to pull her back, she might have done something she would have regretted later. Suddenly, the idea of bringing Conner along seemed like a brilliant idea. He had already interfered twice so that she didn’t do anything rash. Emily knew she would have to watch herself. She’d do anything to find her little girl, and a bunch of old-fashioned free thinkers wasn’t about to stop her.

“Can you believe the nerve of some people?” Emily asked.

“You know, Mrs. Fisher might seem a little old-fashioned, but she’s got a good heart.”

“A good heart? She didn’t care at all that Amelia was missing. Jesus, Conner, she was more worried about a damn parking ticket!”

“I know. You have to understand, though. She lost her husband to a heart attack about six months ago. I think she’s struggling to fill that time in her life.”

“She’s a monster; they all are.”

“Listen, she is a great contact for you to have. Mrs. Fisher heads up multiple local charities and organizations. Having her on your side would be really helpful. The town just needs to see you in a positive light, that’s all.”

“They act like I’m going to hell just because I’m divorced. You know they talk about me, and now, the whole town probably thinks I had something to do with this.”

“That’s not true, Emily. I’m sorry you feel like everyone here is against you, but you have to look at it from their point of view as well. They only know what the rumor mill has generated, and that’s the fact that you went missing and Amelia is gone. I think there was a nugget of truth in what was said earlier; we can help if we look for her.”

Emily cringed. It was the same thing she’d told countless people in the past when their child had gone missing. Keep looking; don’t give up hope. It was all a lie to keep concerned citizens out of the detective's way while they did the real work. Still, there was no changing Conner’s mind. He would never believe that anyone in Beaker Point had anything to do with her daughter's kidnapping. As she started to compile a list of things she needed to do in her head, she thanked Conner for the ride and promised she’d be available whenever he or Eric had an update.
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No sooner had he pulled out of the driveway than she saw Eric’s familiar black SUV pull down the road in her direction. Her entire body tensed. Emily thought about going into the house and locking the door, but she knew Amelia would be everywhere. Her things were strewn across the empty house where she should have been later that day. Emily felt like her heart was being shattered all over again. Who knew what was happening to her child while she was thinking about other things, petty things, like a mean local or snubbing her ex? She folded her arms across her chest and waited for him in the front yard. He approached her with caution.

“Have they found something?” she asked.

He shook his head. “No, I just wanted to talk. Do you think we can go inside?”

“Why? So, you can search for yourself that she’s not there? Maybe I’ve got her hidden away in a closet somewhere. Did they search those, too?”

“Emily,” he pleaded, “please stop acting like this. I know you’re hurting. I am, too. I just want to talk.”

“You mean you don’t want to talk out here anymore? Where the neighbors can hear us? Everyone in this hellscape is happy to point the finger at me. Why not give them a good show, huh?”

He sighed and started to walk away. “Whatever. If you want to be like this, then fine. Enjoy being alone. I’m going to find our daughter.”

Emily groaned. “I’m sorry, all right? You can come inside.”

Even before she could think, she was making snide comments and starting fights. Again, Emily found herself regretting being mean to Eric. It wasn’t like she wouldn’t be acting the same way toward herself if she was him. Still, she couldn’t help but blame him for everything. She still couldn’t help but feel bad for the way she was treating him.

As they walked into the house, Emily realized this was the first time Eric had been inside her house. Even though her house was never dirty, she suddenly became very aware of the clothes in the hamper and a few dishes she hadn’t gotten to yet. Why did her mind keep going back to things that shouldn’t matter? She knew, in the back of her mind, that the only reason she was worried about her house looking dirty was that she didn’t want Eric to see her fail. She felt like any sign of weakness, including unfinished laundry, would make her feel like he had won. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.

Grabbing a few shirts she had draped over the back of an armchair to dry, she offered Eric something to drink, but he declined. She sat down on the sofa across from him, unsure of what to say as the awkward silence continued to grow. Every second that passed was another that Amelia could be fighting for her life. She knew Eric understood the urgency.

“Listen,” he muttered, “I know that things this morning were bad. I just…I’m so sorry, Emily. I really am. When I called the police, it was after trying to call you half a dozen times and coming over here.”

“You were here?” she asked.

He nodded. “Mrs. Ivy next door is the one who told me you’d gone back to California.”

“What?” Emily stammered.

Her mind raced as she pulled out her phone. She’d completely forgotten about the text she’d sent to her neighbor before leaving for California. It had been brief, not wanting to worry the woman. Last-minute emergency in California will be back to grab Amelia. The poor woman must have been beside herself with worry. Emily made a mental note to stop over as soon as she was done with Eric. To Mrs. Ivy’s credit, she hadn’t set off a panic, though, nor did it seem she’d shared the information with the police.

She cringed. “Son of a—yeah…I did message her. I didn’t want her to worry when she didn’t see me today. I’m sorry, too, for blowing up at the station. I guess I let my emotions get the best of me. I just know that we have to find her, Eric, and it doesn’t feel like anyone in this town is doing anything to help. You know that every minute—”

“That passes is a minute closer to never finding her. Don’t forget we were married for a long time. I’ve seen how these cases go. I don’t feel like Keys and Schon are telling me everything, and they are wasting our time.”

“Wow, we are on the same page for once. That doesn’t happen often. You know this town better than me. Anyone stand out to you? What about registered sex offenders?”

“None that I know of…well, except Ricky, but I’m not worried about him.”

“Ricky? Who is that? Right now, we need to worry about everyone. So, who is he?”

“He’s Tasha Ingram’s boy. I guess he’s not much of a ‘boy’ anymore, but him even registering was a joke; we all thought it. He was eighteen and got caught fooling around with a sixteen-year-old girl from a different city. Her parents threw a big fit, and he ended up getting probation and has to register for the next twenty-five years. The whole thing was insane. The best part? He ended up marrying the girl and volunteers as a coach for the girl’s youth softball team.”

“I’m sorry, but all I’m hearing is that a registered sex offender spends his time with little girls and now ours is missing. Sounds sketchy if you really think about it.

“I was only—” Just as Eric was about to finish his sentence, he stopped and started to think.

Emily could tell he was going through all the scenarios in his head, slowly realizing that everyone he knew could be a possible suspect. She watched as his eyes grew bigger, and he fumbled with his hands in his pockets. Emily had seen it on the faces of several parents with missing children. Parents would try to rationalize the situation before coming to their senses and giving up information they had deemed irrelevant. Slowly, they’d give up an uncle’s name or some friend who would lead them to the kidnapper. It was almost always someone they knew and least expected.

Emily knew she would have to keep pressing him. As his mind started to wander toward people he knew could be suspects. She quickly walked over to the desk drawer and grabbed a pen and pad of paper. She needed to know everything that he could think of; notes just made it easier.

“I guess we could go talk to him. Anything could be helpful, even if it’s determining that they had nothing to do with any of it.”

“We are going to talk to all of them,” Emily said, walking back from the desk. “Just because we don’t find out any new information doesn’t mean we didn’t learn anything.”

She quickly pulled out her phone and brought up the state’s database for registered offenders. It was public access, but people rarely bothered. Most of the time, they just watched their children. Even though she knew Eric was a great father, there was still a lingering resentment over what had happened. Amelia had been too young to be walking alone, far too young in a town that obviously wasn’t safe. She kept the search radius big but not enough to include the next city over at thirty miles away. People noticed when a kid went missing in rural America. The chances that it was someone they knew were higher than any other odds, and that was what she planned to focus on.

“There are five of them in a twenty-five-mile radius of here,” Emily said. “That includes your friend, Ricky.”

“He’s not my friend,” Eric muttered. “So, what, we just stroll up to all these men and ask them if they took…if they took our daughter?” His voice cracked.

Emily heard his voice crack; hers had too several times throughout the day. She felt for Eric, and she wished she could make him feel better. Nothing could do that, though, for either of them. They were coming up on the twenty-four-hour mark, and he was just realizing what that really meant. The longer she was gone, the harder it would be and the less likely they were to find her. She wanted to cry, and everything inside of her wanted to break down and let it happen, but they were running out of time.

“Not at all. I can look up their case files from my laptop if you want to work on a list of everyone Amelia might have had contact with since we’ve been here. We are going to narrow the list down, and one by one, we’ll interrogate everyone in town if we have to. I promise you, Eric, we are going to find our little girl no matter what it takes.”
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“All right, so we are able to remove two of the five right away. The first one, your friend, Ricky—”

“Still not my friend,” Eric growled.

“Right, well, he’s about as clean as they come. I don’t think we need to have him at the top of the list. I did a background check on him, and he’s got three kids and about zero free time. Plus, a quick social media prowl told me he was coaching over at the middle school when Amelia went missing.”

“Well, I guess that’s good…or is it? I don’t know anymore.”

“Next on the list was Arthur Anderson. I had to dig a little further to clear his name, but by all accounts, it was a classic tale of a woman scorned. The poor bastard married the wrong woman, and when he realized she was nuts and tried to leave, she got her daughter to claim a bunch of trumped-up charges. Kid was already messed up from his own life and didn’t have the money or manpower to know better when the local law offered him a plea deal.”

“Tough break,” Eric said.

“You’d be surprised how the system ends up screwing the less fortunate more times than not.”

“You know you’re a police officer working for that same system, right?”

“Yeah, but I’m a human first, and hearing stories like Ricky’s and Arthur’s always gets me. Their lives were changed forever because someone with money threw a tantrum. That’s not right. Anyway, those were the only two I could clear without question. The other three, well, they don’t seem so cut and dry.”

“So, what do we do now?” Eric asked.

“Now? We go ask questions.”

They left for the first address on the list a few minutes later, with Eric behind the wheel and Emily armed with chargers, notepads, and her laptop in the passenger seat. It was strange to be alone with him in any circumstance, but the pressure and pain of searching for Amelia only added to the awkward tension. She knew she had to do something to break it. Clearing her throat, she started reading off information about the first man’s house they were going to. As she’d hoped, it broke some of the awkwardness, even if the tension remained.

“This guy spent fifteen years in prison for assaulting an underage girl. His name’s Chester Faber. He’s been out for the last ten years and has been a model citizen until last month when a woman at a diner called the police because he was staring at her daughter in a manner that made her uncomfortable.”

“That seems a bit like an extreme reaction,” Eric said.

“Not when he showed up there and stared for five days straight. The girl’s mom is a waitress there, so her daughter was always there after school.”

“Got it. So why isn’t he back in jail then?”

“They can’t really arrest someone for looking, unfortunately. He was banned from the restaurant, and a call was put in to his parole officer.”

“You know, I don’t think that information was something you found on social media….”

Emily knew she didn’t find any of that information on social media and it wasn’t public information. With Schon in charge and already hating her, she had no idea how long her login would stay active at the precinct. She decided it was best not to jinx it, and she ignored the statement altogether.

“So, what about your list? Did you come up with anything?” Emily asked.

“Not really, but I don’t know. I mean, according to you, everyone is a suspect. You’ve got Mr. Belpre, the principal….”

“Do you really think he’s a suspect?” Emily asked.

“Well, no, but I don’t know what you’re looking for, either.”

“Anyone who appears a little too interested in the children, or maybe someone you’ve seen that you don’t know in town. It could be anyone.”

“Or someone could have already taken her out of town…. We don’t know where she is, Emily.”

“It’s going to be okay. This isn’t the only thing we’re going to do. Michael is already working on getting some friends from the media down here. We are going to find her.”

“I didn’t know you’d told anyone,” Eric whispered. “I haven’t been able to tell anyone without breaking down.”

“I didn’t,” she admitted. “He heard about it through the first responder’s network he has. You know how it goes. Someone knows someone who heard something. After I was arrested on the plane—”

“Jesus, I’m so sorry, Emmy….”

“It’s okay. They were just doing their jobs. Anyway, word spread pretty fast. So, he’s working on things from that end; we are running names here. We are going to find her. You just have to keep that hope alive, Eric.”

“How are you so strong?”

She chuckled. “I’m not, trust me.”

Eric’s question made her question her own strength. She began to go through all the mistakes she had made that could have led to Amelia’s disappearance. She wondered if she had never gone to California, would she have been able to prevent her daughter's kidnapping. Suddenly, she began to feel weak and helpless. Her daughter was out there somewhere. Scared and alone.

The thought alone sickened her. She didn’t know what she would do if Amelia never came home. A rush of emotions ran through her, and she could feel the tears beginning to form at the corners of her eyes. She cursed herself for feeling so weak, if only for a moment. She quickly turned her head, hoping he hadn’t seen her.

Wiping her eyes, she snapped herself out of it, knowing she had to be strong for Amelia. She knew she couldn’t give up, not even a little. She quickly said a prayer. She asked God to watch over her and to keep her safe. She hoped she was staying strong. Amelia had to know her mother was coming. She was bringing hell with her, too. Thinking about her daughter and all the possibilities made her sick to her stomach. Mentally, she was holding on, but her body didn’t want to cooperate with her mind. She closed her eyes and pushed the feeling in her stomach back. For Emily, this was no time to show any weakness.

“Hey,” Eric whispered, “come back to me.”

“Sorry. I don’t think I’m strong at all. I just know that we’re going to find her; we have to find her.”

“Listen, with you working the case, I know we’re going to find her, and once we do, we’ll take a vacation back to California for a while.”

“She’ll like that,” Emily said. “I should have taken her with me this time. I know you’d have been fine with it. If I’d just asked, not been so stubborn….”

“Hey, we can’t do that,” Eric said. “Do you know how much I’ve been beating myself up over this? I’m the one who let her walk home. I should have listened to you…. I’m so sorry, Emily.”

The list of everything terrible she had said or done to Eric went through her head. Strong? Every time someone had withheld information or things weren’t going her way, she would snap. At least Eric wasn’t going around town, making enemies. Yet, she continued to blame him, even when she had every opportunity to stop it herself. Only in retrospect, though, and she knew she couldn’t change that.

Regret crept in once again. She knew she had been too hard on him, and no matter how much she wanted to blame him, it wasn’t Eric’s fault. Abductions happen all the time, and nobody can foresee them. Emily knew that when somebody planned on snatching someone, nothing could stop them. It could happen to anyone at any time. The only thing Eric had done was allowed a growing girl the little bit of freedom she had earned. She knew there was only one thing she could do for him.

“Stop it,” she whispered. “This isn’t your fault. Look at Beaker Point. It’s one of the safest places in the country. I see moms who leave their strollers outside when the temperature is right and they want to step in for some coffee. Who else does that? Kids play together without adults all the time. You did nothing wrong.”

“Thank you,” Eric said. “You don’t know how much it means to hear you say that.”

The conversation died down as the GPS directed them into the driveway on the right. She tried not to let her stomach roll when she saw the dilapidated trailer surrounded by trash. The closer they got, the harder it became. Three malnourished dogs were tied to various trees, barking ferociously at them as they rolled to a stop. When a man emerged in nothing but boxers with a shotgun in his hands, Emily wished she’d kept her badge and gun once again.
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“Hi, there!” Emily said with as much fake cheer as she could muster. “I hope we aren’t intruding. I’m sorry about this. Are you Chester?”

“Depends on whose asking, you a cop? Don’t try lying to me now; I can tell.”

She smiled. “I can promise you, I am not a cop.”

“What about your boyfriend there?”

“Ex-husband, and he’s not a cop, either.”

“What do you want?”

“Our daughter is missing,” Emily said.

His eyes grew wide, a look of fear in them mingled with anger. Instantly, Emily knew he wasn’t the man that they were looking for. He appeared genuinely shocked by the news. Her heart dropped. Just once, she wanted her instincts to be wrong, but in her gut, she knew the truth. Despite her intuition, Emily knew she had to press him and be sure. Any room for oversight could result in her daughter’s death.

“I don’t know nothing about that, nothing,” he muttered. “Not that girl from the diner, I hope. I never meant to upset no one, and I never talked to her, not once.”

“No, not the girl from the diner. Now, I’m not a cop, but I know they’ll probably follow up here. Mind telling me where you were yesterday around three?”

“I was over at the shop, working on my pickup. There were three other fellas renting space, and the owner was bullshitting with me the whole time. Stayed there from about one to damn near ten, trying to replace a busted rim.”

“Thank you, Chester. Would you mind giving me the name of the garage? I won’t tell them what it’s about. It sure would put my mind at ease.”

“Course,” he muttered.

Emily jotted down the name before thanking him again and climbing into the car where she’d told Eric to wait. He listened as she quickly told him everything she’d learned before calling the garage where he claimed he was. Sure enough, Chester had been telling the truth. She programmed the next address into the car's GPS before crossing the first name off the list. They had to keep searching, no matter what.

“The next man is Ryan Fremont. He did six years for soliciting a minor. He just got out a few days ago. He’s young, too, so he probably won’t be nearly as cooperative.”

“How do you do that?” Eric asked.

“What are you talking about?”

“You just look at someone and know if they are telling the truth. I’ve always wondered.”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. I just look at the way people move; what makes them tick, you know? It’s not something I can explain, really. People have ‘tells’ that give them away.”

“Like in poker?”

Emily chuckled. “Yeah, but it’s real life. They don’t do it on purpose. It’s nothing they can control. Maybe it is sometimes. I’m sure if I was put up against someone who lied professionally, I’d be as stumped as the rest of you. It comes in handy on the everyday stuff, though.”

“I hope this isn’t our new every day,” Eric said. “I miss our little girl. I just can’t stop thinking about all the things she could be going through.”

“You can’t do that,” Emily quickly said. “You cannot let that fear get in your head. We have to assume she is safe and maybe just got lost. Why hasn’t that been a consideration?”

“Because we all know she wouldn’t do something like that. No matter what, we know that she’s not wandering around the woods.”

“Thank God for that,” Eric said. “It’s getting cold out there. That puffy jacket is cute and all, but I don’t know what good it’s going to do once the temperatures drop.”

“She’s going to be fine,” Emily reassured him as much as herself.

Even as the words came out, they felt like a lie. She didn’t feel like her daughter was fine, and she prayed that her daughter wasn’t out in the cold. The idea that she could be outside made her cringe. She quickly put her mind back to the task at hand.

She had no backup plan yet. If suspects on the sex offender register didn’t come up with anything, Emily didn’t yet know where she was going. She had known from the beginning that it wasn’t likely going to be a sex offender, but she had to go through the process in order to eliminate them from the list of suspects. Something kept nagging at her, telling her she was missing something. Emily couldn’t figure it out, but she wasn’t giving up.

She quickly went over the list of all the things that she did know. What time she left school. The last time she was seen. There wasn’t much to go off of, and she couldn’t bear to go over the list of things she didn’t know about. Just as she was getting ready to start blaming herself, her phone rang. Looking down at the caller ID, she sighed. If she didn’t need to know if he had found anything, she would have declined the call and been done with it.

“What?” she growled.

“This is Chief—”

“I know who it is, Schon. What do you want? Have you found something out? Is it Amelia?”

“You need to come down here right now. I’m not going to chase you all over the county while you harass people. Do you hear me? I’ll throw you both right in jail.”

“I talked to a pedophile; get off your high horse.”

“Excuse me? Who the hell are you calling a pedophile? Mrs. Fisher is about to file a formal complaint against you, and if that happens, I’ll have your badge!”

She burst into laughter. “Are you daft? I already quit, asshole! Now don’t call me again unless you have information on my daughter.”

Emily ended the call. Eric gave her a sideways glance.

“Don’t ask. That crazy-ass Mrs. Fisher again. She called the chief to complain about me. When did a parking ticket—you know what? Never mind. I shouldn’t be letting an old woman get the best of me.”

He chuckled. “You shouldn’t be so hard on her; she’s done a lot of good for the community. As a matter of fact, she can tell you just about everything you’d ever wanted to know about Beaker Point and its inhabitants. She’d be an asset in finding our daughter.”

“You know, you sound just like your father. I don’t think she’d give me a glass of water if my uniform were on fire.”

“I don’t see why. You have such a pleasant attitude about her.”

“She’s a nuisance,” Emily muttered. “Granted, I lost my cool with her, but I really would have to say that she was asking for it.”

Between Conner and Eric, both of them had told her that she should go easier on Mrs. Fisher. To Emily, the woman was as outrageous as they came. She had no regard for people’s feelings, and she came off as an annoying rich woman who was used to always getting her way.

Now that she had been told twice, she was starting to get the feeling she should give the woman a chance. Especially if she could be as much help as the two men had claimed. She’d have to put the thought to rest until later. For now, they were headed to the next address.

They pulled into the next address, which ended up being an apartment complex on the edge of a neighboring town. She’d only found the actual number after using the police database she wasn’t supposed to access anymore. Given the circumstance, she’d be happy to face the consequences after finding her daughter. She climbed up two flights of steps before finding the right door. No sooner had she tapped once than it creaked open of its own volition.

Immediately, she reached for the gun she no longer had on her hip as she called out the man’s name. There was no response. The hairs on the back of her neck were standing on end as she stepped inside. It was a single-bedroom apartment that stank of pot and rotting food. Peeking around the corner to the kitchen, she immediately put her arm over her nose and mouth. The smell was ten times stronger than it had been seconds before in the living room.

The man’s body had been there for several days at least. The cool temperatures in the living room had kept the smell from leaking out of the apartment, but two large windows without blinds faced into the kitchen, heating the room enough to start the decaying process. There were track marks up and down his arms. She didn’t need to be a police officer to know what had happened. With a bit too much freedom and probably some money from friends and family, the man had celebrated his release a little too hard, costing him his life and eliminating him as a suspect.
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“We can’t just call it in and leave,” Eric stammered. “Isn’t there a law against that or something?”

“I’m sure somewhere out there, someone will be butthurt about it, but right now, we don’t have the six hours we’re going to spend tied up in this.”

“Don’t you think you’re exaggerating just a little bit?”

“No, I’m not. Our daughter is missing, Eric. I hacked a police database to access that dead man’s information, and while any idiot can see he’s been dead for hours, they are going to have a lot of questions.”

“Jesus,” Eric stammered.

Emily knew immediately why Eric was upset, but she knew everything that would come from sticking around and it would be a total waste of time. Time they were running out of if they went by statistics, which she was keeping in the back of her mind.

She sighed as she entered the last sex offender’s address into her GPS. After several more minutes, Eric finally put the car into drive and made his way out of the apartment complex. Emily dialed the emergency number and gave an anonymous report on the body. Giving them the address and description of the body, she hung up.

“I still can’t believe we are doing this,” Eric said. “We just left a body back there.”

“How long did you live in California, again? You know that was not that big of a deal, right?”

“Man, I know you are a cop and everything, but you’ve at least got to be grateful we live in a place where something like that isn’t common anymore.”

“No, but kidnappings are, and that’s all I care about right now. He’s already dead, and from the way his report read, it’s no great loss to the world.”

“Right.”

Emily looked out the window after crossing the man’s name off her list. With only one name left, she knew they had to have more suspects. Someone knew something. Thinking about Angie Fisher again, she hated to admit that it might be time to ask the community for help, but it drove her insane. Looking over the man’s details, she knew it wouldn’t be long before they were at the farm where he lived. She’d saved the worst for last, though not by choice. They had started at the offender who lived farthest away, moving closer with each profile. Bentley Forsythe was thirty-five; he’d been released a year prior.

“What do we know about this guy?” Eric finally asked.

“He did time for sexual assault and child pornography. Of the three, he’s definitely someone we should keep an eye on when we find Amelia.”

“Great,” he muttered. “I had no idea this place had gone downhill so much.”

“Now you’re starting to sound like your friend, Angie Fisher,” Emily said. “Look, these people and this sort of thing have always been here and around. The only difference is that now we have the tools at our fingertips to uncover them.”

“I think I liked it better when we were in the dark.”

“You and me both. We can’t go back now, though,” she whispered.

They pulled into the last driveway that extended a good quarter-mile until a small house appeared. There was a man chopping firewood off to the side, two little girls playing just inside the house through a window. As soon as she stepped out of the car, she knew it was a mistake. As quickly as she had exited, she climbed back in and took a deep breath.

“Look at his wife in the doorway; she was glaring at me. She already sees me as a threat. You’re going to have to be the one to talk with him.”

Eric gasped. “There’s no way I can do that. I wouldn’t even know what to say or ask. How do you even start a conversation like that?”

“It’s the only way, Eric,” Emily said. “Just go up there and pretend you’re new to the area. Tell him you’re a registered offender, and you had been questioned about the kidnapping, and if that doesn’t work, you can always tell him that you’re trying to find like-minded people to be around.”

Even though he appeared to be thinking about it, Emily could tell Eric was still hesitant, but they had no other choice. She had read the woman’s expression and knew she wouldn’t get twenty feet from the car before she’d start some crazy conversation about staying away from her husband. She’d seen that look a hundred times, and not once had it gone well for her. All she could think about was saving her daughter. Suddenly she realized that was her way in. It was the only thing she knew that could get Eric to do what he needed to. No matter what, he’d do anything for her.

“Think about Amelia, and the rest will happen naturally. We have to do whatever it takes, and we have to do it this way. I’ll be right here, okay?” Emily promised.

Eric didn’t say anything and opened the door. She watched as he walked up to the man. She wished she still had her gun in case anything went wrong, but she had faith that Eric could do what needed to be done.

The conversation was a short one. Eric’s years of acting in college and high school had paid off. She was impressed when she watched him walk nervously up to the man, looking around as if he expected to get jumped or arrested at any moment. Before climbing back into the car, Emily noticed the two men shook hands. He said nothing as he started the car and backed out with a little more speed than Emily would have. She knew something had spooked her ex-husband.

“Are you going to share with the class?” Emily asked.

“He was at the hospital with his wife,” Eric said. “She was having their third child.”

“How nice for them,” she muttered.

Eric put on his seatbelt and threw the car into drive. He was angry, and he hadn’t told her everything about the conversation. He peeled out down the driveway and onto the road before the car kicked sideways, nearly throwing her into the glass. Whatever was said clearly had an impact on Eric’s attitude. Emily couldn’t think of a single time she had seen him that angry, and Emily was really curious.

“You want to tell me what’s going through your mind?” she asked softly.

He shook his head. “You don’t want to know.”

“I really do,” Emily said. “I mean that, Eric. We can’t get through this without each other. Don’t shut me out now.”

“The way he looked at those little girls in there…I just…it got to me. I knew he didn’t have Amelia but just thinking about them and her and—”

“Hey,” Emily interjected, “you can’t go down that rabbit hole, do you hear me? Our little girl is a fighter. She is strong and smart. She’s got the best of both of us.”

A tear fell down his cheek. She wanted to wrap her arms around him and cry but knew it would only bring more confusion. Her hand twitched in the direction of his where it rested on the shifter, but she tucked it under her leg instead. Emotions were running high as it was. She couldn’t let herself get confused.

“So, what’s next?” Eric asked.

“We are one step closer, and we just eliminated a good number of people. We know it wasn’t one of them. Who are the people closest to her here?”

“You, me, and Pops, that’s about it,” Eric said. “You don’t think Dad had something to do with it, do you?”

She chuckled. “No, of course not. I love that old man, and he doesn’t have a mean bone in his body.”

“I can’t believe I’m saying this, but did you run checks on the school staff?”

Emily nodded. “You better believe it. The second that we got stuck in this hellhole.”

“Anything?”

“No, a few misdemeanors and a pot bust, but nothing to worry about if you ask me. I don’t know where to go next, to be honest. Unless we can talk to Paul and his mother again.”

“She’s a nice enough lady, but this has everyone shaken. All we can do is ask.”

“I agree,” Emily said. “If that doesn’t work, we’ll start back at the school and walk the route she would take home.”

“Thank you,” Eric said. “I know this is killing us both, but I don’t think I could handle it if you weren’t with me.”

Emily said nothing as they headed for the quiet town they both called home. Her heart ached to hold Amelia as she ran the possible suspects through her head. It was a short list, and she was kicking herself for not making friends from day one.
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Eric parked his car in the driveway, and they walked to the boy’s house who had been with Amelia moments before she was abducted. She had no idea what to expect, but when Eric knocked on the door and the attractive woman smiled at her ex, a surge of jealousy coursed through her. It was amplified when the woman noticed Emily standing behind him and the smile dropped. Her ex was a good-looking man, and she wanted nothing more than for him to be happy, in theory.

“Hey, Valerie, how are you doing?” Eric asked.

“I think I’m the one who should be asking you that. I take it you haven’t found her yet?” the woman asked. Her eyes flicked to Emily when she spoke, though.

It was obvious she’d thought the same as all the others, that she’d taken Amelia and ran off. She shoved her hands into her pockets to keep the woman from seeing her rage. The last thing she wanted was for the woman not to cooperate. Taking a deep breath, she forced herself to smile. The woman didn’t seem impressed and turned her attention back to Eric.

“No, she’s still missing. I know the police have already talked to you and Paul, but I was really hoping you’d go through it one more time with us.”

“I don’t know—”

“I want to help, Mommy. Amelia was my friend. She made the other kids stop calling me names.”

Valerie sighed. “All right, sweetheart. If you want to help, we will. Listen, yesterday was like any other day. He was excited to walk with Amelia, like you and I talked about, Eric. You know we never did finish our coffee.”

“I’ll have to owe you one,” Eric replied.

Emily felt a wave of heat rush through her at the implication. She wasn’t blinded to the smile Valerie flashed Eric, either. Counting backward from ten, Emily focused on Eric. When she realized Eric was smiling back, she turned her attention to the little boy. He was looking at her quizzically. Emily lowered herself to his level and smiled. The conversation between the two stopped immediately. They were no longer her focus, though. Her attention was locked on the little boy, the last person to see her daughter before Amelia had gone missing. Whatever he’d seen might be the key to everything. She would deal with Eric and Valerie later.

“Hi, Paul. Do you remember me?” she asked.

He nodded. “You’re Amelia’s mom. She said you were a police officer. Are you going to find her?”

“You bet I am. Would you like to show me the way you two walked home that day? Mommy and Eric can come, too.”

His eyes grew wide, and he nodded enthusiastically. She didn’t wait for the mother to agree before Paul darted down the steps alongside her. Emily wasn’t concerned with him running ahead of the group. She wanted to start the walk on the way back. By the time they reached the school, Paul was chatting Emily up like they were old friends. Her heart ached for Amelia. She forced herself to smile, but on the inside, she was devastated it wasn’t her child next to her.

“All right, are you ready to get started?” she asked him.

Paul nodded. “Yep! So, we started here and walked through the crosswalk.”

“Good job. Now, did you see anyone hanging around that isn’t normally there?”

He shook his head. “No, but I wasn’t really paying attention to anything but Mrs. Thompson, the crosswalk helper for the day.”

“Well, that’s a very smart thing to do. Ready?”

They walked through the crosswalk. When they reached the other side of the road, Paul paused and thought for a second before jumping to the other side of the sidewalk. Every instinct Emily had was to pull him back so she was on the outside. She tried to step around him, but he crossed his arms and stopped dead in his tracts.

“You said we had to do it just the way we did before. Well, I was on the outside because I was bigger, and that’s what good friends do.”

Emily laughed. “You are right once again, sir. I apologize. Were there any cars that went by while you were walking?”

“No, it was quiet like always. Things are always boring here. Amelia said you guys moved from California. What was that like? Mom won’t even let me leave the state….”

“Paul,” Valerie scolded from behind.

Emily grinned. “All right, so then you got to the first crossing, and you looked both ways. Then what did you do?”

“Well, we reached the corner here, and since my house is right there, Amelia said I could go ahead. Is this my fault?”

“Oh, sweetheart, of course not!” Emily assured him. “I promise you; this wasn’t anyone’s fault.”

Valerie cleared her throat, and Emily rose back to her feet; her eyes leveled at the woman. Eric must have seen the look in her eyes. He quickly thanked Valerie and ushered Emily to the other side of the street despite his house only being a few houses down. It infuriated her that he knew her so well. She needed to walk off her anger, but the small circle of houses wasn’t going to cut it. Despite the sidewalk ending as the city lane turned to a country road after the housing complex, she started walking down the berm of the road.

“Emily, where are you going?” Eric asked, trying to catch up.

Emily stopped. “I’m going to find our daughter. Why don't you just go back to Valerie? Get that cup of coffee you want so bad.”

“What are you talking about? I was just being polite. She’s been a real help to me since I moved back.”

“Sure picked a good time to flirt. We’re supposed to be out here looking for Amelia, trying to figure out what happened. All you care about is getting in that woman’s bed. I saw the way you two looked at each other. Don’t you think you need to get your head in the game?”

“My head is in the game. Maybe you’re the one who needs to focus. Why are you so worried about what I’m doing? You never got jealous like that when we were together. All of a sudden, you want to make a big deal about who I’m talking to? She is a friend. Paul is Amelia’s friend, and we talk mostly because of that.”

“Jealous?” Emily snapped. “I’m not jealous. I can see, Eric. I’m not blind, but while I’m looking for answers, you’re trying to get a date.”

Emily turned and started to walk again, this time at a quicker pace. She felt like she needed time to clear her head still, and this little nook was doing her no good. She kept her head down, trying to fight the tears as she walked. Eric called after her, but she ignored him. It was fine if he couldn’t keep up. She would come back eventually. She just didn’t know what else to do. They were already a day behind the kidnapper, and she wasn’t getting anywhere on the case. She only stopped when the tears had blurred her vision so much that she couldn’t see. Instantly she felt Eric’s arms around her, but she didn’t fight it.

“Emily, it’s going to be all right.”

“How’s it going to be all right? Huh? You tell me how everything is going to be okay,” Emily said.

“We’re going to find her. We’re going to find her, and everything is going to work out.”

“I don’t know, Eric.” She sniffed. “I don’t know where else to look. I don’t even know who else to talk to at this point.”

“We’ll keep moving forward, Emily. We’ll ask everyone again, and we’ll keep looking. I’ll take you wherever you want to go, but I know we’ll find her.”

“How could you possibly know we’re going to find her? Everything has been a dead end up to this point. Right now, I have nothing more to go off of. I just wish we could find a sign. Something to point us in the right direction. How could no one have seen her get taken, Eric? How is that possible?”

“It’s a small town. I don’t know how she got taken and nobody saw anything. I’ll tell you what I do know,” Eric sighed. “I know we’ll find our baby girl because she has a mother like you who won’t give up. You might not have the answers now, but I know you won’t stop looking. That’s how I know we’ll find her.”

“I hope so.”

The tears came like a waterfall, and Eric reached into his pocket and pulled out a small pack of tissues. He handed it to her. She smiled and fished one out, but as she tried to close the packet, it tumbled from her hands. Bending down to pick it up, something near the woods caught her eye. It was a glimmer against the sunshine. She squinted and gasped. Springing down the slope, she screamed out Amelia’s name, hoping the child was near, but no reply came. Without thinking, she grabbed the unicorn backpack she’d spotted from the road and looked it over. It looked the same as the last time she’d packed it.


14



“Now tell me again how you just happened to be walking along and found it?” Schon growled.

Emily glared at him. “I wasn’t ‘walking along,’ I was looking for any clues of my daughter’s, you know, the job you are supposed to be doing but are failing at. Who the hell was in charge of canvassing the area? Because they did a shit job.”

Schon’s face turned bright red, his eyes darting to Detective Keys before he stormed away, motioning for Eric and the others to follow after him. Emily didn’t move away from the spot where she’d found Amelia’s backpack. Thankfully, Keys didn’t move, either, and Schon didn’t notice until he and Eric had already reached the road, where a cackle of onlookers had gathered.

“It was him,” she hissed. “Wasn’t it? We could have found this hours ago, but he was too lazy to do his job.”

“This is on me, not him. I should have followed up with the search myself. However, while I have you here for a moment, would you mind telling me why you’ve been running down the list of registered offenders in the area?”

“Would you mind telling me why you haven’t?”

He chuckled. “This doesn’t feel like a random abduction. You’re not going to sit back and let me do my job, are you?”

“Not when it’s not getting the job done. Now, what do you mean that it doesn’t seem random? Do you think it was someone she knew?”

He hesitated. “Tell me something, Ms. Brown. You’re from California, right?”

“Yeah, so?”

“So, your daughter has spent the last eight years of her life living in an incredibly popular state. Do you honestly expect me to believe that you, a woman who seems to be an amazing and smart mother, haven’t taught your daughter about not getting into cars with strangers?”

“Of course, I have.”

“Now, what if they offered her something? Say a puppy or told her it was an emergency?”

“Absolutely not, she wouldn’t go with anyone, but she is still just a little girl. Someone could have simply snatched her.”

“A kicking and screaming eight-year-old in the middle of the day? This road isn’t busy, but it happened right before the buses went past. That means someone knows the area and the schedules.”

“Jesus,” she whispered.

“Either someone was watching her and made contact beforehand, or it was someone she knew. Unless you’ve got enemies with long fingers, I don’t see it being a random pickup.”

Emily swallowed.

The long list of possible suspects she had taken off the streets of California began to rush through her mind. She had made quite a few enemies on the streets there, but only a few people could have the power to reach this far. It was possible that one of them could have reached out and taken her daughter in some disgusting plot of revenge. The thought sent a shiver through her bones. Though the list would be short, it was something she would have to put some thought into. Nobody stood out off the top of her head.

“I don’t want to cut you out of this. You’re a good cop.”

“How would you know that?”

He grinned. “I’ve done my research on you.”

“I forgot I was a suspect,” she growled.

“Were. You aren’t anymore. I was just trying to cover all my basis. I have a daughter myself; the divorce wasn’t pretty. I know how heated things can get.”

“Yeah, but I would never take my daughter away from her father.”

“Even though he did exactly that to you?”

“Don’t tell me you’re still barking up that tree. We still get into fights, sure, but we are our own sort of family, even if we aren’t married anymore. He only did what he thought was best for her. I accepted that a long time ago.”

“Sorry, sometimes I can’t turn the detective part of me off. Can you think of anyone around here who might know where she went?”

She shook her head. “I wish I did. I haven’t spent any time getting to know people. It’s all a little too ‘Mayberry’ for me, personally. I don’t know where to go from here.”

“We follow the trail. I’ll have the bookbag sent to the lab right after we look it over. I’ll need your help in doing that, if you don’t mind.”

“Of course,” Emily whispered.

As they reached Keys’s car, Emily got inside and waited for him to get in so they could head back to the station. In that brief moment of silence, everything hit Emily like a ton of bricks. Everything from the divorce, being forced to move to Hicksville, and all the way to finding Amelia’s backpack. She felt helpless in a way that she never had felt before, and a twinge of panic began to set in. What if they never found her? The rest of her life would be in turmoil. Sudden onset of panic started to rise up inside of her. She didn’t want to think about the possible endings of this. She swallowed hard and tried to push the negative thoughts from her mind, but her heart was racing, and deep breaths did nothing.

Luckily for Emily, the drive back to the station wasn’t a long one. Within a few minutes, they were walking through the front doors of her previous job. Eric and Schon were there to greet them and directed them to a small room they had set up to go through the contents of Amelia’s backpack. Detective Keys put on a pair of gloves and began pulling items from the bag.

“Does anything look out of place?” Keys asked.

“No,” Emily said. “This was just stuff from her normal day. This hasn’t done us any good at all.”

“Take a deep breath. Just because we haven’t found anything doesn’t mean the forensic team won’t. I think it’s time we bring in the media. It’s been twenty-four hours now,” Keys said.

“I’m one step ahead of you. They should be here within the hour,” Emily said.

“No one told you to do that,” Schon hissed.

“Good thing I don’t work for you anymore,” she snapped back.

Schon scoffed. “I’ve got a bone to pick with you, young lady.”

“You’ll have to do it on your own time,” the detective snapped. “Right now is not the time or the place. This is my case, and if you’ve got a problem with that, I’ll bring in reinforcements who appear to give a damn.”

Emily watched as Schon turned to walk out the door and Eric got up to try to calm him down. She chuckled to herself at the display Eric put on. She couldn’t help it, the man was an ass, and if he wasn’t so lazy, they’d have found Amelia’s bag a lot sooner than they did. As her ex and Schon continued their banter, she continued to look through her daughter’s things. Nothing was missing, and not a thing was out of place. She could only hope the forensic team would find something.

When she heard the door to the room close, she looked back up to see Eric still talking to Schon as they walked. Emily let out a sigh and turned back to Keys, who looked slightly amused himself.

“That guy really doesn’t like you,” Keys muttered.

“Yeah, I know. I never should have taken the position here. It was a mistake. I’ll look for something in one of the cities once Amelia is back…if she…”

“Hey, we are going to find her. Don’t do that to yourself. What you’re doing right now, whether you realize it or not, is what a healthy reaction should be. You are keeping things normal, you are keeping a level head, and you’re letting your emotions out. Talking and planning are important. We’ll get her back.”

“Thank you.”

“So, you’ve already got the media coming, huh? How’d you pull off that little maneuver?”

She grinned. “Big city life and all that. I made a few friends while I was there. I know I broke a few of the rules—”

“A few?”

“I just couldn’t sit around and do nothing,” Emily whispered.

“I know, and it was wrong of me to ask you to do that. This media event is important. Right now, we haven’t had any red flags. No strange vehicles going in or out of town, that sort of thing, so we—”

“How do you know that? About the vehicles?”

“Well, there are only two roads in or out of town. You’ve got one at the bank ATM and one at the little dance hall on the edge of town. We pulled everything for four hours before and after. There was nothing strange. We ran down the few semis heading out of town. They were all cleared, too, just a few grain trucks.”

“That means they are someone from town….”

“Or whoever abducted her is hunkering down.”
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When she walked with Keys to the front door, she couldn’t help but smile. He was a good man. Even if they’d gotten off on the wrong foot, Emily knew he was more invested in his job than some of the officers she’d come across. It was reassuring to know there were still caring people on the force. Despite his offer to give her a ride home, Emily wanted to stay behind with Eric and make sure he was okay before leaving for a few hours so he could get some sleep.

Emily knew that she wouldn’t rest, not while her daughter was out in the world, having the worst day of her life, without her parents to keep her safe. She was standing on Eric’s porch, waving as Keys pulled away with her arms wrapped tightly around her body, when Eric emerged from inside. She smiled at him but said nothing, not knowing what more could be said between them. Emily knew Eric could feel it, too, the emptiness that came with Amelia’s absence.

“You doing, okay?” Eric asked.

She shrugged. “No, not really. I don’t know how I could be right now, you know?”

“Yeah, I just feel kinda numb, like none of this is real.”

“It’s very real for Amelia right now….”

Eric cringed. “I didn’t mean it like that. I just…”

“I know. I’m sorry. It’s been a long day. Mind giving me a ride home? I think I just need some time by myself to process things.”

“Sure, I totally get it,” Eric muttered.

“Hey, Eric, thanks for everything you’ve done today. I don’t know how I’d make it through without you.”

He nodded and disappeared into the house. When he came back, his keys were dangling from his fingers. They climbed into the same car that she felt like she’d spent most of the day in and pulled out onto the road. Emily didn’t want to think anymore. Her mind was a haze of information and loops that made no sense to her. It wasn’t so late in the evening that she was exhausted, even after getting choppy sleep on the plane that morning.

“You’re being awfully quiet. How are you holding up?” Emily asked.

“I’m doing what I can to hold up.” Eric sighed. “I noticed that Detective Keys is getting pretty friendly.”

Emily rolled her eyes. “Not any more friendly than Valerie got with you. Did you get your playdate set?”

“She’s just a friend, and I only brought it up for conversation. I’m sorry. I want you to be happy, Emily. I don’t want us to always be bickering.”

“I’m sorry, too, but right now, all I want to do is find our daughter. We can figure out anything else later. For now, she’s my only concern.”

“I agree with you,” Eric said. “She’s all that matters right now.

By the time they reached her driveway, the conversation had stalled again. She was overwhelmed with everything and quickly climbed out of the car, watching him pull away before unlocking her door and stepping into the silent structure. It broke her heart to know that her daughter was out there somewhere, alone and scared, while she was in the warm home they’d created together. It wasn’t right. Emily’s heart ached for Amelia as she silently said yet another prayer. No sooner had she finished than there was a knock at the door. It was nearly nine in the evening.

She half expected to find Eric but was pleasantly surprised when she found Holly smiling at her, a bottle of red wine in her hand along with two glasses. Emily was exhausted but knew she’d never be able to sleep. With her mother back in California and her father gone for six years now, Emily frequently felt alone in Beaker Point. Holly had gone out of her way to make her feel like she had a friend. At that moment, that was all Emily wanted, a friend to pray with that her daughter was found safe.

“Come on in, Holly. It’s so nice to see you.”

“I figured you could use a friend, and I brought another friend for both of us,” Holly said, holding up the bottle of wine.

“I could go for a glass right now. Almost like you read my mind.”

Emily walked to the kitchen and grabbed two glasses. Walking back to the living room, she couldn’t help but feel thankful for a neighbor like Holly. She quickly poured them each a glass and started to run through questions in her mind.

“Conner brought up that I should ask you about the history of this place. He said you’d have a better memory for anything that could have happened like this,” Emily said.

“Well, nothing stands out quite like this,” Holly started. “But there have been some things to happen to children over the years. Back in the sixties, there was a little girl who went missing. They found her body about a week later. Terrible thing that happened, especially in those times when we didn’t need to worry as much as we do now.”

“Is there anything else that has happened that might stand out?”

“Oh, let’s see. I’d say it was about thirty years ago now before they closed the waterfall. There was a little boy and girl who drowned in the same year. At different times, though.”

“That’s awful. I remember seeing the waterfall before. Did they just wander into the water, or was there something malice behind their deaths?”

Holly shrugged. “Honestly, I don’t really remember. I think it was ruled an accidental drowning, but I could be remembering that wrong.”

“Well, that was a long time ago, but maybe I should look into the cases anyway,” Emily said. “Maybe there’s something there worth getting into.”

“You know, come to think of it, there was a kidnapping about two years ago. It was a little boy, but I don’t remember what came from that, either.”

“Wait. Why haven’t I heard anything about that?” Emily asked. “Either way, I’m definitely going to have to look into all of those cases. Is there anything else you can remember? You’ve been a lot more help than anyone else around here.”

“As I said earlier, there really isn’t anything that compares to this situation,” Holly said. “I’m not sure why that little boy’s case didn’t get a mention at the beginning of this, but if I think of something else, I’ll let you know first.”

By the time Holly left, Emily was exhausted. She tried to lay down in her bed and slept for a few fitful hours, waking well before the sun. When she checked her phone and realized it was only two in the morning, she tried again to fall back asleep but couldn’t stop thinking about Amelia. The agony over not knowing what was happening to her made her chest feel tight. For several minutes, she silently let the tears fall on her pillow before deciding she wasn’t going to let the fear control her. Amelia was a fighter, and she was going to keep fighting for her daughter no matter how long it took.

Dragging herself into the shower, Emily thought about what Holly had told her. She wanted to look into the old case files and see what the reports said. The one that interested her the most was the little boy who’d gone missing two years prior. Despite asking multiple times, Schon had never mentioned the child’s disappearance, which only enraged her further. Emily pulled her focus away from Schon. He was a useless pain in the ass that she couldn’t wait to get rid of. One way or another, she was going to make sure he had to answer for the lackluster police work that he called passable.

The other cases didn’t interest her nearly as much. She’d seen the old walking trail that wound around the edge of the park heading out of town. Eric had walked it with her when she first had gotten the job as the new deputy for the town. It was beautiful even from a distance, but Emily could understand why it was closed farther down the trail. The steep cliff that overlooked it was the perfect height for brazen teens to jump into the crystal-clear waters below. She could still well remember the days of seeming invincibility. Although her teens were comprised of fast cars and the ocean, if she’d had a waterfall, she’d have taken the plunge as well.

Yet, from a parent’s perspective, the now-familiar fear of losing her daughter started to creep in again as she shuddered. The steaming water wouldn’t soothe the chill inside her. Nothing would until her child was back home. As she climbed out of the shower and put on clean clothes, she made her way down to the dark living room and grabbed her laptop before flicking on the kitchen lights and starting a pot of coffee. At least if she couldn’t sleep, she could be productive and get a head start on finding out where her daughter was. A chill moved through the house as she grabbed her sweater. The temperatures outside were falling again, and Amelia was quickly running out of time.
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Emily had no intention of hacking back into the police database, but a few minutes after pouring herself coffee, she was seated at the island, watching the encrypted screen load. It wouldn’t be long before Schon had her kicked out of the system, and while she was technically breaking the law, it wasn’t by much. She doubted if the man had even processed her termination paperwork yet. Without much to go on, she did a broad search of the town itself and the deaths that had been recorded.

She narrowed to search to those under eighteen. It brought up just over one-hundred recorded deaths since the town's founding. Considering that number was ten times that of her hometown in California, Emily was impressed. She narrowed down the dates to span just three years back, giving herself some room to spare from when Holly said the child was taken. There were only two for the last three years. When she saw her daughter’s name pop up as the most recent, her stomach twisted into knots.

Emily ignored the emotional turmoil and clicked on the boy’s name. Despite seeing firsthand how poorly Schon could handle a missing child, she was shocked that there were almost no details about the case recorded. Reading over the case file, her jaw dropped in shock at the lack of information. With each line, her anger grew.

Amber Groves called the precinct at noon today, reporting her son had not come home from school. Tyler Groves, age eight, was a walker. His home was approximately six blocks from the school. The responding officer, Nathan Folk, inspected the area and spoke with the child’s mother. Father/spouse, Oliver Grover, drives a truck for Chef Family Foods and is en route home. Mrs. Groves stated that her son had a cell phone, but it was found with his belongings outside of city limits. After doing a cursory search, Chief Schon believes the abductors took the juvenile across state lines. The case was referred to federal agents.

There was nothing else to offer the report. She quickly did a search for the mother’s name and found her on social media. It didn’t shock her to learn the woman had since divorced and moved away from town. How a marriage could survive a child missing was beyond her. The guilt alone with Amelia missing for twenty-four hours was more than she could bear. Emily had to keep moving, keep pushing for details. Jotting down the couple’s name in her notepad along with what she’d found online, Emily broadened the search. The accounts at the waterfall were exactly what she had expected.

A thirteen-year-old boy had hit his head jumping from the top and drowned while trying to keep up with a group of older kids. A few months later, a ten-year-old girl was hiking with her mother and slipped after wandering too close. They were tragic mistakes that could have been avoided, and to the city's credit, the area was closed two days after the second child died. Finding out anything about the abduction and death of the child in the sixties proved impossible, but at least she’d found a lead on the missing boy from two years before.

Armed with the woman’s name, Emily hacked into the system one last time to find her forwarding address. As she logged out, she pulled up the media app on her phone and started looking at the other mother’s profile again. She scrolled until her eyes grew heavy, and before she knew it, she was slipping off to sleep. Her dreams encompassed her, frightful images of Amelia running through the woods, terrified and screaming, racing just out of Emily’s reach. She bolted upright when someone started pounding on her door. The sun was up as she rushed forward, jerking it open to reveal Chief Schon on her doorstep. His face was beet red.

“Why in the hell are you still logging into the system?” Schon asked. “You’ve either quit, or you haven’t, but either way, right now, you shouldn’t be getting on there at all.”

“Well, if you had done your job properly, I wouldn’t have access to the system anyway. I’m just using it to my advantage to help find my daughter.”

“I’ve had your access blocked, and you’re lucky I’m not pressing charges yet. But I promise you this, if you keep heading down the road you’re on, I will have you locked up. For this and all the other infractions that have been piling up on my desk.”

“Oh really? What are you going to tell people when you arrest the woman whose kid is missing?” Emily snapped. “You’re nothing but a no-good, lazy pig who uses the badge as a way to sleep with hookers for free. You’re a disgrace to that badge.”

“What did you say to me? I think I heard you threaten an officer. You’re under arrest. Now, put your hands behind your back and face the wall,” Schon screamed.

When Emily refused his orders, the anger in his face was all she could see. He attempted to grab her arm and twist her around, but she resisted and spun out of his grip.

“Get your damn hands off of me. I’m not going anywhere with you. You’re nothing but a deadbeat cop, and you’re drunk most of the time, too. How do you even have a job, Schon?” Emily shouted.

Schon reached out and locked her wrist in his hands. He was stronger than he looked, and before she knew it, he had her pinned against the door frame. He twisted her arm hard and placed the cuffs on her. She was cussing him the whole time, not giving him a chance to get a word in edgewise.

People had started to emerge on their doorsteps, some spilling into the neighboring yards. She didn’t care what they thought of her anymore. It had become clear that Schon didn’t care what laws he broke, so why should she? Just as he started to drag her to his waiting cruiser, another police vehicle came squealing to a stop to block him in the driveway. Detective Keys jumped out of the driver’s seat with Eric emerging from the passenger side. Eric caught her just as she was about to go tumbling forward.

“What’s going on here?” Keys asked.

“I’m taking her in. She’s been breaking every law there is since her daughter went missing, and now she’s threatening police officers on top of it.”

“I didn’t threaten anyone,” Emily screamed. “I simply called you a no-good piece of—”

“Okay now. You’re not taking her anywhere. She’s been helping me, so whatever you think she’s been doing, it’s all been legitimate police work,” Keys said.

“You never mentioned to me that she was helping you. Don’t you think that’s something you should have brought to my attention?” Schon asked.

“Just take these cuffs off of me, you overgrown man-child,” Emily said. “You heard the man. Everything I’ve done has been to help him with this case.”

Emily knew Keys was really going to bat for her, and she was thankful he had shown up when he did. She wasn’t supposed to be working the files the way she had, but Keys had lied and told Schon that he was the one who asked her to. Schon was angry, and everyone looking on knew it.

“Your access is still revoked, and if I hear anything more about you bothering the nice people of this town, your boyfriend here won’t be able to save you. I’ll throw your ass in jail so quick that you won’t even remember how you got there,” Schon said.

“Thanks for the warning, Officer,” Emily said as she watched Schon walk back to his cruiser.

The detective followed him to the car, no doubt trying to calm the situation. Keys turned back to Emily after watching Schon peel away. After a few seconds, he had the cuffs off her as she rubbed her wrists. It was becoming a disturbingly frequent feeling.

“Thanks,” she muttered.

“Don’t thank me, take the job. I know you’re going through a lot right now, but I wasn’t kidding about the position. I could use a brain like yours on the force, and we won’t talk about work until after we find your little girl. At least it will keep giving you access, though.”

Her jaw dropped. “You can do that? Just hire me because you want to? What branch do you work for again?”

Keys chuckled. “Homeland Security technically, but I head up a special operative’s unit that comes in for missing child cases. Yours was given to us because you’re a police officer who worked a few high-profile cases.”

“Immanuel Nunez,” Emily muttered.

“Yeah, he’s one of them,” Keys said.

“Do you think one of my cases has something to do with Amelia’s abduction?” Emily asked.

Detective Keys hesitated. “Well, I didn’t at first, but I did some more digging into Mr. Nunez, and it’s a concern. You were helping a woman testify against him, right?”

“Yeah, but he’s never shown a history of threatening police officers before.”

“He’s never had one willing to go above and beyond to put him behind bars like you. You literally flew halfway across the country to make sure a girl spoke against him, a testimony that put him behind bars.”

Emily swallowed. “It sounds like we need to have a talk with Nunez again.”
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“This is the second time in as many days that you’ve made this flight,” Eric whispered. “You’ve got to be exhausted.”

She shrugged. “It comes with the job, I guess. You didn’t have to come with me. You know that, right?”

Eric nodded and closed his eyes as the plane leveled out. She wasn’t thrilled that he’d decided to tag along. No sooner had Keys said the two of them were going than Eric informed her he would be coming along as well. No amount of persuasion could keep him on the ground. Despite knowing he wouldn’t be allowed in the interrogation room with them, he was happy to wait outside in the viewing room. Emily wondered how much of it was a thirst for answers and how much was pure jealously.

“It probably would have been a good idea to stay back, just in case Amelia came home,” Emily said.

“Well, it’s too late to change my mind now. Besides, my dad’s there if she returns before we get back,” Eric offered. “So, we’re covered there at least.”

“I don’t understand what your deal is. Do you have a problem with coming with me?”

“I don’t have a problem with going to California if it’s to help find our daughter.”

Emily sighed. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I wonder how much of this has to do with finding our daughter and how much is you trying to get a date with Keys,” Eric said.

“Look, Eric, I’m not going to do this with you again. I don’t know why you’re getting jealous or why I am, for that matter. We have to stay focused on finding Amelia, and that’s my only goal right now.”

“I don’t know, either, but I don’t know that your intentions are clear right now,” Eric said. “The two of you are getting pretty cozy around each other. I just want to make sure this is for the right reason.”

“Well, maybe you should mind your own business and focus on our daughter as well. I can’t keep doing this with you. You’re acting like a child while our child is out there somewhere. She’s probably scared and crying right now while you make your smart remarks about my intentions. I’m done with this. Grow up and stop this nonsense.”

The conversation quickly died down as she looked out the window and prayed for Amelia. She dozed off not long after, waking when the pilot announced their descent. Eric was still asleep, and she shook him awake. She envied his ability to sleep through anything. When his eyes opened, it seemed like he was still in a daze as their previous conversation came rushing back. Emily felt terrible for what she’d said to him, and one look in his eyes told her he felt the same. They landed and were quickly ushered into a waiting police car along with Detective Keys.

They arrived at the prison ten minutes later. Eric was ushered into a separate room while Emily, along with her badge and Detective Keys, waited in a room one door down. Immanuel Nunez looked a little worse for the wear in the days since his trial. She had no doubt that learning he’d be locked up for over fifty years had something to do with his new demeanor. When he saw Emily, he looked shocked and angry at the same time.

“Jesus, couldn’t keep yourself away?” Nunez asked as he sat.

She rolled her eyes. “Don’t flatter yourself. I had no intention of ever seeing you again.”

“Wow, the type of woman to hit it and quit it, huh? Well, I can’t say that I don’t feel a little used. If you aren’t here to pin more dirt on me, then why?”

“What do you know about Amelia Kroft?” Detective Keys asked.

Nunez chuckled. “Uh oh, you figured out I did my research, huh? I guess they don’t mean what they say about attorney-client privileges.”

“Did you have anything to do with her abduction?” Keys asked.

The playful grin dropped from his face as his eyes darted from Keys to Emily and back again as he shook his head. Her heart felt like it was being ripped from her chest at that moment. She didn’t need to ask him any more questions, but still, she didn’t move, holding perfectly still and hoping she wouldn’t break down in front of the two men. She barely knew Keys, and Nunez was a criminal. Emily wouldn’t snap; she had to stay strong for her daughter despite being no closer to finding her.

“Look, I hate everything about you, but I don’t mess with kids,” Nunez said. “I would never take a child from their mom. It doesn’t matter what anyone has done to me; that kind of stuff will get you messed up in here.”

“So, why’d you have your attorney look into her?” Emily asked.

“Just doing my research, honey. Just in case I found a way to use it against you, but I would never send someone after your daughter. If word got out that I had something to do with a kidnapping, I wouldn’t survive the night.”

“Why should we believe you?” Keys asked.

“You don’t have to believe me, but just ask my mother. She was a saint and took care of all the kids in the neighborhood growing up. Hell, I’m more scared of her than I am of the punks in here. She’d have my ass in a heartbeat.”

“Have you heard anything going around about her abduction?” Emily asked. “I know you still have goons on the street.”

“I’ll tell you what, I’ll put the word out, and if I hear anything, I’ll let you know. I know it’s got to be rough right now. I know you have no reason to trust me, but if you need my help to look for her on the black market, say the word,” Nunez offered. “I still have contacts in that area of business.”

“I’ll keep that in mind. Enjoy your stay, Mr. Nunez,” Keys said.

“Honestly, I hope you get her back, cop. Ain’t nobody deserves that kind of worry.”

A few minutes after they left the prison, the trio was piled back into the car and heading for the airport. She didn’t know what to say as she looked out the window. The other two had heard the same conversation she had. Nunez was telling the truth. It made her want to meet his mother and thank her for what she had done in raising him. He’d taken responsibility for who he was as a person, surprising all of them. Still, they were right back at square one. Emily felt like she was sinking.

“What now?” she asked.

“Now we go back and start interviewing everyone who came or went to town before and after school let out that day.”

Emily frowned. “You said that you already tracked everyone down.”

“The truckers, yes, but not the locals,” Keys replied. “When we look at a case like this, we always go with the most obvious.”

“That’s why you looked into me.”

He cringed. “Yeah, that’s why we looked into both of you first, then your parents, and then the people around her on a daily basis. After we were sure that wasn’t the case, we moved to trafficking. It’s not something we have to worry about out here in the Dakotas, but it still happens from time to time. With the drivers all cleared and no obvious red flags, we need to start moving closer to home.”

Eric scoffed. “You don’t really think that someone from town took her, do you?”

“Do you have any better suggestions?” Emily asked. “Unless someone walked her through the woods and out of town, then we have to talk to everyone who came and went and start doing door-to-door searches.”

“You are determined not to make any friends, aren’t you?” Eric asked.

“I’m determined to find my daughter alive.”

“She wasn’t walked through the woods, that much we are sure of. After you found her bookbag yesterday, I brought in a team of dogs and body-heat sensors. They didn’t find anything for three miles. Even if someone had her out of the car, we would have known. She had to leave in a car, or she’s still in town.”

“My God,” Eric stammered. “I can’t believe someone we know did this. How do you go through life trusting people after something like this? It could be anyone.”

“Let’s start with the press release; put a little pressure on them. Then, we’ll talk with the people closest to you.”

“Holly is our neighbor,” Emily offered. “She’s amazing and close to Amelia.”

“Really?” Eric asked. “That’s who you are going to throw under the bus?”

“Stop being dramatic, Eric. Someone took our daughter. I know it wasn’t you or our parents, so let’s start thinking.”

He was silent for a few minutes before sighing. “Fine,” he muttered. “I’ll see who I can think of.”
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“I’ll meet up with you at your place in a little bit. I just want to change and get the smell of the airplane off me,” Emily said.

Eric looked unsure about leaving Emily at her house but said nothing as she climbed out. After the fiasco earlier with Schon, she wasn’t surprised to find her neighbors already on their porches, despite the frigid temperatures. They were waiting for her to be arrested or make another mistake; it was infuriating. Only Holly wasn’t sitting outside, but the woman quickly appeared when Emily did, and she waved her over. The elderly woman and her dog were at her front door in a matter of minutes.

“You look beat,” Holly said.

“Yeah, it’s been a long few days. The prison was another dead end. We’re going to have a press conference in a few hours and get the public more involved. Do you think you’d be willing to talk with Detective Keys?”

She pursed her lips but nodded. “I suppose I knew it was coming. You two have been cleared, but now they’re looking at anyone close to you.”

“You are pretty close to us,” Emily reminded her. “I’m sorry, it’s not that we don’t trust you—”

“Don’t worry about it, sweetheart. You know I would do anything for either of you. They are welcome to ask me as many questions as they want and search my place from top to bottom.”

“Thank you, Holly. You don’t know how much I appreciate all of your support.”

“Well, I wish that extended to the rest of the town. I wish I could tell you that things calmed down after you left, but of course, they didn’t.”

She cringed. “Do I want to know what happened? My house wasn’t tossed, so I know Schon didn’t come back.”

“Not Schon, but Angie Fisher and your landlord were loitering around. I didn’t get too close, but I could hear her plain as day talking up a storm about how you took your girl and are hiding her back in California.”

Emily’s blood began to boil. She could feel the rage tingle across her skin. She didn’t understand why Angie was being as backhanded as she was. She was already concerned about Schon and the things he could do to make her life hell. Now she had to wonder how long it would be before her landlord came and kicked her out. She’d done nothing wrong aside from asking questions about her daughter’s whereabouts. Now, with the pressure on, he could have her evicted.

The thought crossed her mind more than once to go knock on the woman’s door and give her a piece of her mind. Unfortunately, she knew that would only lead to more problems. She had a feeling things would come to a head eventually. Probably sooner rather than later. There was nothing she could do about it now, though. She had to focus on the reporters she was preparing to speak with.

“I need to go over to Eric’s and get ready to talk to the reporters. Would you mind keeping an eye on the place until I get back?”

“Of course, I will, honey. Don’t worry about a thing. I’ve got a shotgun in my kitchen, and I’ll fire a few warning shots if anyone gets too close.”

Emily chuckled. “Or maybe just tell them to get lost. I don’t need you getting thrown in jail.”

The pair parted ways at the door as Emily rushed to her car, hopping behind the wheel as she ignored the onlookers who watched her pull away. It drove her insane that they saw her as a kidnapper and criminal. She’d spent her life upholding the law. Her mother bragged about her all the time. Why couldn’t they be back in California, where everyone knew them and loved them? She flew above the speed limit across town, not stopping, despite everyone watching her until she pulled into the cul-de-sac.

Storming through the front door, Emily found Keys, Eric, and Conner standing around a map of the town and surrounding areas. Instantly she felt a little better, knowing there were people out in the world who were still looking for Amelia. They weren’t like the rest, feeding into Mrs. Fisher's lies that she’d taken her little girl. How she wanted to hold Amelia and tell her how much she loved her. Taking a deep breath, she forced herself to smile and greet the group.

“How’s everything going here?” Emily asked. “Have I missed anything?”

“You haven’t missed a thing. As a matter of fact, we are just setting the parameters for the search parties. We have it set to start at two, just a couple hours after the press conference unless you have a better plan,” Keys said.

“No, that sounds just fine. Hopefully, we get a good turnout,” Emily said.

“Me too. I just hope that something comes of it,” Eric said. “I’m tired of all these dead ends, and I just want our baby home.”

“Agreed. I miss her so much.”

“We’ll find her, Emily. Just focus on getting information, and we will find her. I promise,” Eric said.

“I hope you’re right,” Emily whispered.

“Are you ready, Emily?” Keys asked. “Everything is just about set up.”

“I think so. I’m not exactly sure what to say.”

“Just say what comes from the heart. Don’t give too many details about what we’ve done. Focus more on the safety of your daughter,” Keys offered. “Don’t say anything about suspects. If it is someone from town, we don’t want them to get spooked. That could be dangerous for Amelia.”

“Okay,” Emily muttered. “Do you have anything else that could help?”

“I suggest you write down everything you want to say and stick to your notes. Reporters might try to goad you into saying something about the investigation since you’re a cop, but don’t fall for it. Other than that, remember to keep it short. Remind people that you are part of the community and your daughter loves it here. You just want help in the search.”

“You sound like a professional at this,” Emily said.

“Unfortunately, I’ve dealt with my fair share of kidnappings, though the ones that have a ransom are far worse,” Keys said. “Now go write down what you’re going to say. We should be ready to go in a few minutes.”

“You can use my office if you’d like,” Conner offered. “It’ll give you a little more privacy.”

“Thanks, Pops.” Emily smiled. “You’re always too good to me.”

Conner grinned and led her through the modest house to a small room that held nothing more than an old desk and wall-to-wall bookshelves. She thanked him again as he cleared off a space for her to start writing on the desk. After he was done, he left her and closed the door behind him. She didn’t know where to start. It didn’t matter that she’d helped parents write them in the past, nor that she’d taken a course on writing styles and linguistics. When it came time to put pen to paper, her mind went blank.

My daughter, Amelia Kroft, is a nine-year-old girl. She has dark-blond hair and blue eyes. She was last seen wearing a blue jumper, blue leggings, and a pink jacket. Her bookbag was with her at the time and was shaped like a unicorn. She won’t have it with her now. Please, if you know anything or think you’ve seen her, call the number below for the hotline. We are going to be setting up multiple search parties and are asking for volunteers at this time. It’s getting cold outside, and Amelia isn’t familiar with this sort of weather.

Emily knew there was still a chance her kidnappers would be letting her watch television. It was so hard not knowing what her condition was. She had to keep going, though, for Amelia. She went back to writing.

Amelia, if you are seeing this, just know that we love you and we are going to find you. To whoever has her, please, give her back. We don’t care what happened. Just please let our little girl come home. She is the best thing in our lives. Her favorite food is sushi, and she loves kangaroos. I know you are scared, but we are, too. She needs to be home with us now.

Her hands were shaking when Eric knocked softly on the door as he opened it a few minutes later. She knew it was time to address the public but was still unsure of what to say to them. The notes helped, but public speaking had never been her strong point. Eric smiled at her and held out his hand. Taking a deep breath, she rose and took it. Despite everything they’d gone through over the last year, she knew they were a united front in finding Amelia.
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“…Thank you,” Emily concluded.

Immediately she was peppered with questions she didn’t know the answers to. Never in her life had she been so grateful for Detective Keys. He stepped in with such speed that her head was left spinning as Eric pulled her back into the house. Conner handed her a shot of scotch as she sat down on the sofa, the flashing lights still blinding her as she sought to fight her way back from the dazed state.

“You did great,” Conner softly said. “Come on, have a drink to calm your nerves.”

“Thank you,” she stammered.

It wasn’t even sixty seconds later that her phone started to ring with her mother’s name appearing. In all the chaos, she had completely forgotten to call her and let her know. Now her granddaughter’s pictures were being plastered all over the afternoon news. To her shock, Conner grabbed her phone and answered it as he stepped away. Eric smiled at her.

“He always did know what to say to her,” she muttered.

Eric chuckled. “Dad could charm the skin off of a snake.”

“I’m glad he’s on our side. I’ve got a feeling I’m not doing too well in this town. My landlord was outside my house earlier, and Angie Fisher is stirring up the locals. It won’t be long before they’re coming after me with pitch forks and torches.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll keep the water hose handy. You aren’t in this alone, and if your landlord kicks you out, you can come to stay here with us. We’ve got an extra room.”

“Great,” she muttered. “Sleeping on my ex’s couch because I can’t keep a house, that’s just what I wanted to be doing in my late twenties.”

“Stop beating yourself up over this. You and I both know you’re doing everything in your power to find Amelia. Just stay strong.”

Right then, Conner came back into the room. “Your mother is definitely frantic. She said she’s taking the first flight out,” he said.

“Did she say anything else?”

“Not really, but I told her she could ride with me anywhere she needs to go,” Conner said. “That way, I can keep an eye on her and keep her out of your hair.”

Emily chuckled. “Thank you. I truly don’t know what I’d do without you. I just can’t believe I forgot to tell her.”

“Emily, with everything that’s going on, she understood that much. If she doesn’t? I’ll make sure she’s clear on that, too.”

“Again, thank you,” Emily said.

Keys came inside, though she could still hear the gathered masses outside. Her phone was still in Conner’s hand and started to ring right around the time the house phone and Eric’s phone started as well. Emily gave Keys a knowing look. Now that everything was public, people would be coming out of the woodwork to help them. Despite their friends’ best intentions, all they could really do was spread the word to others. Keys followed after Conner as Emily grabbed the house phone.

She didn’t know the person on the other end of the line, but when the woman started talking about setting up a call center, Emily encouraged her to come over. It was obvious the caller knew Conner and the family well, and they needed all the help they could get. Within minutes, the four were gathered in the living room, going over the game plan, when the front doorbell rang. Conner scurried to get it. When Amelia heard the woman’s familiar voice, a fresh wave of rage came over her.

Conner stepped aside and let Mrs. Fisher in. She cheerfully waved at the group. It was a dramatic change from how she’d treated Emily before, but it wasn’t hard to understand why. With the new media attention, she wanted to be right in the heart of things. Still, she was the type of nosey busybody who always ended up getting in the way of an investigation, and Emily wasn’t going to allow the woman to slow them down. Every second Amelia was gone was a moment too long. She was on her feet in an instant, storming in the woman’s direction, when Keys grabbed her arm and dragged her into the kitchen.

Emily was still cursing at him when he closed the door behind them. She was fuming, but he wouldn’t let her back out into the living room with the others no matter how many times she told him the woman was a pain in the rear. She was a nuisance who was going to bring nothing but drama and trouble. To Keys's credit, he patiently listened until she was out of breath and couldn’t fight anymore. Only then did he let out a sigh and start to speak.

“I know you don’t like the woman, and I totally understand that. Right now, though? We need all the people we can get to help,” Keys said.

“What am I supposed to do if she starts degrading me again? She tried to get me fired, and now she’s trying to get me evicted. All of a sudden, she wants to play nice and offer her assistance. What—”

“Exactly! That right there, Emily. ‘Assistance.’ Don’t we need all of the help we can get? Doesn’t your daughter deserve that help?”

“That was dirty, Keys, but you’re not wrong,” Emily muttered.

“See, all you have to do is play nice for a little while, and everything will be all right. Plus, she knows this town better than anyone. She’s the kind of person you want to be helping in this investigation.”

“That’s fair. I’ll try my best to behave. For Amelia’s sake, but if she starts in one time—”

“I know, and I’m leaning toward letting you. For now, just be nice to the woman. Who knows how many ways she could be of use?” Keys said.

“She does seem to know almost everyone,” Emily offered.

“Hey, and if anything, this could be her realizing that you are a part of this town.”

“Or she could just be a loon who finally took her medicine.” Emily laughed.

Keys chuckled. “Emily, that’s not how you’re supposed to play nice.”

“I know, Keys. I’m just trying to get it out of my system.”

“Did you get it out?”

“Okay fine, I’m done.” Emily smiled.

“Now then. Let’s go back out there and see how she wants to be of service. With any luck, she’ll have the whole town looking for her in minutes,” Keys joked.

“That would be ideal, but doubtful. Anyway, let’s go get this over with.”

She held her head high when she went back to the living room. Mrs. Fisher singled her out. Emily didn’t know how the small room managed to be transformed into a call center in the few minutes they’d been gone, but the woman had pulled off a miracle. She had no idea where her phone was and didn’t care. Every ring was immediately answered by one of the four other women who had shown up during her absence. Of them, she only recognized Valerie. Her jealously had been pushed aside at the outpouring of support she saw.

“There you are, Emily. Now listen, I know we’ve had our differences in the past, but this community is a family. We take care of our own.”

“Why do I get the feeling you’re only talking about Amelia?”

She clicked her tongue and shook her head. “I’m sorry we got off on the wrong foot, darling. Look, small towns like these are disappearing. It’s hard for some of us older generations to trust outsiders. I’m sorry I tried to push you out, but in my own way, I was testing your sincerity. Once I saw the news report and saw the hurt in your eyes…you are as much one of us now as anyone else here. We are going to get through this together. I’ve already set up the call center, and people are giving tips. We’ll follow up with each one of them.”

“Thank you,” Emily stammered. “This is…a lot.”

“It’s what we do in Beaker Point. Now, do we know what the next step is? Have you spoken to the officer much?”

“Detective Keys is amazing; we are both working the case now. We need to do a door-to-door search of all the houses in the village. If you and your friends could let people know as they call in.”

“That’s such a smart idea! What else?”

“We’ll need to do interviews with everyone who left or came into town the day she was abducted.”

“All right, I like where your mind is going. You know what? To get the ball rolling, we can do mine first!”

“You?”

“Well, sure, I had to run to Hopewell that afternoon. My Craig always enjoyed the first honey of the late season. It’s silly, I know, but I thought I’d take a jar to his grave. This is the first year he’s missed it….”

Her heart ached for the woman as Emily reached out and touched her arm sympathetically. The interview could wait. She knew she was finding a friend in the woman.
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“It looks like you’ve got everything covered here,” Emily said. “I’m going to go start searching houses with Keys.”

“Are you sure that is a good idea?” Eric asked. “I mean, it just feels like you are really close to the situation—”

“Well, of course, I am,” she snapped. “She’s our daughter! Last time I checked, I’m still a police officer.”

“I know,” Eric muttered.

Emily rolled her eyes. She was already getting tired of Eric’s attitude. While it was easy to understand where he was coming from, they were looking for their daughter, not looking for dates. Yet he continued to look at Keys with a thinly veiled anger. As much as she was enjoying his wanting her, it wasn’t the time to let testosterone run amuck. Grabbing her jacket, she kissed Eric on the cheek without thinking before darting awkwardly out of the house.

She quickly caught up to Detective Keys, trying to get as far away from Eric as she could. She kicked herself for slipping up and kissing him on the cheek. It had been a habit for so long that it just came naturally.

“Are you married, Detective?” Emily asked, trying to make conversation before she remembered he’d already told her he was divorced.

“Was. Divorced now. Going on about four years. Just didn’t work out between us.”

“Anything in particular, or just not a good connection?”

“Honestly, it was probably mostly my fault,” Keys offered. “To tell the truth, I’m married to the job. Once I made detective, my hours just got crazy, and I was never home. I think she just got lonely.”

As they approached the first house to knock, the resident opened the door before they got to it. They easily agreed to a quick search, where they found nothing.

“So, she cheated on you? That doesn’t seem fair,” Emily said.

“I don’t think she ever physically cheated on me, but all the signs were there. I believe we cut ties before it ever got that far,” Keys said. “It’s better this way, though. I don’t have to worry about disappointing anyone when I get home.”

“No kids?”

“One daughter. She’s fifteen now. She’ll be driving soon, and I’m not crazy about the idea, but they grow up so fast.”

“They definitely do. Amelia has been sprouting like a flower, and the fact that Eric had enough trust in her to walk home, is a testament to how big she’s gotten. A year ago? I don’t think he would even have entertained the idea.”

The chilly temperature was making Emily shiver, but they weren’t giving up yet. They had plenty of houses to search. The two continued talking back and forth about each other’s past and how they had gotten to where they were now, only stopping when they reached each house and continuing on after they left.

“How long have you been a detective?” Emily asked.

“Going on about six years now. Been in this position for about three.”

“That means you were fairly young when you got the promotion. Right?”

Keys chuckled. “I might have been young, but I already had the experience. The military gave me a head start in that area. After boot camp, I went into officer training but decided to switch it over to an MP position.”

“So, you were military police. That had to have been a nice way to start,” Emily said.

“After six years doing that, I finished my contract and joined the force. The military training helped boost me through the ranks and got me into the detective spot long before I should have been. I am thankful for that. I don’t know how long I would have made it as a beat cop.” Keys smiled.

“I understand that most days,” Emily said. “Some days, I absolutely love being on the street. Feels like I’m taking the trash out myself. It might sound crazy, but I love being a cop, and I love serving the community.”

“Just another reason that once this is over, you should really stay here. This town needs the kind of change you could bring to it.”

“It’s something I will think about, but let’s find my daughter first. We can talk shop later.”

“Fair enough.” Keys smiled. “We got a couple more houses on the list. Let’s pick up the pace.”

One by one, they worked their way across town until the sun was setting, and it was getting cold enough out that Emily couldn’t feel her fingers. The reporters hadn’t been swayed by the cold, though. They were still diligently camped out in front of Eric’s house. For a minute, she felt sorry for him. It was his home that had been taken over. At least she could leave and escape to hers, where people were kept out.

“Think we’ve got time for one more?” Keys asked.

She nodded.

“Good, I’ve already had Eric secure the approval for it. Let’s get to the Carver residents.”

She skidded to a stop. “Wait. Carver? Valerie Carver’s house?”

Keys nodded.

Emily groaned. After their meeting last time, Emily had no idea how this would go. At the same time, she’d been giving Eric hell for flirting with the woman. For just a second, she thought of letting Keys do this one alone. She really didn’t want to force her way between Eric and Valerie, though it felt like she was doing just that. Suddenly, a bit of jealousy took over, and she decided she wasn’t going to back away from the situation. She was going to do her job and look for her daughter. Emily wasn’t going to let anything or anyone slow her down.

Emily watched as Keys knocked on the door and waited for an answer. The door swung open, but it wasn’t Valerie standing there. A man answered the door, but Valerie was right behind him.

“Can I help you folks with something?” he asked.

Keys smiled and offered his hand. “Hi there, we are looking for—”

“Get out of the way, Cliff. Hi, you must be Detective Keys. I didn’t realize you were bringing company. You’ll have to excuse my brother; he can be a bit of an oaf.”

“That’s okay. He’s just protecting his kin. I hope you don’t mind that I brought one of my officers with me. More hands make for less work.”

“Oh,” Valerie stammered. “I didn’t realize she was working for you. Last I heard, she was fired from the police department here.”

As her own anger rose, she noticed Detective Keys become tense as well. His shoulders straightened, and she could tell he wasn’t thrilled with her statement. Emily felt good that Keys seemed to be just as pissed as she was by the woman’s false allegations. She was so caught up in his reaction that she had to hold her own laugh back when he took a deep breath and then sighed. It was an old technique to calm oneself before one said the wrong thing.

Emily was amused and still couldn’t help but smile when Keys spoke again.

“Miss, you seem like a smart woman,” Keys growled. “You should know better than to spread false rumors, especially considering that Officer Brown is one of the best I’ve seen come out of the academy in a while. Now, you agreed on the phone to a search. If her presence here changes that, perhaps we should talk down at the station.”

Emily wanted to applaud the man but kept her decorum as the brother stepped aside and let them in. The house was laid out in the exact same manner as all the others. They’d been built in a hurry by the contractor. There was no imagination to them. As Keys spoke with the two, Emily wandered through the rooms until she saw Paul’s bookbag sitting on a kitchen table. Some pink tucked into the pocket caught her eye, and she moved to get a closer look.

Her hand trembled as she tugged on the string of hot-pink beads. When white beads with black letters started to appear, she felt like she was going to be sick. They slowly spelled out her daughter’s name. Footsteps approached behind her. Whoever it was kept talking, but Emily didn’t know what was being said. They’d made them earlier in the week in class. Amelia had been so excited, and now, she was gone.


21



“Where did you get this?” Emily whispered.

“Paul brought it home with him from school. He was really excited that Amelia gave it to him,” Valerie explained. “If you want it back, you can take it—”

“He knows something more than he’s telling,” she growled. “I know it. Where is he? I want to talk to him again.”

“He’s at a sleepover with my parents—”

“Where?”

The woman’s jaw dropped. “You know, I don’t think I’m comfortable giving you that information if we are being honest. I don’t like the tone of your voice.”

“Oh, that’s not the only thing you don’t like, and I think we both know that.”

“Excuse me?” Valerie stammered.

“Come on,” Keys said. “Let’s go, Emily.”

She gasped. “Are you kidding me? She is obviously covering for something. We need to bring her in.”

“I’m going to speak with her, but right now, I need you to go wait outside or, better yet, go back to Eric’s house, okay? I’ll join you in a few minutes.”

Emily scoffed and stormed past the others, her shoulder clipping Valerie’s as she walked out onto the porch. Her rage continued to fume, the beaded necklace in her hand as she stomped in the direction of Eric’s house. Things were starting to wrap up for the night. As she jogged to the end of the driveway, she saw Mrs. Fisher walking toward her car and trotted to meet her on the road. At least she’d found one friend among the masses.

“Are you heading home for the night?” Emily asked.

“Oh, heavens no. I was just going to grab myself something warm to drink. On cold nights like this, a hot brew always perks me right back up. Plus, I still have animals at home. I’m just going to feed them and be right back.”

“I can’t thank you enough for all of your help. Really, you’ve been amazing.”

She watched the woman pull to the end of the cul-de-sac, but before she pulled away, Emily saw her turn around and circle back. There was a concerned look in her eye, and Emily could only guess why. Detective Keys had waved to her as she’d left from where he was coming out of Valerie’s house. Angie pulled to a stop next to Emily and slowly rolled her window down.

“I’m sorry, dear,” she said. “I know it’s cold out here. I was just thinking…the other day, I noticed that Valerie seemed to be taking an awful lot of supplies up to their summer cabin. Now, normally I wouldn’t think much of it, but it was a strange thing to be doing considering the time of year. To be honest, I’d forgotten about it completely until just now when I saw him walking out.”

“They have a summer house?”

“Oh yes, dear, most people in this area do. The land is cheap, and you can find a builder for a dime a dozen around here.”

“Thank you for letting me know,” Emily muttered.

She couldn’t believe what she had just heard. Emily wondered if Valerie had accidentally forgotten to mention the vacation home or if she was purposely leaving it out. She thought about how hard it would be to get the cabin’s address. A few questions to the right person could give her that information. Maybe even log back into the system and do an ownership search. She could easily get the address that way. Still, it was hard to believe the woman had just forgotten about owning a cabin.

Her mind wandered off to what the woman’s motives would be unless it was her way to get close to Eric. A million thoughts rushed into her mind as she tried to control them. Suddenly, she snapped back when Keys began speaking to her. She quickly explained to him what she had just learned. She told him she had heard it from Mrs. Fisher, hoping he’d be more likely to jump since she was held in such high regard.

“Wow,” he said. “Well, that’s definitely an interesting bit of information. I don’t know how much we can do with it, especially after what happened back there, but I’ll look into it.”

“Listen, I don’t care what that lady says. There is something fishy going on with that woman.”

“You mean Valerie?” he asked.

She rolled her eyes at the use of her first name. “Don’t tell me you’ve fallen for that fake smile, too.”

He shrugged. “I always feel bad for anyone who seems unhappy. That’s just who I am. You can tell that her marriage is strained. She’s hanging out with her brother when her husband should have been home. It’s obvious there is more going on.”

“That’s all the more reason we should be looking into her further. It’s not adding up. What if she’s got my little girl in her cabin? Or worse, what if they did something to her?”

“Take it easy now, Brown.” Detective Keys said. “I promise we are going to keep digging, but you and I both know that if Valerie has something to do with this, spooking her isn’t the way to go. Let’s regroup in the morning—”

“Wait, you’re going home for the night? Just like that?” she asked.

“We both need some rest. I’m not going for long. You’ve got my number if you need anything, and I’ll call you as soon as I hear something. I’m staying at the bed and breakfast—”

“Did you—”

“I already talked to everyone who hosts guests in town. They all said the same thing—it’s the wrong season for outsiders to come here. They don’t have any bookings until Thanksgiving.”

“Dammit,” she hissed. “I feel like we are just chasing our tails.”

“You can’t think like that. We’ve eliminated a ton of potential suspects, and the search is narrowing, even if it doesn’t feel like it right now. As soon as my guys get ahold of that cabin address, I’ll come to get you.”

“You mean you’re still going to let me come along?”

“If you think you can keep your emotions under control, I’d be happy to have you, but this isn’t my jurisdiction, so I know Schon will be coming along. I can’t have you and him at each other’s throats. You got me?”

She nodded. “I promise I will be the model police officer. I won’t tell him where to shove his attitude or anything else.”

Keys chuckled and shook his head, giving her one final wave before climbing into his car. Emily didn’t waste any time in working through the throngs of bystanders to Eric’s front door. She tried to walk in, but it had been locked. Emily felt awkward when she had to knock. Conner answered the door and smiled, but she could tell he was already feeling overwhelmed.

“You okay?” she asked.

He nodded. “I think we’ve got more help than we can handle.”

Emily grinned. “Don’t worry. As soon as we find our little girl, they’ll all be out of here.”

“Thank God for that.”
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Emily didn’t know when she had dozed off on the couch, but she woke to the sound of laughter early the next morning. It bothered her to wake to the noise. There was too much sorrow inside of her to be okay with the lighthearted nature around her. Bolting upright, she grabbed her jacket and barreled out the side door to the garage. Detective Keys jumped at the same time she did.

“Shit, sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you,” she said. “I just had to get out of there.”

“It’s okay. Want some coffee? They put a second pot of it out here, though I’m pretty sure it’s just because they watch too much cop television and think coffee and whiskey are the only things we drink.”

Emily grinned and shook her head as she made her way to the coffee pot sitting on a makeshift shelf. Conner had always been incredibly organized. She watched Keys moving things around as she sipped her coffee. He had a long table in the middle with all of the machinery moved into the backyard. Keys had turned the garage into a makeshift interrogation room. It was impressive, considering his limited resources.

“So, what’s our plan of attack here?” Emily asked.

“Well, we’ve got a list of people who left town the day Amelia went missing. From there, we narrowed it down to four hours before and after she was taken. That left us with fifty-three names. Of those fifty-three, thirty of them had GPS or credit card receipts, making it easy to track their whereabouts. Seven were bus drivers coming and going to work, and another thirteen were school employees.

“If we need to start doing those interviews as well, we can. I just want to keep it as easy as possible right now. The school already vetted all of those people when they were hired. We would be wasting our time if we went through them again. If we are being honest, then we both know we are running out of time to find her.”

“That leaves seven people then?”

“Very good. I’ve had Mrs. Fisher reached out to the other six, she was one of those seen on the camera, and they’ve all agreed to come in. So, I staggered them to be a half-hour apart. The first one is in twenty minutes.”

Fighting through the morning grogginess, her mind was still fighting to stay awake. She couldn’t believe how fast Keys had gotten everything together, knowing he had to be as tired as she was. She sipped on her coffee, thinking about how grateful she was for the people who had offered to help. Keys was the first to step up and put in an actual effort. Several had followed since, including Mrs. Fisher, who turned out to be one of her greatest assets. She thought back and wondered how much time she had wasted by not going to her right when Conner and Eric had mentioned it. Still, she was happy she was there now.

She yawned and wiped her eyes. She wasn’t sure how long it had been since she had taken a shower, but it was sure sounding good. Her mind had wandered off, and she almost forgot she was having a conversation with Keys. She cleared her throat and directed her attention back to Keys.

“Wow,” she stammered. “You work fast.”

“I knew you didn’t want to wait around here all day while the bosses figure out how to get a warrant for Valerie’s place in the forest. This was the next step,” Keys said.

“This is really amazing. You managed to get all this set up while I was sleeping? I thought I was only out for a few hours.”

“You were,” he said. “But I couldn’t sleep. Don’t forget I came into this after you, so I decided to be productive instead.”

She chuckled. “I know how you feel. I didn’t plan on falling asleep in there. Is it weird I was perfectly fine with seeing my ex-father-in-law but not my ex-husband after waking up?”

He burst into laughter. “I think it’s all in the context. How are things going with you and Eric? I don’t mean to pry…I’ve seen things that can bring a couple together or rip them apart.”

“Well, since we aren’t a couple, I’m not too worried about being ripped apart.”

“Ah, so it’s one of those divorces? No love at all?”

“I wouldn’t say that; we are just different people. He’s a good man; don’t ever think that I’m saying otherwise. He just didn’t really enjoy the excitement in life, and well…”

“You are the opposite, obviously, since you’re a police officer. Again, I didn’t mean to pry. I’ve always been a sucker for those sappy love stories, though, where everything works out perfectly in the end.”

Someone knocked on the door, and she quickly ran to answer it. It was Angie Fisher. She barreled past Emily and set two trays loaded with sweet breakfast snacks on the table. Before Emily could tell her it really wasn’t necessary, the woman spun around and took a seat in the chair across from the two officers. Her broad smile and bubbly attitude were too much for Emily so early in the morning.

“Mrs. Fisher agreed to be our first witness since she saw Amelia that afternoon.”

“You did?”

“I sure did. She was walking along on her way home from school with Valerie’s boy. I really wish I could be more help, but I wasn’t really watching for her…though I keep an eye on all the kids.”

“Start from the beginning. Why were you in town? What time was it? Which direction were you going?” Emily asked.

“All right, all right,” she huffed. “Let’s see. I came into town to get some of Mrs. Thompson’s fall honey. It’s always the best of the season when they’ve gotten the last of the sweet pollen. You really should try it, Emily. I know that Amelia would just gobble it up. Anyway, I believe it was right around three-twenty when I left her place right by the school. Of course, with the traffic being a bit of a muddle by the school, I got to watch all the children leaving.”

“Did you notice anything strange?” Emily asked.

“Heavens, no. If I had, I would have said something to someone. That’s the type of person I am, you know. See something, say something.”

“I know,” Emily muttered. “Why did you head out of town then?”

“Oh, right, this again. My wonderful Craig passed on some months ago now. We buried him out at a little family plot west of town that’s been in his family for years. I thought it would be nice to take him some.”

“And that’s when you passed Amelia and Paul?” Emily asked.

She nodded. “Right as they were crossing that little alley before the cul-de-sac. I think it was one of the cutest things I’ve ever seen, those two walking along while Valerie watched them.”

“Wait, Valerie was with them?”

Angie cocked her head, giving Emily a quizzical look as she nodded.

“Well heavens, of course, she was. She was following about twenty feet behind them. I don’t think anyone would let their child walk home alone without supervision. I’m sure she said something to Eric. Why else would he let your little girl go by herself?”

Emily’s brain entered a whole new speed. The flow of thoughts was almost too much to contain. Valerie had been following the kids. Why didn’t she say anything? Part of her wanted to run to Valerie’s house and pummel the woman, but another part of her thoughts went to Eric. She didn’t think it was possible he knew that Valerie was supposed to follow them, but in all of the chaos, it could have slipped his mind. The anger continued to rise inside of her.

Emily took a deep breath and went over the facts in her head. According to Angie, she had seen Valerie with the kids right before they went missing. During the search of Valerie’s house, she found Amelia’s pink beads inside Paul’s bookbag, but there weren’t any other signs of her daughter. Only after completing the search did they learn that she actually had another property that she had failed to mention. Why was the woman hiding so much?

She didn’t know what the truth was, but by all accounts, Valerie had been with Amelia when she was abducted. At the very least, she was the last one to see her before she had disappeared. Emily had all she could take from the woman. She had lied to her face, and she wanted to find out why. If Eric knew about Valerie’s plan to walk with Amelia, then he was going to catch hell, too.
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She was barely able to contain her emotions as Keys ushered Mrs. Fisher back out the door and told the next woman waiting to give them a moment. Emily was ready to go, though, with her coat and keys in her hand as she watched the detective take a seat back behind the plastic table. Her temper was on edge, the rage surging through her as she thought about the lies Valerie had told her. How did the woman think she was going to get away with stealing someone’s child? Emily glared at Keys before turning toward the door.

“We need to get up there right now,” Emily hissed. “You heard what Angie said. That cabin has to be where she’s at.”

“All we have right now is an elderly woman’s word that she saw a mother walking her son from school. That’s not much to go on—”

“She lied to us! She said she was in the house! That means she was up to something!”

Keys cringed. “Let’s just take a step back. I know that this isn’t what you want to hear, but we’ve got a procedure that needs to be followed. That’s how this works. The last thing you want is to find Amelia and have her kidnapper go free, right?”

“I just want to find her,” Emily whispered.

“I know you do, and we will.”

Keys’s phone rang, and he quickly answered it. The conversation was brief, with Emily knowing nothing of what was said. He was a professional at keeping his conversations under wraps. It was something all officers learned to do to keep the people around them from overhearing a conversation. Sometimes, there was no choice but to talk around hordes of people. Emily watched him with building anger as he ended the call and slipped his phone back into his pocket.

“We have the warrant—”

She jumped to her feet.

“Easy, killer. I just want you to understand that we were only able to get this because of the eye-witness account that Mrs. Fisher just gave us. Without that, I don’t think the judge would have gone for it. Listen to me, Emily. I put my neck on the line for you here. I need you to promise me that you are going to go by the book on this. Otherwise, you’ll need to stay here.”

Emily shook her head. “I promise I won’t do anything you don’t tell me to first. Now, can we go?”

After quickly telling Eric and Connor what they were doing, Emily jogged down the front steps past the reporters and into the detective’s waiting SUV. Despite the early hour, the reporters had already gathered and seemed to have great interest in what the two police officers were doing. Several of them appeared to be getting into their vehicles to follow them, but the detective quickly flicked on his sirens and sped away from town. There was no way the press was going to keep up with him.

Emily started to think about Amelia and what she must feeling. It broke her heart thinking about how alone and scared she must be, but she had to push forward. She missed her little girl. The way she would giggle and how fast she was growing up. What would make someone take a child? The world was full of sick people who did despicable things. She had seen it almost daily on the job in California, but it didn’t make it easier.

She glanced over at the GPS. According to the navigation, they were still twenty minutes away from the cabin. Her heart was already racing, and all she could do was sit in the car and wait as she glanced out the window of the speeding SUV. Suddenly she realized they were heading in the direction where they had found Amelia’s bookbag, and her stomach tied in knots. She could only hope that her daughter was unharmed and waiting patiently to be rescued.

“Momma’s coming, sweetheart,” she whispered. “Just hold on a little longer.”

Emily kept a watchful eye on the navigation system, her heart racing every time the mile markers ticked by. Despite Keys trying to keep the conversation alive, Emily had no desire to talk. Her head was already starting to ache, and the fear she had for her daughter’s safety had not waned since the moment she had found out Amelia was missing. They rode in silence for another fifteen minutes before the detective pulled off onto a gravel road that snaked up the side of a mountain.

Nothing about the terrain looked familiar. Emily knew that had Amelia been trapped outside somewhere, her chances grew slim the more the temperatures dropped. She wasn't prepared for North Dakota. Guilt started to creep inside Emily’s head once again. She should have fought harder to keep her daughter in California. At least there, she knew the dangers. Beaker Point had proven to be a disaster in disguise. Not long after turning onto the gravel road, they pulled off into a driveway on the left.

The ruts were deep enough along the edges that Emily had to hold on to the handle to keep from bouncing all over the place. As soon as the cabin came into view, her heart plummeted once again. If Amelia was inside, there was no way the cold weather hadn't taken its toll on her already. The small shack didn't seem to have any obvious insulation on the outside. Nor did she notice a generator to keep the space warm in the winter.

“This is it?” she stammered. “This is nothing more than a shack in the woods. Oh my God, if she’s in there…dear God. We have to get her out.”

“Let’s go find out if we can get in, first of all. Then, we can take things from there. You are doing really great here. I know that this is hard,” Keys said as he opened his door.

“Hard is an understatement. I wouldn’t wish this kind of torture on my worst enemy. I understand now better what Nunez was saying. Thank God his mother did something right. I just want my baby back.”

“Listen, even if she isn’t here, that doesn’t mean anything. It was another lead we ran down. We will find her, no matter what. You have to keep the faith alive. I know that’s hard right now, but it’s the only thing we’ve got.”

Emily nodded and climbed out after him, her hands shaking as she raced to the door. It had a large deadbolt on it. She pounded on it several times, but there was no noise on the other side. Her heart plummeted as she tried to keep her wits about her. Keys appeared from the other side of the SUV with a large set of bolt cutters, and Emily stepped to the side. When he handed her the search warrant, she quickly pulled the wax off the thumbtack he’d handed her with the warrant and mounted the paper to the door.

Finally, after exhausting all avenues of rousing someone inside, Keys had enough. He backed up and pulled out his gun. With both hands on his firearm, he put all of his force into kicking the door where the doorknob was. As soon as his foot made contact, the frame splintered, and the pair rushed inside.

Instantly, despair ran across her face. The cabin was more like a rundown shack. It was small and looked as though it could collapse at any point. A pile of fishing poles and gear was lying in the corner. A small antique wood-burning stove was in the corner, with a bed along the wall. There was a mini-fridge in the corner of the single room. As she opened, it was easy to tell that no one had stayed there recently.

Emily glanced around the tiny cabin, devastated that Amelia wasn’t there. Pictures on the wall were like trophies of fish caught in the past, and the cobwebs had overtaken the majority of the space. She could see where animals had burrowed their way through the walls in hopes of finding warmth in the winter. Suddenly, there was scratching under the bed. Keys must have heard it, too. He approached the bed and flipped the mattress, only to find a raccoon scurrying out of the hole in the wall.

All evidence led to this being where they would find Amelia, and yet there was no sign of anything that proved she had been there at all. Her heart sank. Where was her baby girl? She couldn’t help, even for an instant, think about the chance she would never find her. She glanced around the room as Keys made his way back to the door.

“She isn’t here,” Emily whispered. “Was she ever here?”

Before she could let it sink in, the sound of a car barreling up the driveway made them both race outside.
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Emily was beside herself with worry as they stepped outside to see who was coming. It was Valerie. She would know the familiar car anywhere. The woman skidded to a stop behind Detective Keys’s SUV and hopped out, slamming the door as she stormed in their direction. Emily was ready to give her a piece of her mind, but Keys stepped between the two women.

“Where the hell is my daughter?” Emily growled.

Valerie glared at her. “What the hell are you doing on my property? One of the women from the PTA said they saw you coming up here. I demand to know what’s going on.”

“Miss,” Detective Keys started, “we had reason to believe you might have been harboring Amelia Kroft at this location. We’ve put the warrant on the door if you’d like to look it over.”

She gasped. “You think I had something to do with this? What the hell would give you that idea?”

“For starters, you lied to us about being home on the day she went missing. People saw you walking behind the pair. That doesn’t look good,” Detective Keys said.

“Are you kidding me?” she stammered.

Emily shook her head. “I suggest you start telling the truth right now; otherwise, we are going to have to take you into custody until this gets sorted out. Lying didn’t help your case any.”

“I can’t believe this. This is insane. I would never take your child, Emily. I know we don’t know each other very well, but…Jesus, I’m a mother, too. I would never do that.”

“Then why the hell did you lie? It’s not so far out of reach. Maybe you thought I was an unfit mother or liked the idea of a manhunt bringing you closer to my husband.”

“He’s your ex,” she hissed. “And it’s not like that. I’m married.”

“Right,” Emily muttered. “To a man who’s never home. Maybe he will come bail you out—”

“I was having an affair, okay?” Valerie blurted out. “Are you happy now? I wasn’t sleeping with Eric, and I wasn’t sleeping with my husband. I just…I lost track of time, and when I saw Paul and Amelia walking by his house and knew it was way past when I was supposed to be home, I panicked and didn’t know what to say. I didn’t see what happened to her, Emily. I swear to you.”

“You were walking right behind them,” she stammered. “How could you not see who took my daughter unless you had something to do with it?”

“I ducked down into the alley as soon as we got close enough and went through the backyard that butts up to ours. I didn’t mean for all of this to happen, and I’m sorry you wasted your time looking into this.”

“We are going to need the name of the man you were with at the time,” Detective Keys said.

Emily couldn’t understand it. Not only had they wasted time following a lead, but the woman had seen her daughter just mere moments before her daughter had been kidnapped. Rather than stay behind the kids, she was more worried about saving face than the possibility of anything happening to them. She couldn’t help but think there was something severely wrong with the people in this town.

Her heart was breaking, and she didn’t have any more leads to go with. She put all her hope for finding Amelia on the lead of Valerie having something to do with it. Everything had made sense, right up to opening that cabin door and finding nothing inside. She balled her fists in anger, unable to control the rage inside of her. Who had taken her daughter and for what purpose?

As she went down the list of suspects and possible suspects, she realized that Angie had a way of knowing about most of what happened within the small town. She made a mental note to talk to the woman again. Maybe something else would click and lead her to Amelia. For real this time. She wouldn’t be able to take another few wasted hours following a crap lead. Amelia was still running out of time, and the weather was getting colder. She said another quick prayer to protect her daughter.

“I can’t believe this,” Emily stammered. “We wasted so much time. What are we going to do now?”

“We go back to the drawing board. We still have six interviews. Someone might have seen something.”

She couldn’t talk. She could barely breathe as they made their way back to town. She didn’t want to think about how much time had passed since she’d last seen her daughter. It was tearing her up inside. The only thing that was keeping her going was knowing her little girl was out in the world somewhere, scared and alone. Amelia was a fighter; she’d always been one. Emily just had to keep on fighting right along with her, even though they were miles apart. As they climbed out of the SUV in front of Eric’s house, Detective Keys's phone rang.

To Emily’s surprise, he walked in the opposite direction of the house. She didn’t go in without him, instead opting to wait by the car until he was done. The call didn’t take long, and by the time she looked up again, Detective Keys was rushing back in her direction. Her heart started to race when she saw the look in his eyes. There was something else going on. He’d learned something new. She jogged to meet him halfway across the road. As he detailed the conversation for her, she felt a renewed sense of urgency.

“That was one of the men I have inside the prison where Nunez is being held,” Detective Keys said. “My guy said Nunez has some new information for us.”

“What the hell does that mean?” Emily asked. “He told us he had nothing to do with it, and I believed him!”

“I don't think that he was lying, quite the opposite actually. I think he was asking questions in the prison after he found out that your little girl was missing. However, he doesn't wanna talk to anyone but you. He said something about not trusting the police.”

“Well, I can't say that I'm surprised. He is a career criminal. Do you think it's worth going to see him?” Emily asked.

“I really do. After talking to him last time, it seemed like there was truth to what he said. He doesn't seem like the type of man to kidnap someone's daughter, or maybe I’m just losing it.”

“No, I think you're right in that assumption. Nunez is a hardened criminal, a career drug trafficker, and one hell of a controlling pimp to his girls. Yet never once did I hear about him hurting children or taking them. There is a strange code of conduct among criminals that I don't begin to pretend to understand, but I agree with you. We need to go talk with him again.”

Detective Keys nodded in agreement. It didn't take long for them to fill in Eric and Connor about what they were doing. Despite Eric’s wanting to come with them, Emily knew it was a bad idea. He was already on edge emotionally. The last thing she needed was to be babysitting him and making sure his feelings weren’t hurt in the process. It wasn’t hard to convince him to stay, though, even if she had to use their daughter’s abduction as a ploy in the process.

“I still think I should come with you, Emily. What if Nunez gives you solid information, and Amelia ends up being in some other state?” Eric asked. “Wouldn’t it be easier to already be there so we could go together?”

“You make all the sense in the world. However, on the other side of things, what if his lead falls through, and Amelia comes home to neither of us being here? You have to be here in case she comes home.”

“I just want to find her, Emily.”

“We will. I promise. Whether she comes home or we find her somewhere else, we’ll see our baby girl again,” Emily said. “Besides, with the call center and locals still keeping an eye on things around here, you need to be available to follow the leads here. I will let you know whatever Nunez tells me. Okay?”

“As soon as you leave that room, call me, please. I want to know everything as soon as you do.”

“I swear I’ll get ahold of you as soon as I’m done talking to him,” Emily promised. “Until then, will you please check on my house while I’m away. I don’t trust all the people in this town, and I’d like to make sure everything is safe there.”

“I’ll keep an eye on your place,” Eric said. “Is there anything else I can do? I need to stay busy.”

“You do need to stay busy. If you want to be helpful, you could follow up on the affair Valerie was having. We need to close that lead off completely.”

“Oh, thanks, I’ll get right on it,” Eric muttered.
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She took the first flight that she could catch out of the local airport. It felt good to have her badge back in her pocket and her gun on her hip. At her insistence, Detective Keys stayed behind with Eric. She knew he needed the officer with him more than she needed the detective with her. It wasn't her first time going to a prison to interrogate a potential kidnapper. Yet it was still terrifying to know that her daughter could be out there somewhere, trapped with men as brutal as Nunez himself.

Emily tried to sleep on the flight to no avail. By the time they landed, she was rushing off the plane to the waiting police vehicle. Every minute that passed felt like torture. The process for getting into the prison was the same as before, though she felt awkward being there without the detective. She sat down at the same metal table and waited for Nunez to be brought back in. When he finally arrived and sat down, she didn't waste any time in getting to the point of her visit.

“What do you have for me, Nunez?” she asked.

“After you left, man, I was torn up. Like, people who mess with kids are bottom feeders and deserve the worst in life, you know?”

“Get to the point. I don’t have patience for games, and my daughter doesn’t have a lot of time,” Emily snapped.

“Okay, all right. Listen, you remember a guy named Karl Pierce?” Nunez asked.

“Not right off, but I’ve put quite a few of you guys behind these bars. What does he have to do with any of this?”

“Well, he’s doing his time here, too. He’s not on my block or anything, but after we talked last time, I started asking questions around the block, trying to get the word spread around. Just trying to dig some information up.”

“What did you find out?”

“Turns out this Karl dude has been saying all kinds of things about you since he got here,” Nunez said. “He wasn’t too happy about you putting him in here.”

“That goes with the job, but what makes him different than the hundreds of others I’ve put away?”

“The difference is, not only is he looking to get a little revenge on you, but he has the money to do it. Guess he stashed some cash before you picked him up. He’s been going around bragging about how he was going to get his revenge on you and told a couple of guys I know in his block that he had friends in the Dakotas and how easy it was going to be. I don’t know if this Karl dude had anything to do with it, but I wanted you to know.”

The man's name sounded familiar, but she couldn't place it. In her career, she had put dozens of people behind bars for different infractions. She thanked Nunez, promising him that she would mention all the help he had been to the parole board in the process. As she watched him leave, she couldn't help but wonder how the man's life would have turned out had he been given a fighting chance in life. The corrupt system always got to her. It wasn't that men like him should be let go, but if he'd had more guidance as a youth, she wondered if he would still be where he was at.

Minutes later, the door opened again, and a burly man in ankle and handcuffs was brought in. Instantly, she recognized him. Her heart dropped as her stomach clenched. If he was the man behind Amelia’s kidnapping, she knew it didn't look good. Ironically, Emily was never supposed to arrest the man. He had only landed in prison because of his own stupidity. Instead of fleeing the country when a search was publicized for him, the unintelligent inmate had stopped off at his girlfriend’s house before leaving. Unbeknownst to him, the young woman had been the one to call the police and turn him in.

“How’s life behind bars?” Emily snorted.

“Oh, it’s glamourous. Three meals a day and a gym. It’s almost as good as the Bahamas if you give it a chance.” Karl grinned. “I wonder how life for you is going. You know I think about you all the time.”

“Cut the bullshit! You know why I’m here,” she snapped. “Now, where’s my daughter?”

“All in good time, love. I wonder what she could be doing right now. I guess neither of us will know. You’re running out of time.”

“Running out of time for what? Just tell me where she is, and I’ll make sure to put a word in with the prosecutor for your kidnapping charges,” Emily said.

“Oh no, lady. This isn’t going to be that easy. My people have her, and I’m not going to give her back until you let me out of this hellhole.”

“What does she look like? If you have her, I’m sure you’ll know the answer to that.”

“She looks like you, Emily. She has your smile, you know that?” Karl chuckled.

It occurred to Emily that the man was lying. He had every tell there was from the constant shifting in his chairs to his lack of eye contact. The man was using her daughter as a pawn to get an early release. Her blood boiled.

“What was she wearing then? Tell me that. Give me something that proves you have her?”

“You don’t believe me then?” Karl chuckled. “What a pity. I guess you’ll never see your little girl again.”

“You’re lying,” Emily said. “You’re lying to me, and you’re wasting my time. I’ll make sure to get a few years added to your sentence. You know, since you want to give false information to an officer, hindering our investigation. Enjoy the extra years you’ll be receiving.”

With no intentions of wasting another minute on the man, Emily rose to leave. She was already about to throttle him for lying to her and setting the search for Amelia back by several hours. Just as she reached for the handle, though, he started to chuckle.

“North Dakota has some mean winters, don’t they? Sure would be a shame if little Amelia was stuck in a cabin somewhere…just freezing without any heat. How long do you think someone could last out there? I think it would only be a matter of hours personally.”

She was across the table in an instant, her hands wrapped around the man's throat as she screamed at him for answers. It didn't take but a few seconds for the guards to get inside and pull her off him. By the time they did, though, his nose was bloody from where she landed several solid punches. The look of rage in his eyes was enough to set her off again as she broke away from the guard holding her just long enough to land her right knee in the prisoner's groin. He doubled over in pain as she was dragged from the room.

Emily knew the interrogation was over. She would be surprised if the officers ever let her back into the prison again. She didn't care, though, as she grabbed her items and stormed out the front gates to where a car was waiting for her. On the drive back to the airport, she called Eric and quickly told him everything the man had said. Emily had to remind him that it was all a lie, though. Every shred of correspondence in and out of the man's cell had been carefully monitored. There was no mention of Emily or Amelia anywhere in the documentation.

Her best guess was that he had overheard Nunez talking at some point and pieced things together. The man was nothing more than a con artist looking for his next target. She was still furious that he had wasted her time. Emily hadn't been bluffing when she had told the man that she would have more charges brought against him. She knew she was opening herself up to prosecution by doing so, simply for losing her temper and going after the guy, but it was worth it if it meant that he got a little extra time behind bars.

As they reached the airport and she headed for the gate that would take her home, a thought crossed her mind. Instead of going to the waiting area, she made her way over to the reception desk and changed her flight information. There was a half-hour layover after changing her flight, but she didn't mind. Emily knew Eric and the detective would both be upset with her for going off course, but she had to find answers. Pulling up the woman's profile on social media again, she mapped out where the airport was in relation to the woman's hometown.

Emily was going to find out not only where Amelia was but what had happened to the woman's son who had gone missing two years before. Without being back in town, she didn't know how the interrogations of the others were going. She hated being away from the hub of information and activity. Something told her that she needed to speak with the other missing child’s mother, though. She hoped the grieving mother wouldn't slam the door in her face. Settling back into the metal row of chairs, Emily closed her eyes and silently prayed for Amelia’s safe return once again.
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When she landed in Colorado, it was strange to have to hail a taxi and not have a police escort. Thanks to the information she had found in the police database, Emily knew the woman’s address. It wasn't far from the airport, and as the taxi rolled to a stop in front of the unassuming blue house, Emily felt herself questioning her decision once again. The woman had no idea who she was, nor did she have any reason to speak with her. It broke her heart to know that she'd gone through the same thing Emily was now enduring, but without a happy ending.

Knocking on the door, Emily felt like an intruder. She waited for several seconds before knocking again. After there was still no answer, Emily became discouraged. In her rush for answers, she hadn't considered the fact that the woman might not be home. She made no effort to look further into the kidnapped child's mother, a mistake she was now kicking herself for. Without access to her laptop, she had no idea how to track down the woman. Just as she was about to turn back and try to catch the cab that was already starting to leave, she heard movement inside and froze.

The door opened, and a woman Emily's age glared at her. She looked past Emily for a brief moment, noticing the taxi still parked out front, before returning her gaze to Emily. Despite their similarities in age, the woman had lines beneath her eyes that Emily knew came from years of not knowing what had happened to her child. She tried not to let her emotions penetrate her voice as she fished her police badge out of her pocket and showed it to the woman.

“Hello. Amber?” Emily asked.

“Yes, I’m Amber. What can I do for you?”

“My name is Emily Brown, and I’m a detective in the Beaker Point area. I was wondering if you could spare a few minutes to talk?”

The woman looked confused and started to shut the door in her face, but Emily quickly put her hand against it.

“I understand what you’ve been through, Amber, trust me. My own daughter was just taken days ago, and I’m desperate to find out anything I can. I just need your help to clarify a few things. I need to know what happened with your son.”

Slowly opening the door, Amber replied, “I’m sorry to hear about your daughter. I heard about it on the radio. Unfortunately, I can’t be much help. I know where my son is, but I can’t get to him. His father took him and fled the country before I could do anything.”

“Why wasn’t that in any of the reports?”

“Well, once the local police found nothing—or I thought they didn’t—I had to find out the rest on my own. Turns out that Chief Schon, who was also an old friend of my ex-husband’s, covered the whole thing up until he was too far out of my reach.”

“That sorry, no-good…” Emily sighed. “I’m so sorry you’ve had to go through this. Are you any closer to getting your boy home?”

“I’ve been fighting to bring him home for two years, and I don’t think I’m any closer to achieving that. Schon did a number on the paper trail, and it has made it difficult to get anything done.”

Emily thanked Amber for all of the information and promised to help look into her case after she found Amelia. It didn't feel right leaving Amber all alone, but she knew she didn't have any other option. She quickly texted Detective Keys and told him about what she learned, requesting he relay the information to Eric as well. She had already booked a return flight to North Dakota, though it wouldn't leave for another hour. Thankfully, the taxi driver had waited for her, and she was able to get back to the airport without any trouble. With her stomach growling and her head throbbing, she checked in and made her way to the small airport bar.

While drinking in the middle of the day wasn’t a normal occurrence for her, she knew she had a long flight and a trying few days ahead of her. Ordering a scotch on the rocks, she pulled out her notepad and started looking over everything. They had searched for Amelia far and wide. It didn’t seem like they were getting any closer to her, either. No one in town knew where she'd gone, and the one lead they had followed was a bust. Still, she had learned some vital information in the process. For starters, Chief Schon was far more conniving and underhanded than she ever had realized. How a man could justify taking a child away from his mother simply because the kid's father wanted it that way was beyond her.

She had half a mind to go back to Beaker Point and confront Schon. Yet she knew the case was going to have to be handled delicately and more than likely by someone who wasn't her. Emily knew she was too close to the situation for her word to be taken seriously. It didn't mean she was going to give up, though. Detective Keys had proven to be a good man and a strong ally. He would help her to get justice for Amber and her child. Emily knew it. Still, it didn't bring her any closer to finding Amelia. There were still possibilities, though. They had yet to get back the forensic reporting on her book bag.

People often thought forensics was as simple as looking things over and finding clues, but it wasn't that cut and dry. The team would dissect everything in Amelia's bag, looking for hair follicles and even food particles that might not fit with the itinerary of her day they had been given. She finished the rest of her drink and looked down at her notes one more time. She knew she was missing something but still was unable to piece it together as the loudspeaker announced her flight was boarding. Emily gathered her things and left a ten on the bar for the drink and a tip before making her way to the boarding gate.

In a few minutes, she would have to shut off her phone and go through another grueling few hours without having any information or updates on her daughter's case. Before long, she was settled into her seat and popping in her headphones as the flight attendants went through the now-familiar roster of safety precautions. Emily didn't pay any attention to them, though; she was already going over every detail in her head once again. It didn't matter how many times it took or how frustrated she got; she was going to get to the bottom of Amelia's disappearance.

Eric was there to pick her up when she got off the plane. As she got in the car, she noticed he looked as tired as she was, and the bags under his eyes were proof.

“You look like hell, Eric,” Emily said.

“I feel like it, too. For the record, you’re looking just as rough. Have you gotten any sleep?”

“I might have dozed a few times, but nothing solid. Anything new on the home front?” she asked.

“Nothing we didn’t already know. So, what did you find out from the boy’s mom?”

“Besides the fact that Schon is more sadistic than I thought, not a whole lot. Didn’t Keys fill you in?”

“He mentioned you went there and that you found out she knows where her kid is. Was there more than that? What about Schon?”

“She knows where he is but can’t get him home. As it turns out, Schon was friends with the woman’s husband and helped him cover his tracks until he was out of the country with the boy. She’s been fighting ever since, trying to get him home.”

“So, Schon walked around, searching for a child, knowing damn well the whole time he was being kidnapped by the father?” Eric snapped. “What kind of sick bastard do you have to be to do something like that?”

“That’s what I said, but it looks like that’s exactly what happened,” Emily said.

She could see the wheels turning in his head. Judging by the death grip he had on the steering wheel, Emily knew Eric was as angry as she was. They rode the rest of the way in silence. Neither of them had any new information to share, and the realization was disheartening to Emily. She didn't speak again until she noticed they weren't heading for Eric's house. Instead, they had turned onto the same road as the police precinct. Her stomach lurched as his car skidded to a stop in front of the station. Emily knew Eric was about to blow his top, and she wasn't sure she was going to stop him. After all, Chief Schon had it coming.
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Eric was out of the car so fast that Emily had to race to catch up with him. He reached for the door just as she barreled in front of him to keep it closed. She knew how he felt. The rage was boiling inside of her as well, but attacking Chief Schon wasn't going to solve anything. At the very least, he would kick him out of the precinct. At the worst, Eric could be looking at jail time. It didn't matter that Schon was a crooked cop. The law was still on his side until he was proven guilty. Eric glared at her, trying to open the door despite her weight being against it. Emily knew she had to talk him down from the ledge.

“Why don't you take a few steps back, and we can talk about this,” Emily said.

His cold gaze didn't change. “Get out of my way, Emily. I’m going to tell that man exactly what I think of him. Do you have any idea the implications behind this? What if he knows where Amelia is, too, and he just doesn't feel like telling us?”

“Amber's son was taken by her father, a friend of his. What he did was wrong, and he is going to be punished for it, but this isn't the way.”

“Why not? It doesn't seem like anyone else is going to do anything about it! Look at how he has treated you since you've been here. Has anyone jumped up to say something?”

She cringed, knowing Eric had made a valid point. There had been no one lined up in her corner. Despite the multiple times the chief had stepped out of line, Emily had always been left dangling on her own. Yet the inaction of others did not warrant a bad move by Eric or herself. They weren't children anymore. There was no justice in losing your temper and making a scene. They had to go through the right channels. Otherwise, it would only cause more problems. How she was going to convince Eric of that, though, she wasn't sure.

“Eric, listen to me. Anything you go in there and say is just going to make matters worse.”

“Doesn’t letting him get away with this make things worse?” he asked. “At the very least, he will continue to think that treating you like trash is all right, and I’ve had enough of that, too.”

“I’m very thankful that you want to protect my honor, and I’m all for you bashing his head against the wall, but your daughter needs you to not be behind bars while she’s waiting to be found. Do you understand that?”

Eric’s shoulders relaxed. “I guess you’re right, but we can’t let him get away with that. The man helped a kidnapper, friend or not. He doesn’t deserve to wear that badge.”

“And I promise you he won’t for long. Once we get Amelia home, I guarantee I’ll be going after him. I’m going to make his life hell, and he’ll never work as a cop again. I swear to you, he won’t get away with it. Just come with me back home, and let’s go find our daughter. Please, Eric.”

“I’m taking your lead on this,” Eric said as he followed her back to the car.

She chuckled. “You should do that more often, Eric. It would be a lot better world for you.” She chuckled.

“Maybe from your perspective. From mine, it would be the end of the world as I know it.”

The two smiled as they headed toward the car. A million thoughts entered her mind, but the one that stood out was how long it had been since she had changed her clothes and took a shower.

“Would you mind stopping by my place so I can pick up a few things?”

“Are you planning on moving in?” He laughed.

Emily smiled. “Shut up and drive.”

The mood was lighter when they climbed back into his car. Emily knew they had averted a huge disaster. As Eric pulled away from the precinct, her phone started to vibrate in her pocket. She fished it out and saw the detective's name flash on the screen. A quick glance in Eric’s direction told her that he had the same churning in his gut at the number on her phone. It wasn't jealousy, though; it was the fear of what might be sad. Eric stopped the car, and Emily reminded herself that they couldn't lose hope as she answered the call and put it on speakerphone.

“What's up, Detective? Emily asked. “We were just getting ready to meet you back at the house and start the interviews again.”

“Actually, I'm going to be sending you an address that I need you to head to. I can keep going on the interviews, but I have to be honest. We aren't getting many leads. This one, though, seems like it might pan out. Now, I don't want you to get your hopes up because we've had a lot of these calls come in, but there was a sighting over in Hofstede.”

“That’s about forty miles north of here,” Eric whispered.

All of the emotions hit her at once. A sudden fear about what they would find washed over her first. She knew the possible outcomes at this point were getting more frightening. She’d been gone longer than most kidnap victims, and the likelihood of finding her alive was becoming less. Still, she pushed the fear away, trying to focus on the conversation at hand.

Just as she was ready to ask for the address, there was some relief coursing through her. They might have finally found her, and she held onto the hope that she was alive and safe. Everything coming at her at once caused tears to form in her eyes. Eric noticed her turmoil and reached for her hand. Giving it a squeeze, she glanced up at him, and his eyes were full of hope. His small gesture revitalized her spirits, and she quickly gathered her thoughts. Her heart filled with hope again as Eric put the car into drive and headed out of the precinct and onto the road.

“All right, send me the address,” Emily stammered.

“There are a couple things I need you guys to know. The call came from a woman who runs a dry cleaner. She saw the story on the local news and said she saw a girl matching Amelia’s wardrobe and description just a few minutes before calling.”

“Did she try to talk to her? Or maybe approach her?” Emily asked

“No, we told people not to approach during the press conference,” the detective said. “The last thing we want is for whoever took her to get spooked. If this pans out, at least we know she is in good health. The woman said she didn't look to be in distress.”

Emily knew they were following procedure, but it was still infuriating to know that someone had seen her daughter and done nothing to try to help her. She was starting to wonder if the press release had been a good idea at all. She didn't want to scare whoever had taken her daughter, but she knew she had to find her. It made no sense, though; Amelia would have to be terrified by now. Why wasn't she trying to get away from her kidnappers? Hopefully, they would have all of the answers soon.

“All right,” Emily said. “We are going to head that way.”

“Listen, if you're not up for it, I can send someone else out there. I heard about what happened at the jail...”

Emily quickly took the phone off of speaker as she pulled her hand away from Eric. She listened as the detective gave her the usual rundown of why what she did was wrong. She could tell from the tone in his voice, though, that he wasn't furious with her and she still had a job with his team if she wanted it. Still, she knew there would be questions about the incident after they found Amelia, ones she would have no choice but to answer. She stood by her decision to beat the man within an inch of his life, though. Given the chance, she would happily do it again.

When the detective was done berating her, she apologized for her actions without meeting Eric's questioning gaze and ended the call. After muttering that she didn't want to talk about it, she programmed the address the detective had sent into the GPS. Silence filled the cab, but there was something different about it, a hope for a happy future that she hadn't felt before. Emily wanted answers, and she finally felt like she was going to get them as they left town.
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The drive to town was silent for the most part. Neither of them had anything to say. She still wasn't going to tell Eric about what had happened at the prison, and she knew it upset him. Maybe after they found Amelia, she'd reveal that she had lost her temper. As it was, she knew he would be irate if he learned that a few hours before talking him out of beating up the chief of police, she herself had done the same thing to an inmate.

As they approached the location the GPS specified, the dry cleaner sign came into view, and her heart leaped. It felt like Eric was torturing her as he slowly pulled up and put the car into park. It gave her time to run over the rules for talking to a witness in her head, though. She had to put the person at ease and only ask them one question at a time, no matter how much she wanted to rush through and get the information. Slow and steady would get them what they needed, but if a person felt cornered, they would likely shut down. Perhaps in his own way, Eric was trying to remind her of that.

She knew he was just as scared as she was, though, and reminded herself to give him some grace. He wasn't a civil servant like she was. He hadn't had to see the suffering that she did. As a show of unity, Emily smiled at him before squeezing his hand and stepping out of the car. They entered the shop together, and Emily instantly scanned the small lobby. A girl younger than them waved from behind the counter as they approached.

“Hi there, I am Officer Brown, and this is Mr. Kroft. Are you the one who called in about the missing girl sighting?” Emily asked.

The girl nodded. “I'm Jackie. You're the girl's father?”

Eric nodded. “Do you mind telling us what you saw?”

“Sure thing, that's why I called. I just started here, and I don't really know the area that well. And so, when we got slow, I stepped outside for a smoke....”

Her eyes flickered to Emily. She smiled. “I don't care if you were having a smoke, though I'm guessing you're not old enough. You know that shit will kill you, right? Today we just wanna know about Amelia.”

Jackie's cheeks blushed. “Well, I was looking up and down the streets, just trying to get a feel for the area, you know? Anyway, I noticed this good-looking boy a few times at the ice cream shop a few blocks up from here. He drives this beat-up old black truck. Well, today, I was standing outside, smoking, and I saw him roll up. This time, though, he wasn't alone. He had a little girl with him. Now, I didn't get a good look at her face, so I don't know if it was her or not, but she was wearing the same outfit that it showed on the news. Right down to the purple scarf.”

Emily’s heart started to race. A few more times of these up and down panic attacks and she might actually have a heart attack. She tried to take a deep breath and calm her nerves. She knew she had to stay calm and be professional, but the hope of her daughter being found rushed through her.

At some point, Emily glanced over at Eric and noticed his fists balled up. He was feeling it, too. She had to pull herself together for the sake of their daughter, herself, and Eric, too, it seemed. Emily could tell Eric was holding back tears, and the thought broke her heart, but they needed answers. She knew that in order to get those answers, she’d have to act like a cop and not a mom who was losing control. She cleared her throat and continued.

“Do you know this boy’s name?” Emily asked.

“No, sorry. Of course, before I saw him with the girl, I would have liked to have known his name. Like I said, though, he's over there all the time. You might have better luck asking them.”

“What about the girl? How did she seem around him?” Emily asked.

Jackie shrugged. “I don't know. They were kind of far away, but she didn't seem scared or anything. That doesn't mean that she wasn't, though. Like I said, I would just go talk to them. I really wish I could be more help.”

“You called in to the hotline. You gave us a tip. That alone is more than some people would do. You could be saving a little girl's life right now,” Emily said.

Jackie smiled. “I guess I didn't think of it like that. Anyway, I really do hope you find her. Kind of shocking, isn't it? You don't expect something like this to happen out here.”

“Crime can strike anywhere,” Emily said. “Better to understand that now than to find out the hard way later.”

After giving the girl her card, they thanked her once again and headed back out into the bitter cold. The ice cream shop was easy to see just a few blocks away. Climbing back into the car, they pulled down the road and parked in front of it. Given the time of day, it was fairly slow. Through the glass windows, Emily could make out two patrons along with two employees. She had to imagine in the summer months when kids were out of school that the place didn't slow down for a single second. A few minutes later, they were standing at the counter, waiting for the two employees to finish helping the last customer before walking over to them.

Emily could tell they were the same age as Jackie. She wondered if everyone in the town was as young as they were or if they were just the cheapest workers that the dying businesses could find. She could see that neither of them was comfortable with police officers when she flashed her badge and had to assume it had something to do with the slight smell of marijuana that wafted from them both. It seemed like everyone was trying to hide something in the little community.

“We’re here looking for a girl who was kidnapped. I’m Detective Brown, and this is my…partner, Mr. Kroft,” Emily said as she looked at Eric. “We’re here because there has been a kidnapping, and we were hoping you’d be able to answer a few questions.”

“Uh…sure,” the blonde said. “Anything to help. What do you want to know?”

“There was a boy who came in earlier today. He was driving a black pickup truck,” Emily said. “Do you happen to know him?”

“You mean Aaron?” she asked.

“Was he here earlier, and does he drive a black truck?”

“Yes, that would be him. He works here, although today is his day off.”

“Did you happen to see the girl that was with him?”

“Yeah, today is his day off, and he brought her in to get some ice cream. He said it was his sister’s kid, so I guess it would be his niece. Although we had never met her before today. He told us he was watching her for a few days while his sister was out of town. Do you think he kidnapped that girl? That would be crazy. He doesn’t seem the type to—”

“Did he say anything else?”

The two girls looked at each other and chuckled. Emily couldn’t help but wonder how much reefer the two had smoked before she had gotten there, but that wasn’t her concern right then.

“He’s always flirting with us, but besides that, he didn’t tell us anything. Just paid for their ice cream and left.”

“Did the girl seem scared in any way? Like she was in danger,” Emily added.

“Not really, but it was hard to tell,” the brunette offered. “She seemed eager for her snack, though.”

“Do you happen to know where Aaron lives? Have an address for him or any way that we can get ahold of him. We’d just like to ask him some questions.”

The two gave her the boy’s address. She quickly thanked them and headed back for the car as the two girls giggled and whispered behind her. As they pulled away from the ice cream shop and she programmed the boy's address into the GPS, her heart was already racing. Eric was strumming his fingers along the steering wheel, indicating that he, too, felt the rising adrenaline in the air. They were so close to finding Amelia, and she knew it. When the automated system announced that they were six minutes from their destination, Emily checked her gun and its holster, ignoring the sideways glances from Eric as she did. She hated the idea of having to use it but knew she wouldn't hesitate if her daughter's life were at risk.
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“Are you sure we shouldn't call for backup or something?” Eric asked.

“No, it would take them too long to get here. Plus, you saw those girls at the ice cream shop. You can't tell me that they aren't going to call their friend and let him know that we’re coming up here. It's just too risky.”

“Don’t you think going in there without any support is risky as well? If this kid is willing to kidnap someone, you have to assume he's armed and dangerous.”

“Our little girl is in there with that man that you think is armed and dangerous. As far as I'm concerned, that's more important. Plus, I'm not going in without support. You are going to be right here the whole time.”

“Over my dead body!” Eric exclaimed. “I am not gonna sit out here and wait in the car like a little kid. That's my daughter in there, too, you know.”

“You’ve lost your damn mind if you think that I’m going to let you come over there with me. There is not a chance in hell. You are an unarmed civilian. I’m a trained police officer with a gun.”

“That’s some bullshit, and you know it,” Eric grumbled.

“You don't have to like it; you just have to listen. Don't make me handcuff you to the steering wheel,” Emily joked. “Plus, I told the detective that we were coming up here and gave him the address. We aren't going in blind. If anything looks suspicious, then I’ll back off, and we’ll wait for him.”

“Then why don't we just wait for him now, instead of telling the bad guy that we’re here and looking for him?” Erica asked.

“Because we don't know if he is a bad guy or not. All we have right now is a handful of kids telling us they saw someone who looked like her or, at the very least, was dressed like her. That's not enough to do anything with.”

Eric sighed. “Fine, but I still don't like it.”

“You don't have to like it. You just need to trust me on this.”

There was no more time to argue as they pulled into the driveway indicated on the GPS. The house was old but seemed to be well maintained. It reminded her of the nicer, if not poor, areas in their rural counties of California. As soon as she saw the rusted-out pickup truck, Emily knew they were in the right place. The property seemed to be secluded. She hadn't seen another house for at least two miles. Though it wasn't uncommon in North Dakota. There was more land than there were people, it seemed.

As they drove down the driveway, there were cars lined up on either side. The property could easily be mistaken for a junkyard. Most of the cars were missing doors and had the windows broken out. There was an old Rottweiler tied to a tree at the side of the house. He looked mean, but the chain could have been used to tow a semi with how big it was.

The house itself was nothing to brag about, either. The siding was coming off where the weather had probably gotten to it, and the screen door looked like it could fall off the hinges at any time. Overall, it looked like a normal house out here in the sticks, but there was a feeling of dread that built up inside of her. When they reached a place to park toward the front of the house, she could see car parts covering part of the porch. Emily swallowed hard, trying to control the pent-up emotions she was dealing with.

Just as Emily was about to climb out of the car, a door on the side of the house opened, and a little girl abounded out down the steps. Her heart raced when she saw the purple scarf and pink jacket, but the child's face was so well bundled that she couldn't make it out. Still, she was the same size as Amelia. Excitement overcame Emily as she opened the door and jumped out of the vehicle, racing in the child’s direction as she called out her daughter’s name. Just as she was about to reach the girl, the child spun around, and a pair of emerald-green eyes looked up at her, full of shock and fear as she backed away from Emily.

It wasn't her little girl. Devastation coursed through Emily as she tried to gather her thoughts. She mumbled to the child that she was sorry as a teenage boy came barreling out the same door as the girl had seconds before. He was down the steps instantly, grabbing the girl in his arms and backing away from Emily with a look of pure rage in his eyes. She moved mechanically for her badge, flashing it to the boy as she stammered out her name.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” the boy asked. “I would say I'm going to call the police, but it looks like you are them! I want to talk to your supervisor!”

The words snapped her out of her days. “I am so sorry. I didn't mean to scare either of you. My name is Officer Brown. I am looking for a missing girl who met her description.”

“I heard about that, but that still doesn't give you the right to scare the daylights out of a seven-year-old child. What the hell?”

“I know, when situations like this come up, especially in areas as remote as this state is, emotions tend to run high. I understand if you don't want to cooperate, but I would really appreciate it if you would answer a few questions for me.”

“Fine,” the boy muttered. “But you better believe I’m going to be saying something about this situation to my parents.”

“Where are your parents now?” Emily asked.

“They're at work, like everyone else. The only reason I'm not at work is that I’m babysitting my niece for the next few days. My sister had to go out of state on business. I can give her your number if you'd like, but I can tell you this kid has not been kidnapped.”

“That won't be necessary,” Emily said. “I can see that she's not the girl we are looking for. However, the outfit does match what she was wearing perfectly. Do you mind my asking where you got the coat and scarf?”

“My mother got them last night from the church clothing drive. They were brought in right before they closed. My sister was going to buy Carrie a new jacket when she got back, but when my mother saw this one, she knew it would be a perfect fit.”

After having driven through most of the area, it made sense that the clothes would have been picked up through a church organization. All around the town, there had been signs of a dwindling economy. Closed shops and businesses were strung across the main drag. Even seeing the condition of this property told her the area was poor. Still, she had to be sure that the outfit the little girl was wearing had been Amelia’s.

Emily looked down at the little girl, Carrie. The girl’s eyes lit up from the attention now that she knew she was safe. Carrie seemed to be curious about Emily and continued to watch her. Emily smiled at the girl, but a sea of heartache washed over her. She wanted to hold Amelia in her arms, squeezing her tight and letting her know that everything was going to be all right. Suddenly, she remembered something in particular about the coat her daughter had been wearing.

“Would you mind if I took a look at it really fast?” Emily asked.

“I don’t know,” he stammered. “I mean, I know you’re a cop and everything, but you did just scare the hell out of her.”

“She doesn't even have to take it off. I just need to see the tag, and then we’ll be on our way,” Emily offered. “If it makes you feel any better, we can wait here until your parents get home.”

The boy looked unsure but nodded, setting the little girl down as she bounded over to Emily. She smiled, knowing the age well. Since she was in no danger, Carrie preceded to ask Emily an onslaught of questions about being a female police officer. Emily was happy to answer all of them as the girl shook off the jacket and handed it to her. She had to fight to maintain her end of the conversation, though, when she saw the tag and Amelia's name stitched into the seam. She ran her fingers over it. Conner had done the seam work himself, a skill Emily hadn't realized the old man possessed. Finally, they had a clue.
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“Ithink that's probably the best money I've ever spent,” Eric muttered. “So, what do we do now?”

“You know you probably could have offered them twenty dollars for the jacket, and they still would have taken it, right?” Emily asked.

“Yeah, but this is a link to finding our daughter. The information alone was worth the hundred I gave him for it. So where do we go from here?”

“Well, we need to get back to your house and share what we found with the detective. I know he’s going to want to send this off right away to forensics.”

“So, they told you they got it out of church?” Eric asked.

Emily nodded. “Yeah, he said that his mother helps volunteer there. It was dropped off with a bunch of other donations. I've already got Detective Keys sending a people out to the church to collect the rest of the donations. There might be something in there that will give us another hint.”

Emily fell silent as they drove toward Beaker Point. She tried not to think about the devastation that came with another dead end. Her heart felt like it was in a constant state of shattering. The drive took them an hour, but neither of them spoke. She knew Eric was processing everything that had happened in his own way, and she wasn't going to interrupt the process. As the media vans parted to let him pull into the driveway, Emily had this strange sensation that she had come home again.

They didn't give anyone an update as they rushed into the house. She wanted to go directly into the garage and rendezvous with Detective Keys but was stopped short of the door by Mrs. Fisher. The woman didn't look like she felt very good at all, a stark contrast from earlier in the day. Emily could sympathize with her; it had been a trying few days for all of them.

“Dear, I know you just got back, but I was wondering if you wouldn't mind holding down the Fort while I went and got some lunch. My stomach seems a bit unsettled with all of this business. I'm hoping a touch of soup that I made yesterday will help.”

“Of course!” Emily said. “You have been a huge asset to our team. Take as much time as you need. Just let me know if you don't think you're going to make it back today. You've quickly become the center of operations around here. I don't know what we would do without you.”

“You are too sweet,” the woman said.

Emily gave her a wave before heading into the garage, where the detective was already seated and waiting for her. She still felt like her mind was running through a fog but knew she had to work through it. When she sat down, she realized he was on the phone and waited for the conversation to finish as he jotted down notes. Emily could tell that it wasn't good news as he leaned back in his chair and let out a hefty sigh. He thanked the caller and ended the call, setting his phone on the table between them.

“How are things?” Emily asked.

“Well, I wish I had better news for you,” Keys said. “That was forensics on the phone. They weren't able to lift anything off of Amelia's book bag.”

Emily had hoped they could find something on the backpack that would have led to Amelia. In the back of her mind, though, she knew it would be unlikely. It still didn’t lessen the blow when she heard the news. She had to wonder how hard the forensics team had actually tried to find anything. Again, she had to push those thoughts from her mind. They were the thoughts of a worried mother and not those of a detective working on a case.

The fact they hadn’t found anything shattered some of the hope she was holding onto. The negativity washed over her as she thought about never holding Amelia again. She began to wonder if they’d ever be able to find something that would give them a real lead. She was slowly losing hope, and that angered her most of all. As if on cue, Keys brought her back to reality.

“But I don't want you to give up hope. Not yet,” Keys quickly added. “There is a good chance that whoever took her tossed it out the window before they made it very far. That means there wouldn't be much on it that we could use. However, now that we have her coat, we should be able to get a lot more off of it. I've asked the team to rush the results as well. It shouldn't be long before we hear something.”

“Thank you,” Emily muttered.

A commotion on the other side of the door pulled both of their attention away from the conversation as it burst open. Chief Schon glared at the pair, waving a few pieces of paper in his hand as he stomped forward. Emily could tell by the smirk on his face that whatever news he shared wasn't good for them. She wanted to smack the smug look right off of his face.

“You were just the woman I was looking for,” the chief said. “I've got some paperwork here for you that was brought to my attention.”

He set the paperwork down on the table in front of her, and she quickly started looking through it. Her stomach plummeted when she saw her landlord's name at the top of one of the documents. She knew the moment she had feared was finally there. Despite Angie realizing that she was not a criminal, the damage had already been done. Her landlord had taken the first step to evict her. She had less than thirty days to vacate the property. A surge of rage coursed through her as she flipped to the next page.

“What the hell is this?” Emily asked.

Schon Chuckled. “That, young lady, is a cease-and-desist order. It seems like you have been stirring up quite a bit of trouble recently. Valerie came to me, concerned because it seemed like you have been targeting her. All I did was suggest that she take matters into her own hands with the courts. They were happy to draw up the paperwork for her.”

“You son of a bitch,” Emily hissed. “This is your fault. You know I was only doing my job, right? All of this is my job!”

He shrugged. “That’s not my problem. You overstepped. I guess that will teach you to stay in your place from now on.”

Emily lunged from the chair. She didn't know what she was going to do, but she wasn't going to let the chief speak to her in such a manner. She had worked too long and too hard for her position and rank in the force to let any man assume so much control over her career. Every blemish, no matter how personal, was viewed when applying for certain positions. He was on a path to destroy her career.

“You’re a lousy, no-good son of a—”

“Hold on there, cowgirl,” Keys said, blocking her path.

“I can’t—”

“You,” he said, pointing at Schon. “I’ll talk to you outside.” Keys turned and grabbed her by the shoulder, staring right into her eyes. “You have to calm down, Emily,” he said. “This is not what you need to be doing right now. He’ll get his. I promise you that, but I need you focused on finding Amelia right now.”

“He deserves the bashing I’m about to give him. He’s going after my job,” Emily seethed. “He’s not worthy to wear that badge.”

“I promise he won’t be wearing it when we’re done with him, but you have to let it go for now. We’ll figure out your living situation later after we find Amelia. I promise he’s not getting away with anything.”

“What are you going to do?” Emily asked.

“First thing I’m going to do, is to wait for you to calm the hell down. I don’t need you going batshit crazy in the middle of our investigation.” Keys snickered. “As much as I would love to see that, there are more important things to do. Can I let you go now?”

“Okay, I promise I won’t do anything stupid, but get him the hell out of here, please. I can’t deal with any more of his nonsense.”

“Now, I’m going to go get rid of the chief. I need to trust that you’re not going after him until I say so.”

“I said I promise. What more do you want? Do you want me to sign a sworn statement?”

“That won’t be necessary.” He chuckled. “Let me go take care of Schon. You stay in here and figure out what we can do next.”

“Fine, but don’t expect me to be happy with it.”
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No matter how hard Emily tried to calm herself down, she knew she would lose her temper as long as she had to deal with the chief. Letting the detective take him out of the house was the best news. Her hands were still shaking when the door opened and Eric appeared a few minutes later. Emily handed him the eviction notice along with the paperwork on Valerie without saying anything. She didn't know what she was supposed to do. Nothing else mattered but finding Amelia—the reality of the world was a quickly shattering bubble.

With nowhere else to go on Amelia's disappearance, Emily excused herself and grabbed her keys, heading for the door without saying anything to anyone. She wasn't in the right frame of mind to be of any use to them. All she wanted to do was get back to her house, lock herself inside, and cry. It was becoming second nature to her to dodge the waiting camera crews and reporters. Though she knew they were only there to help, she had no patience for them that afternoon.

She didn't feel better until she was safely inside her house, with the door locked. Only then did she let the tears fall. Her mind had taken her on an emotional rollercoaster in the last few hours. First, thinking that they had found her daughter only to discover that she was still missing, plus the knowledge that her book bag was of no help, was more than she could handle. Still in a daze, she walked up to her bedroom and lay down, exhaustion forcing her into sleep.
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Emily only woke to the sound of her phone ringing, along with someone banging on her front door. She darted out of bed, her phone in her hand, as she raced down the steps to the front door and jerked it open. Immediately, the ringing on her phone died as the detective lowered his own phone. She was only partially awake when he asked if he could come in, but she stepped aside and shut the door after him, blocking out the frigid air. It didn't stop a cold chill from moving through her, and she thought about Amelia somewhere out there in the wilderness.

“What’s so important? Did we find something?” Emily asked, still wiping sleep from her eyes.

“We got a hit on Amelia’s jacket,” Keys said.

“What kind of hit? Is it DNA? Do we have a suspect?”

“Give me a chance. The forensics team shot over an email and then called me to make sure I got it. I was thoroughly impressed with their ability to put a rush on it. Anyway, turns out it was covered in this wildflower that only grows in this region.”

“But what does that tell us other than the fact that she’s been around here? We already knew that.

“The flower has to have certain conditions to pollinate, which means there are only a few areas around here that it can grow,” Keys said. “The flower doesn’t grow in town, and that means that she had to have gotten it on her after she was taken.”

Excitement grew inside of her. It was a relief to know that there was still hope. Before falling asleep, she had prayed for a sign that would help her find Amelia, and this could be it.

“I’d like for you to accompany me back to Eric’s so we can go over everything one more time. I already have a team looking into the locations of the flower, but I’d like to get a clear picture of everything.”

“Of course, just let me grab a few things, and we can head out.”

Grabbing her jacket and keys, she followed him quickly to his waiting SUV. He drove with the lights on but not the sirens over to Eric's house. Never in her life had she made the trip in such a short amount of time. The camera crews were still staked out as they rushed inside. Eric and Connor were waiting for them, along with Mrs. Fisher. She was surprised to see the woman in good spirits after the bout of depression she'd suffered earlier in the afternoon. Still, she was grateful that she had kept her word and returned to offer more support to the men while she got some rest.

“All right,” Detective Keys started. “I wanted us all to be together so that we could hear this. We got the report back on Amelia's coat. They rushed it just like I had asked them to. Now, I've already given Emily some of the details, but I want to share them with the rest of you.”

Emily watched him pull a photo of a flower out of a manila folder he brought in with him.

“This flower is pretty rare—”

“Wait a second,” Eric stammered. “I've seen this before, up at Valerie's place.”

“Are you sure?” Detective Keys asked.

Eric nodded. “Yes, I’m absolutely positive. I'd never seen that flower before we went up to Valerie's cabin. It's distinct. I would know it anywhere.”

“We have to get back up there,” Emily said. “What if we missed something?”

“I agree with you,” the detective said. “I don't know how much good it's going to do us this late in the day, though. We need to get a forensic team up there to take a look at the place. They might see something that got missed.”

“Well, I can be here when the sun rises in the morning,” Mrs. Fisher piped in. “That way, Connor doesn't have to try to run the whole place himself. I'm sure you're going to want to go with them as well, Eric, won't you?” Eric nodded. “I don't know how much good I will be, but I suppose the extra set of eyes wouldn't hurt.”

They made the last of the plans, and Detective Keys brought her back to her house. He offered to come inside with her and go over the details of everything again, but Emily was still exhausted. She knew that a good bit of her fatigued state came from a combination of her emotions and the creeping depression that she felt over Amelia’s absence. When she was alone in her house again, she didn't bother to do much of anything besides get a shower and go to bed. As the tears fell, she went back to sleep, dreaming of her child.
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Again, Emily woke to her phone ringing. She reached for it, and it was Eric calling. For a moment, she was worried that she had overslept. The fatigue had taken over, and for the first time in days, she had slept through the whole night. Only nightmares of never finding her daughter had disturbed her.

“Hello?” Emily answered.

“Emily, it’s Eric.”

“I have caller ID, Eric. What’s up?”

“I just figured I’d pick you up and we could head up to the cabin together,” Eric said.

“Okay, yeah, that’ll work. Uh, just give me about ten minutes to wake up and get a cup of coffee.”

He laughed. “I’m already waiting outside, and I brought coffee with me.” He laughed.

Emily felt like Eric could be her hero right then. She quickly told him she’d be right down before she hung up. The man could be an angel at times. Emily jumped out of bed and stripped off her clothes. Reaching into her closet, she grabbed a new outfit and stumbled getting dressed. She was still trying to wake herself up, but the excitement of the lead grew. After grabbing her phone and keys, she rushed out the door.

It wasn’t a long drive to the cabin, but they stayed silent mostly. Both of them were sipping their coffee. It looked as if he hadn’t slept at all, and Emily felt for him. She knew the feeling well.

Emily was surprised when they pulled into the driveway, finding the forensic team already there. Once they got out of the car, they immediately began their search. It didn’t take long, though.

“That's it, right there. I told you it was here,” Eric stammered.

Everyone turned to look in his direction. Emily gasped. Sure enough, the flower was right there at the edge of the cabin. The forensic team took over the scene, and the divorced couple was pushed back from the evidence. It didn't take long for Detective Keys to find them, though, after the search had started.

“Well, I think it's safe to say that she was here at one point,” the detective said. “I just wish we’d found this sooner. I’ll have to send it out for DNA confirmation, but I thought you two might be able to give us a head start on getting some warrants set up.”

“What are you talking about?” Emily asked.

The detective held up a clear evidence bag. When Emily saw the strand of hair identical to her daughter’s, she gasped. Amelia had been there.

“There’s more,” Keys said. “This morning, a flag I’d put out on Valerie was triggered. She caught a flight to North Carolina with her son.”
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It didn't take long for the officers in North Carolina to find and arrest Valerie. To Emily’s surprise, she was flown directly back to Beaker Point for an interview. It wasn't until she arrived without Paul that Emily was informed that the boy was still in North Carolina with his father. Not once had she met the man, to the point that she was starting to wonder if he existed at all. With her custody and arrest going through Detective Keys, they had to use the local precinct as an interrogation room. Emily ignored Chief Schon from the moment they walked in, much to his disproval and her amusement.

“I should have known you would have something to do with this,” Valerie hissed when Emily walked into the room with Keys. “Are you that bent out of shape over my taking legal action against your little witch hunt?”

“The only witch hunt I have taken part in is the one searching for my daughter’s kidnapper. Now, why don't you tell us what really happened, and maybe you might get free by the time Paul graduates college.”

A look of fear shot across Valerie's face as her jaw dropped. Emily's harsh words had their intended reaction. She wasn't going to play nice with the woman, not when she knew something about Amelia's disappearance. Despite having stocked up on sleep, Emily was still on edge and would be until her child was back home with her. Valerie's eyes darted from Emily to the detective and back again as she shook her head.

“I don't know anything about Amelia's disappearance. I already told you that.”

“Then maybe you wanna tell me why fibers from a plant that grows by your cabin were found on her jacket and why one of her hairs was found inside.

“I have no idea,” Valerie stammered. “I really don't at all! Please, you have to believe me. I have no idea what's going on.”

“Why were you fleeing the state then?” the detective asked.

“I wasn't fleeing anything except this ridiculous case!” Valerie shouted. “Do you have any idea how difficult and humiliating this has been for me? I don't know which one of you leaked my affair to the press but thank you for trying to ruin my marriage. This vacation was supposed to be a way for us to reunite. Now I don't even know if I'll have the money to fly back down there, thanks to you guys.”

“A woman is missing her child, and you're worried about your vacation?” Detective Keys asked.

“Listen, I’m really sorry about Amelia going missing, but the rest of the world doesn't stop just because of that. You two have set out to ruin my life, so yeah, I got out of here.”

“Well, I would sit tight because your story isn't adding up, and we still have a little girl missing. If I were you, I'd call your husband and let him know that it's gonna be a father-son vacation for now,” Keys said.

Keys left the room, and Emily followed behind. Something wasn’t sitting right about the whole situation. Emily could feel that something was wrong.

“I don’t think she knows anything about Amelia’s disappearance,” Keys said. “Something in my gut tells me that we are off on this one.”

“I’m getting that same feeling. What are you going to do?”

“Even though I don’t think she knows anything, it doesn’t mean that I’m right. I think it’s a good idea to hold her for now. Just until we have completely cleared her.”

“I agree,” Keys said. “Her name has just been brought up too many times, and we have no explanation as to why Amelia’s hair was found at her cabin.”

Emily thought about everything as she followed Keys to the car. Everything made so much sense, right up until it didn’t. The constant back and forth was confusing her, but she had to keep moving forward. She wasn’t about to give up. Keys drove them back to Eric’s, neither one saying anything at all. Keys looked to be deep in thought, and Emily couldn’t take her mind off the evidence. When they arrived, they both quickly skirted inside before the camera crews could throw any questions at them.

“What did you find out?” Eric asked.

“Not what we were hoping for,” Emily said. “She didn’t give us anything more to go off of.”

Emily gave Eric a quick review of all the information Valerie had given. Explaining that neither she nor Keys believed she knew anything more. Just as she finished talking to Eric, Conner came into the room and joined them.

“So, if I just heard that right, I'm guessing Valerie wasn't the kidnapper?” Connor asked.

Emily shook her head. “No, but we are still going to keep her here for a while longer. We need to go over everything with a fine-tooth comb again. I don't want her getting off the hook that fast.”

Connor frowned. “Do they normally let prisoners walk out of jail? Sorry, I guess she’s not a prisoner, a suspect?”

“What are you talking about, Dad?” Eric asked. “Emily and the detective just left there. She’s being held until this is all sorted.”

“Well, now, I wouldn't be too sure about that. I saw her walking out with Chief Schon not even ten minutes after the two of you left. I had just popped over to the market to get us some more milk. I tell you what, you police officers sure know how to drink your way through some coffee!”

“Wait, you saw her leaving with the chief?” Emily asked

Connor nodded. “I sure did. I might be old, but my eyesight is as good as it ever was. That was Valerie walking out with him. They were getting into his cruiser. Now, had I known that you didn't want her going anywhere, I might have followed them…”

“No,” Emily muttered. “We don't need you getting involved any more than you already have.”

Emily looked at Keys with a shocked expression. She couldn’t believe Schon had walked her out the front door, knowing she was their number one suspect. Anger flashed through her core, and if her daughter weren’t missing, she would have walked right back into that precinct and beat him within an inch of his life.

He had gone behind their backs and released Valerie. He had made her quit her job and was trying to get her evicted from her home. It took everything in her power not to walk right over there, but she knew she had to be there for Amelia. She already knew he had helped with another kidnapping. What was holding him back now? That thought only angered her more, and she snapped. Infuriated, she grabbed her keys and walked out the front door. She was going to put an end to Schon. Now he was putting her daughter at risk, and she wasn’t going to sit back and let him. Keys followed after her, though, almost jogging to catch up before she reached the road.

“Just where the hell do you think you're going?” Detective Keys asked as he chased after her.

“I'm going to find out what that son of a bitch thinks he's doing letting our suspect out of custody!”

“Listen, Emily, I know you’re worked up about this, but if you are going to work with me in my department, you can't keep running off anytime you damn well please.”

“My daughter is missing!” she hollered. “And Schon just let our only suspect walk out the front door. I’m going to give him a piece of my mind.”

“Yes, I know that, but we still have a process we have to go through. What the chief did was wrong, and I’m going to make sure he is reprimanded for that. That doesn't mean that we can do whatever we want, though. Let's find out where he took her first, and then we can go from there. But if that's going to happen, I need to know that you're going to keep a level head,” the detective said.

Emily glared at him but nodded as they climbed into his cruiser. She knew he was just trying to look out for her best interest. Still, the chief had taken things too far now. He was letting a woman who might have information about her daughter's abduction go without any cause. That was a slight that she would not forgive easily. How anyone could justify letting a suspect go, especially with his years on the force, was beyond her. It made no sense. Unless he was in some way connected to everything. Thinking about what Amber had told her, Emily had to wonder just how crooked the chief of police really was.
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They were back at the precinct within minutes, with Detective Keys rushing inside before Emily could take the helm. Chief Schon didn't seem surprised they were there. The only thing that bothered him, it appeared, was lugging his large frame out of the tiny chair he'd wedged himself into. Emily balled her hands into fists as she shoved them into her pockets. She wasn't going to make a scene. Keys had everything under control. All she had to do was be a witness to it. Still, she knew it would take an act of God for her to keep her mouth shut.

“What were you thinking, Schon? I said I wanted Valerie placed in a holding cell for twenty-four hours so it would give us time to clear her properly. Now, I’m hearing that you walked her out, not even ten minutes after I walked out of here.”

“What can I say, Keys?” Schon smiled. “She was released on her own recognizance. I couldn’t hold her any longer because my holding cells were full. My officer’s made a few arrests on some unrelated cases, and I needed the cell space.”

“Those cases more important than my daughter’s?” Emily snapped.

“Now, don’t go telling people that’s what I said. I just had nothing to hold her on.”

“That’s why the hold was put under my name, Chief. This is my case, and I wanted her held.”

“I’m sorry, but my hands are tied. She’s already been released,” Schon said.

“You’re wrong for that!” Emily said. “You don’t deserve that badge!”

“Well, now, that’s not for you to decide. Is it?”

“It may not be for me to decide, but I promise, after I find my daughter, I’m coming for that badge. There will be a full investigation into every case you’ve handled, with a focus put on Amber’s missing son. I’ll make sure you burn for this Schon. You’ll never work as a cop again by the time I’m done.”

“Get the hell out of my office! Both of you!” Schon screamed. “Get out, and don’t come back here unless you bring an army with you. No good—”

She didn’t stick around to hear what the idiot would say next. Emily spun around and stormed out of the precinct. She didn't care if the detective was following after her or not. Valerie was still a suspect, and she was going to arrest her no matter what either of them said. As she started to walk down the road, Detective Keys emerged and chased after her. She already knew what he was going to say, though, and she wasn't in the mood to listen to him tell her she was wrong. It wasn't until he threatened to strip her of her badge and gun that she stopped and spun around. When he ordered her to get back in the car, Emily complied, though she was ready to jump back out at any minute.

For several long minutes after they pulled away, he didn't say anything. She wondered where they were going but was too stubborn to ask. When they turned on her road, she understood he was taking her back home. For a moment, she thought about leaping out of the car and running back in the direction of Valerie's house, confronting the woman, and getting the truth of the matter. In the back of her mind, though, Emily knew Valerie wasn't guilty. Still, it felt good to have a suspect in custody, or at least it had until the chief had set her free. Emily knew she wouldn't stay in town, opting for the first flight out.

“You know, in the span of my career, I have dealt with over twenty missing children’s cases. Of those, only about half of them have happy endings.”

“Why are you telling me this?” Emily whispered.

“Because I think it's important for you to understand what I see here. I know it looks pretty grim and it doesn't seem like we are getting anywhere, but we are, and I need you to trust me on that.”

“You just got done telling me that half of the cases like this that you have worked didn't end well. How do you expect me to feel after that?”

“I said that half of the missing children’s cases, I didn't say they were all like this one. As a matter of fact, most of the cases like this are the ones that ended up being solved. With the kids going back to their parents.”

“What makes these cases so different?” Emily asked.

“For starters, if she had been abducted by a stranger or into a trafficking ring, they wouldn't have bothered to donate her clothing. That tells me it's someone who has a moral compass, no matter how skewed.”

“Aren't you just making a better case that it was Valerie?”

“I'm sorry. I know it's not what you want to hear, but I don't think she is our person. She already has a child who is at an age where he is going to remember all of this. Amelia is going to remember this, too, unfortunately. I don't see Valerie risking her son’s safety to abduct Amelia.”

“I just can't get the thought that we are missing something out of my head,” Emily admitted.

Emily sulked in the passenger seat, going over all the conversations she’d had. She tried to focus on anything that seemed out of the ordinary or just plain wrong, but nothing came to mind. Everything she wanted to do would be breaking the law. She wanted to storm into each person’s house and demand they show her everything, but she couldn't.

She still wanted to head back to the boy’s house where they had found Amelia’s jacket. She didn’t say anything because she already knew what Keys would say. If she took everything she knew from the investigation so far, she’d still come to the conclusion that Valerie had something to do with it. At the very least, she knew something about it.

Her frustration continued to grow. No matter how hard she thought everything out, she came back with nothing. She wondered how it had come to this. How could the kidnapping of her daughter have such a different effect on the people of this town? She was starting to think it would be better if she branched off on her own. She could follow the clues outside of the rules of the law. Maybe then she could finally get some answers. Keys’s voice brought her back from the dark depths of her mind.

“I know this entire situation is infuriating for you. I can't imagine what you’re going through,” the detective said. “What I need you to think about right now, though, is beyond finding Amelia. You need to think about what's going to happen after we find her safe and sound. It doesn't matter if it's Valerie, someone you put in prison, or a complete stranger, the law is the law. If we don't follow it to a tee on this, you could be setting your daughter's kidnapper free again.”

“I hadn't thought about it like that,” Emily admitted. “All I care about is getting her home safe. I figured once we found her, the law would be on my side.”

“The law is always on our side, but that means we have to abide by it, too. Now we can do a more thorough search of Valerie's home, since we have a warrant and since she is officially a suspect, but I'm not going to let you join in on that unless you can keep your cool. I'm in charge of this investigation. Do you understand?”

Emily nodded but said nothing as they pulled away from her house again. She knew Detective Keys’s patience was running thin with her. He had been incredibly lenient and forgiving since Amelia had gone missing. Yet, Emily knew her luck was going to run out if she didn't start playing by his rules. Once again, she thought about going off on her own to find her daughter. Still, the shield that kept her safe was the same one holding her back from the truth.

“You know, I have met a lot of young officers in my career,” the detective said. “Yet there is something about you that makes you stand out. Seeing the extent that you would go to protect your daughter just makes me believe we are going to find her all the more. You are one of the strongest women I have ever met. I can only assume Amelia is the same way. Just like she's putting her faith in you, you have to have faith in her that she is hanging on.”

“Thank you,” Emily muttered. “I just wish I had your same unwavering confidence.”

“Sometimes, that's all we have,” Keys replied.
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They started searching Valerie's property right away but still came up empty-handed. Despite being released from police custody against Emily's wishes, Valerie wasn't at home when they knocked to serve the warrant. She had to admit that there was some satisfaction in kicking in the woman’s door. Even knowing that the chances they would find anything more were slim, Emily still held a grudge against the woman. She had slowed their investigation down by lying, and to her, that was just as bad.

By the time they got back to Eric's house, she was disheartened and depressed. She slumped into one of the recliners and listened to the chatter happening around her. Despite the tips that continued to roll in, none of them had been reliable enough for her to go chasing after them, as she had done with the sighting a few towns over. While Detective Keys had his men talking with the people at the donation church, it had proven as useless as the other leads. They could tell them nothing about the person who had brought in the clothing.

It had been dropped off after hours, and the poor community didn't have cameras in the area. Emily was starting to lose hope that they would ever find her daughter when the detective's phone rang. She could tell something else had been discovered by the way he looked at her. She waited impatiently for him to finish the call, which consisted mostly of nodding and agreeing with whatever the person on the other line was saying. Finally, after what felt like forever, he hung up.

“They found more fibers on Amelia’s jacket,” Keys said.

“Are they anything that is going to actually help?” Emily asked. “I don’t know how many more empty rabbit holes I can go down.”

“It depends on how you look at it. It appears the fibers come from an area that has bluegrass.”

“Bluegrass? There’s grass everywhere. That could literally be from anywhere,” Emily said.

“Not around here. They told me that bluegrass in this area isn’t very common. Mix that with the rare flower and we have a solid lead. There can’t be many places that have both. So, we need to get a better idea of the locations where the flower grows around here. Then we can mix that in with the bluegrass theory and we should be able to narrow it down to just a few places.”

“I like where that’s going,” Emily said. “Why does bluegrass seem to be rare around here?”

Keys shrugged. “That was something they couldn’t answer. Though I’m sure I’ll get a call later explaining it.”

“I know the answer,” Connor said. “I can't believe none of you know it, either! The story goes, about two hundred years ago, there was a herbologist who got a wild hair in his head. He thought that if he brought in Kentucky Bluegrass, it would help to heat the area, kind of as a ground cover. Of course, with what we know today, something like that makes no sense. Anyway, most of it died off, but a few patches of it held true and ended up blending with the native foliage. So, now we have random spots of Kentucky Bluegrass in the hills. I haven't seen much of it, though.”

“But that means that it will narrow the search considerably, right? All we have to do is find out if there are any cabins or houses in the area,” Emily said.

“I've already got my men looking into it,” Detective Keys said. “As soon as we have a list of names and addresses, we will hit the road. This is a good thing, you guys. I told you we would narrow down the search, and that's exactly what we're doing. However, I should mention that this strain of grass is also found out at Valerie's place. Now, our forensic team didn't find anything besides Amelia's hair out there, and that worries them a little.”

“Why does it worry them?” Connor asked.

“I would assume,” Eric said, “that it means she wasn't there for very long. If she was, wouldn't there be more DNA evidence?”

Detective Keyes nodded. “Very good, you're right. With what we know about the situation, it looks like she might have been there for a little while, but not very long at all. I would say she wasn't even there for a day.”

“But her jacket wasn't dropped off until days after that. It doesn't make any sense,” Emily said to herself.

“Don't worry, this is a good sign. This means that we’re on the right trail. Whoever did this has got to be getting nervous now.”

“Didn't you say it was Valerie?” Angie asked from the kitchen. “Sorry, I didn't mean to be eavesdropping. I was just so worried that I couldn't help myself. I wasn't sure if you guys knew I was still here.”

“That's okay, Angie. You've been so much help; no one minds if you hear this. But no, neither detective Keys nor I think Valerie is the kidnapper. I don't think either of us knows what's going on, but she doesn't fit the profile.”

“Couldn't she just be a crazy person?” Angie asked. “I mean... you've heard about what she was hiding, right?”

“Just because you don't agree with her lifestyle or her decisions doesn't make her a criminal,” Emily said softly. “Trust me, I wish I could pin this on her and find my little girl, but it won't get us any closer if it's a dead lead. Unfortunately, that's what it's starting to look like.”

“Don't give up hope, Mrs. Fisher,” Eric assured her. “We’re going to find Amelia.”

“Well, I'm disappointed to hear that you don't think it's Valerie, but I understand your reasoning. I suppose it's a good thing you have the list narrowed down a good bit then. Those cabins up there can be dangerous, though. If you two go running around in the woods, make sure you have someone with you who knows the area,” Angie said.

Detective Keys chuckled. “I promise we will be very careful when we go out there. You know, you've done such a good job of heading up the call center that I'm starting to think we should have you out there in the field with us as well.”

“As much fun as that sounds, it's too cold out there for these old bones. I'm quite content holding down the fort here and helping out where I can. Although I must admit, I seem to have gotten a touch of the flu bug going around. I might need to call it a day a little early.”

“You go on home, Mrs. Fisher,” Conner spoke up. “You need to get some rest. This has to be taking a toll on you as well.”

“Are you sure, Conner? I don’t want to leave you in your time of need,” Angie said.

“Nonsense, let me walk you out,” he replied.

Emily watched as Angie put on her coat and Conner escorted her out the door. It was nice to see Conner had someone as nice as Angie to watch over him. The community rallied around him, and that was something she wasn’t accustomed to seeing. All she ever got was dirty looks because she was a single parent. Still, it warmed her heart to see them coming together to find her daughter. As she thought back, aside from a few people, the support of the community had been fantastic.

With every outcry of support, Emily felt closer to the town. She was starting to feel excited about her prospects once she found Amelia. She was finally beginning to see this as her home, too. She pondered where these feelings started, but it didn’t matter much. She was beginning to love the town and most of the people in it. After all, if Conner could love it like he did, it couldn’t be all that bad.

All of a sudden, Keys’s phone began to ring again. He quickly answered it, leaving the room. Emily’s mind went back to the bluegrass. She had to wonder where there were patches still growing. Glancing at the table, she noticed a stack of maps. She picked one up, looking over the vast area they were going to have to look. She could only hope there weren’t too many places it grew. Her heart ached for her daughter, not knowing where on the map she could be. She silently prayed that God would keep her daughter warm and safe. She prayed that she would find Amelia soon and she would be in good health. Opening her eyes, she glanced over the map again.

“Where are you, my sweet little angel? Where did they take you?” she whispered.
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“It looks like we've got five properties that match the description of the terrain we are looking for where Amelia was at least held. Of those, Valerie’s was one property, so that knocks us down to four,” Keys said to the group before turning to Conner and Eric.

“As much as I would like to tell all of you that this can be a group effort and we can go search the houses, I just can't do it. First of all, it goes against half a dozen laws and moral codes of conduct. However, it will be good to have the two of you here while we search,” Keys continued.

Eric was on his feet in an instant. “Now wait just one damn minute. You want me to sit around here and do nothing while you two go look for her? I don't think so.”

“Eric,” Emily said, “this isn’t about who gets to go look for her. It’s an issue of the law. Just because we have the permission to search these houses from the owners—”

“Actually, we only have permission from three of them. I’m still working on getting approval from the fourth. We can’t exactly get warrants just because of a type of grass. I was hoping for a clean sweep, but these things happen. Especially if it was from a number that the owner didn’t recognize. We’ll probably get a call back in a few hours telling us to go ahead.”

“It still doesn’t seem right that the two of you are going out to look for her while we are stuck here, sitting on our thumbs,” Eric grumbled.

“But we need you here,” Emily said. “Especially with Angie going home early. What happens if she tries to call in? Or if someone calls with information about her? Don't you want to be here to take that call?”

“I would rather be out there, finding her with you,” Eric muttered. “Not sitting here, hoping something happens.”

“I know, this isn't the way any of us want to be spending our time. However, we have to do what's best for Amelia. And right now, that is you staying here and me doing my job, which is going out to look for her with another police officer. Can you please just be a team player on this one?”

“I don't really have any choice, do I?”

Emily rose, patting his leg affectionately as she followed Detective Keys to the door. The bitter wind nipped at her neck as she tugged her jacket closer around her. They set off in the direction of the first address, though Emily had to admit it felt strange not to have Eric with her behind the wheel. She quickly realized the first cabin was over half an hour away. At the rate they were going, it was going to be a very long night. The sun was still high in the sky, but Emily knew it would set with a fury as soon as six hit. She didn't want to think about her little girl spending another night potentially out in the cold.

“So, you and Eric still seem to care a lot about each other,” Keys said.

“Is there something wrong with that?” she asked.

“No, ma’am.” He smiled. “Just an observation.”

“Look, I’ll admit that we have definitely grown closer over the last few days, but most of that is because we’ve known each other so long. Going through this trauma together really keeps us both going.”

“I think it’s great that you have each other to hold onto. Most couples in this situation seem to only bicker and blame each other. It’s nice to see it the other way around.”

“Just because we’re growing closer doesn’t mean anything else. We’re still divorced, and if anything, this situation has taught me that I hate just about everyone but my kid,” Emily said.

“I was only saying that it’s nice to see. I wasn’t trying to dig up any skeletons in the closet,” Keys said with a smile.

“I’m sure that once I actually have time to process all of this, I may feel differently. To be honest, I’m still angry and a little bitter that he let her walk home alone. I had just warned him the day before that something like—”

“Hold on. I didn’t mean for this to go dark, and I don’t want to be the reason you start blaming Eric again.”

Emily sighed. “You’re absolutely right. I’m sorry for snapping a little bit. I just am exhausted and frustrated.”

“You have every right to be,” Keys said.

They drove on in silence. They arrived at the first cabin to find little more than a shack, the same as it had been with Valerie's place. It didn't take them long to see the property was not only uninhabitable but hadn't been touched in months. A rusted lock on the front door told her that it hadn't budged since the spring of that year. She wasn't surprised when Keys told her the family used it as a hunting cabin and nothing else. Even then, she was shocked that it was livable, for any amount of time, including an overnight stay. When he explained that they brought a camper on the trips, it made more sense.

Disheartened, they moved to the second cabin on the list. It was only a few miles from the first, which made sense considering the spread of Kentucky bluegrass. When they pulled up to it, though, instantly, Emily noticed a difference. The cabin looked more like a residence than the previous two had. The lights were off, and a man was sitting outside. He waved to them when they pulled up. She was trepidatious but smiled anyway.

“You must be the detectives. My name is Henry Thomas. My wife called me and said you would be headed out.”

“We didn't mean for you to have to come down here. We were just going to look around a bit,” Emily told him.

He threw his hands up in the air and shook his head. “Lord, no, a little girl is missing. I want to do everything I can to help. You folks take your time and look around really well. Once you're done, I could lay out the other properties in the area if you thought it would help.”

“Do you spend a lot of time up here?” Keys asked.

He shook his head. “Not this time of year. We come up and stay for the summer months, then rent our house in the city out to tourists looking to spend time at the lake. Clean up pretty well by doing that, and with no kids of our own still in the house, the missus and I enjoy the serenity. Plus, I think she enjoys having a smaller place to clean for a few months.”

Keys chuckled. “Well, thank you for all your help, sir. We'll take a look around and get out of your hair.”

Emily already knew they wouldn't find anything inside that would lead them to Amelia. So far, her instinct had been spot-on, and the friendly stranger didn't seem like the type to kidnap a little girl. Still, there was a little doubt in her mind. She knew she wouldn't rest until every stone had been turned. Following the others into the house, she took her emotions out of it and started her job.

“This is a pretty nice place,” Keys said. “I could see staying here for a few months out of the year.”

“Thank you,” Henry said. “We call it our little honeymoon suite.”

Keys chuckled. “Hey, you mentioned something about the other properties up here. What do you know about them?”

“Well, none of the other cabin owners stay here full-time, either. It’s kind of an all-around vacation spot, I suppose. I think I’m the last one up here on the hill, but I’m not completely sure of that.”

“Thank you so much for your time. Every place crossed off is a lead in the right direction. Is there anything else that you can think of?” Emily asked.

“Not that I can think of, but I’ll gladly get ahold of you if something comes to me. Anything to help find that little girl,” Henry offered. “You know, I’ve been coming up here off and on for quite a long time. I can tell a storm is coming. It’s a big one, too. By the end of the weekend, there won’t be any way up or down to these hillside homes.”

They thanked the man again before climbing into Keys’s SUV. Emily was trying not to think about what the man had said about the weather. It was too overwhelming for her to think that her little girl could be trapped somewhere for the long, cold weekend ahead. As they moved on to the next house, she once again prayed for her child.
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As with the first house they had searched, along with Valerie’s, the third house on the list was little more than a hunting shack that was rarely used. They hadn't heard back from the other cabin owner yet, either, and they were losing daylight. Emily knew when Keys programmed her address into his phone's navigation system that they were done for the day. She hated to think that Amelia was still out there but knew she was no good to anyone when she was exhausted. Tomorrow would be a new day, and she would be able to look again.

Plus, there was more research she could do online about what had been found on Amelia's jacket. If there were flowers or grass anywhere in the state that matched the description of what she'd been given, Emily would find it. She didn't want to rest until she had her daughter back home but knew it was a necessity to keep the search going. At least she wasn't going to have to go back and deal with Eric. The detective had offered to fill him in after dropping her off, and she graciously accepted his offer. When she pulled into her driveway and saw Holly waving from her living room window, Emily quickly motioned for the woman to come over. She had come to enjoy their evening chats.

“I have to tell you, sweetheart, I don’t like how tired you have been looking the last couple of days. I know you can't be getting much sleep, but are you getting enough help? Is there anything else I can be doing?” Holly asked.

“Honestly, that would be a question for Angie,” Emily said.

Holly’s jaw dropped. “Really? I can't believe it. Are we talking about the same woman? Angie Fisher?”

Emily chuckled. “Yes, we’re talking about the same woman. I assure you. She has actually been a huge asset during this whole thing. She’s the one who's been running the whole center. I bet she could use an extra set of hands, though.”

“Well, that makes sense, considering what happened to her own child and all.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Heavens, didn't I tell you about that? I thought we talked about the little girl who had drowned out by the waterfall.”

Emily remembered the story of the little girl dying the same year a little boy drowned, but Holly never mentioned that it was Angie’s daughter. Since both of them had been children, their identities were kept out of the papers. So, that was why she never knew who they were. She couldn’t help but try to recall everything she knew about the cases but came up empty. The only thing she had read was that they had been tragic accidents and that the city had closed off the waterfall afterward. If something like that had ever happened to Amelia, Emily didn’t think she could bear to go on.

Her thoughts flashed back to Amelia, and her heart ached for her little girl. If what Henry had said was true, then their time was running out to find her. Depending on where she was, she might not survive the storm. The familiar pain of missing her daughter came creeping back. She didn’t know what to do with the aching feeling, but she pushed it aside for now as her mind raced back to the conversation at hand.

“We did, in passing, a little,” Emily said. “I don't think you ever mentioned that it was Angie Fisher's child who died, though. Didn't she lose her husband as well?” Emily asked.

“Yes, Craig. He was a dear man, too. She lost herself for a little bit when he passed. He always kept her grounded, you know? That's how those lifelong lovebirds make it if you ask me. One of them has to keep the other sane in a way.”

“I can't believe I never made the connection,” Emily muttered. “Now I feel terrible for the way I treated her before. I guess it's my own fault for not bothering to get to know anybody. That really does explain a lot, though. Especially about her attitude.”

“Well, it's never too late to fix something like that. Why don't you stop and pay her a visit? You said she wasn't feeling well, right? It's not too late in the day, not even for us old folks,” Holly said with a chuckle.

Emily loved the idea. She even had some soup in the fridge that she had made the day before in one of her many attempts to distract her mind from Amelia's abduction. While it had failed as a distraction, it had turned out incredibly well for a soup. She had never been much of a cook, but she still had a few tricks up her sleeve. Thanking Holly, she grabbed her keys and headed for the door. She knew her neighbor would lock up when she left and didn't want to rush her, but at the same time, she wanted to make sure she got to Angie's house before it got to be too late.

As she made the short drive to Angie’s house, she couldn’t help but think about what the woman had gone through. She had lost her daughter years ago, but that heartbreak never left a person. Now, just months ago, she had lost her husband. She couldn’t imagine the pain she must be going through, and she was beating herself up, thinking about the way she had treated the poor woman. A woman who had since gone above and beyond to help her find her own daughter.

As she reached Angie’s house, she noticed all of the lights were off. Hoping to catch her before she fell asleep, Emily knocked on the door anyway. After a few moments without an answer, she realized her car wasn’t in the driveway, either. In a helpless attempt to stir anyone who might be inside, she knocked again, only harder. Still no answer. Where could the woman have gone this late at night? Emily tried one more time but again got the same results.

Emily started to panic. Her friend should be home at this time of night, but nobody was there. She began to worry that the woman had gotten sick and driven herself to the hospital. She quickly jogged back to her car in order to escape the sudden chill that had taken over from being outside. Once in the car, she was about to drive to the hospital when she remembered that Angie had given her the number to her cellphone.

Digging the phone from her pocket, she quickly went through her contacts until Angie’s name appeared. Tapping on the phone with her cold fingers, it began to dial. Her heart raced as the phone rang, hoping that her friend was okay. To Emily, it seemed to ring forever, until finally, Angie picked up on the fifth ring. Probably just before the voicemail would have answered for her.

“Hey, Angie, this is Emily. I was worried about you. I just wanted to see how you were feeling,” Emily said when the woman answered.

“Emily! Darling! Thank you so much for checking up on me. I am feeling a little bit better. I think I'm just recovering from the flu. Don't worry about me. I will be back in to help with things tomorrow. How are you doing? Are there any new updates?”

“No,” Emily said. “Nothing yet. We checked out the cabins that we could, but we are still waiting on permission to get into the last one. We are going to drive up there tomorrow, I think anyway. Are you in the area?”

“Of course, I am,” Angie said. “What a silly question. Did you need something? If you'd like, I can head out and stop over there for you. It will only be a few minutes; I'll need to get dressed.”

“No, don't worry about it, nothing like that. I’ll see you tomorrow. I didn't mean to keep you up,” Emily said. “I really hope you get to feeling better. Maybe tomorrow you and I can sit down over some hot chocolate and get to know each other.”

“That sounds wonderful! I must admit, though, I didn't take you for a hot chocolate drinker.”

Emily chuckled. “I'm not, but it's actually Amelia’s favorite drink. I thought it would be nice to have it together. Maybe you can tell me about your own daughter, if it's not too much to ask.”

The line was silent for a long moment before the woman agreed. Emily ended the call and jogged back to her car, though she was still confused as to why Angie had lied to her about her whereabouts. Hopefully, she would have more answers the following day. As she headed back for her house, Emily thought about everything that needed to be done the next morning. She couldn’t help but wonder what Angie Fisher was hiding from her.
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“Doesn’t it seem a little suspicious to you? How much do we really know about this woman? You said her daughter died, right?” Eric asked.

Emily chuckled. “She’s been nothing but helpful—”

“I'm sure all psychopaths are when they are trying to stay close to the parents of the kid they took,” Eric muttered.

“We vetted her pretty carefully. She seems on the up and up,” Detective Keys chimed in. “That being said, we do have a bit of a hiccup in the plan now. Our office got an email from the last property owner early this morning. In it, they cite several legalities that we would be breaking if we trespass on the property. They also point out the lack of evidence that we have tying the property to the case. Honestly? It wasn't at all what I expected.”

“So, what do we do now?” Eric asked. “That has to give you probable cause, them not wanting you on the property and all, right?”

“Not so much,” Emily replied. “It's still private property. Can we find out who owns it? Maybe we can stop at their private residence and talk to them. Maybe seeing the parents of the missing girl would stir up some feelings.”

Keys frowned. “That raises another problem. It looks like the property is held by a shell company. I wouldn't be surprised if there were cameras all over the place.”

“Jesus Christ,” Eric hissed. “So, our little girl could be on that property, and there's not a damn thing we can do about it?”

“Well, now, I didn't say that at all,” Keys replied. “We can start the process of getting a warrant, but it might take a couple days. I'll do my best to put a rush on it, but I can't make any promises on that front. They don't have a lot to go off of.”

“What if our little girl doesn't have a couple more days?” Eric asked.

Keys shook his head. “All we can do is pray that she does.”

Before the conversation could go any further, the door opened, and Angie appeared. She looked to be in good spirits as she waved at the group. Eric, on the other hand, was still furious. He grabbed his jacket off the back of the chair and stormed into the attached garage they had been using as an office. Angie looked surprised by his reaction and quickly scurried over to where Emily was sitting. She sat down next to her and leaned closer, eyeing Detective Keys until he finally got up and went to find Eric in the other room.

“How are you feeling this morning? I’ve been worried about you,” Emily said.

“Oh, now dear, no need to worry about this old bird, but I’m thankful you did. I feel much better this morning. A good night’s sleep and some of my soup really did the trick.”

“Speaking of soup, I stopped by last night to bring you some, but you weren’t home,” Emily said. “Honestly, that’s where I was when I called you. When you didn’t answer at home and I realized your car wasn’t there, I got pretty worried. I almost drove to the hospital to see if you had gone there, but I remembered you gave me your number.”

“Darling, I appreciate it. If you’d have made it to the hospital, you’d have found me there. Guess in all the hustle and bustle, I forgot to drink enough.” Angie smiled. “Turns out I was pretty dehydrated and had to get an IV. I’m sorry I lied about it. I didn’t want anyone worrying about me with your little girl still missing. It looks like that backfired, though”

“I’m so sorry, and you’re here putting in work already? Why don’t you get some more rest? The calls have slowed down enough that we don’t have to have so many people on them,” Emily said.

“Nonsense. I feel good today, and I brought some water to make sure I drink enough. Whatever you need, I’m ready for the day.”

Emily wanted to ask her about her daughter, who had passed away, but the timing didn't seem right. She could already tell that the woman was upset when she learned that the search had come to a standstill. She offered several options that they could take, including sneaking onto the property, but Emily quickly shot them down. She assured her friend that they would take the legal route, and it would only set them back a couple days. Until then, all they could do was continue vetting calls and tips from the hotline.

After excusing herself, Emily went to find Eric to see if he had cooled down any. She found him sitting alone in the garage and wondered when and why detective Keyes had slipped out. When he heard the door close, he turned and glared at her, crossing his arms against his chest. Emily rolled her eyes, though he couldn't see her with his back to her. He was acting incredibly childish, and she didn't have the patience for it on that particular day. Emily had no idea where he got it from. Conner had always come across as a stern father and not one to spoil his children.

“Are you just going to sit out here and pout all day?” Emily asked.

“I'm not pouting; I'm thinking,” Eric replied. “Plus, you seemed to be having a nice conversation with your friend in there. I didn't want to interrupt.”

“Come on, Eric. She was literally telling me about the different ways we could get onto the property. Does that sound like something a criminal mastermind would do? And by the way, in case you were wondering, she was in the hospital last night for dehydration. She didn't want us to worry. That's why she lied and said she was home sleeping.”

“That all sounds a little too convenient for me,” Eric muttered.

“I get the feeling that anything I say in this situation is just going to be met with a piss-poor attitude. Help me out here, Eric. What's going through your mind?”

“I don't know. Something just isn't sitting right with me. I can't explain it. I wish I could. I don't know what's wrong with me.”

“Your daughter is missing. I think you have a reason to feel a little off. I don't think you should try pointing the finger at the wrong people, though.”

“How do you know I'm pointing it at the wrong people?”

Emily sighed as she leaned against the wall. She had never figured out how to talk to Eric when he was acting that way. Despite knowing how much pain and suffering he was enduring over the loss of their daughter, she still didn't like that he was lashing out at her. It made her respect Connor even more for tolerating him. Emily had to admit, though, that she had been less than supportive during their marriage. Her mother had always told her that she could be incredibly cold when she wanted, a fact that she was reminded of when they had gotten divorced. She put a hand on his shoulder.

“We’re going to find her, and everything is going to be all right. I promise, we’re doing everything we can to find Amelia,” Emily said. “Even if that means sitting around, waiting on phone calls. That is what she needs now, more than anything. Just don’t give up hope. Okay?”

“I know, it just…it sucks. I mean, she could be anywhere, and we’re stuck here, with no clues as to where she is.”

“We have clues, Eric. We just have to be patient and work the process. This is what we do for our daughter now, though. Why don’t you step outside and get some fresh air? It’ll be good for you.”

Eric jumped up suddenly. “I’m going to do some digging at the library. Try to see what I can find.”

“Okay. That’s a great idea. It’ll keep you busy and make you feel like you’re doing something.”

“I definitely need to stay busy. I’ll catch up with you later,” he said as he grabbed his keys.

“Hey! Don’t forget your phone,” Emily said. “I’ll keep an eye on things around here, but I’d like to be able to reach you if something happens.”

“Oh yeah, good point,” he said excitedly. “All right, I got it. If anything comes in, let me know and I’ll come right back. See you in a bit!”

Eric hurried out the door and into the cold. All Emily could do was smile, although something felt off. There was something about Eric's excitement that worried her as he quickly jogged out of the room. Whatever was going through his head, it was obvious he wasn't going to share it with her. Emily had to wonder if whatever he had planned was above or below the law. If she were being honest with herself, though, she no longer cared. It had been days since Amelia first went missing, and a nasty storm was inching closer with every passing minute. She had exhausted all of her resources and knew they had to find their daughter no matter what the cost.
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“Should we be worried about him?” Angie asked.

Emily shook her head. “No, sometimes Eric just goes off on a tangent, and there is no stopping him. He's convinced that someone around us is the kidnapper, no matter how many times I try to tell him that you... and the others have been vetted.”

“Oh my,” Angie muttered. “Well, I hope I'm not upsetting him by being here. That was never my intention. Maybe I should go—”

“Absolutely not! Don't let him get to you. He'll get over it, I promise. Look at the way you and I treated each other just a few days ago. I'm really happy we could mend that fence. Give him time. He'll be fine. He said he was going to go to the library. It's the best place for him right now. He has something to distract him.”

Angie frowned. “All right, I suppose you know what's best for him.”

She was touched by how much the woman cared. The day passed without incident as Detective Keys worked to get access to the last property. The calls continued to come in with potential leads and tips, but none of them over the hours made it all the way to Emily. She knew the team of ladies Angie had assembled was doing a good job in weeding out what was real information and what wasn't pertinent. When supper time rolled around and the women packed it up for the day, Angie approached her again.

“Have you heard from Eric?” she asked.

Emily nodded. “Yeah, he's texted me a couple times, but he has a terrible signal in the library. I'm expecting him to call any minute now if you want to wait around and see what he found.”

“Oh no, that won't be necessary. I just wanted to make sure he was safe. Like I said, you seem to do a good job of taking care of him.”

“Well, thank you, although I'm not sure he would agree. Are you headed home for the night?”

“I think so, though I do need to stop at the grocery first. I'll be here first thing in the morning, and just shoot me a message if there is anything you need.”

Emily thanked her one last time before watching the woman go. She was just about to call Eric when the detective’s number popped up on her screen. She quickly answered the call. Just as he started talking, her phone started to vibrate. It was Eric on the other line, but she would have to call him back. He would understand. Whatever the detective wanted to tell her was more important. It was a rare instance where she thought that Eric would agree with her.

“Just wanted to catch you up on my side of things,” Keys said. “I still haven’t gotten anywhere with the warrant.”

“Damn. Where did you go anyway?” Emily asked.

“I’m actually in the city now. I’ve been here most of the day, trying to get the judge to sign off on it,” Keys said. “Truth is, I’m worried it’s going to take a lot longer than I expected.”

“Well, you know me. I’m ready to go off the books with this. You just have to give me the go-ahead. All I have to do is accidentally get lost and maybe just end up on the property.” Emily chuckled.

“Let’s not get hasty. If it comes to that, then I’ll give the okay on it. Until then, we do everything by the book. Remember, we don’t want to do anything that will cause the kidnapper to get off the hook.”

“Fine, but don’t let it come to an ‘I told you so.’ I’ll never let you live it down.”

Keys laughed. “I bet you won’t, but the law is the only thing separating us from the criminals.”

“Did you just quote the police textbook to me?”

“Maybe I did; maybe I didn’t.” He chuckled. “All right then, I’ll let you know as soon as I hear something.”

“Thanks, Detective.”

Emily ended the call and headed for the door after promising Connor she would be right down the road at her house if he needed anything. She knew he was grateful for a little time by himself, though. It had to be hard for him. He was accustomed to being alone. First, Eric and Amelia had moved in, and then his house had been taken over by the search party. Emily gave him a hug before jogging to her car and heading for her house. It was a little after five when she pulled up.

The first thing she noticed was that Holly was sitting in her usual perch at the window. Still, it was early in the evening, and she could have been out anywhere. Despite having grown accustomed to Connor's cigar smoking, she couldn't stand that her clothing was drenched in the scent and stripped it off as she headed for the bathroom to get a shower. Plugging her phone in next to her bed, she climbed beneath the steaming water and let it wash away the weight of the day.

Despite having the volume all the way up on her phone, she still checked it the second she stepped out of the shower and had a towel wrapped around her. Emily gave herself a mental kick when she saw she had a voicemail from Eric. She had completely forgotten about him calling her earlier and quickly tried to call him back. His number went straight to voicemail, though. With a frown on her face, Emily called her own voicemail and punched in the key code to access the new messages.

Hey, Emily. Boy, I really wish you were answering your phone right now. I don't know why you're not, but anyway, you won't believe what I found out! Listen, I need you to call me back. Or better yet, you know what? I'm just gonna run back to the house and tell you. We need to get going, like right away. Pack up all the supplies. I'll tell you everything when I get there. Give me ten minutes. Don't go anywhere.

Emily frowned when she heard the message. She scrolled through her contacts and called Conner's number, asking if Eric had made it home yet. She had no idea what he could have learned that would have caused him to turn off his phone. Eric was adamant about keeping it charged and the volume on at all times. He had been that way as long as she had known him. He had told her once it was so the people who needed him could always get ahold of him. When he told her that he hadn't returned yet, her stomach dropped.

“Should I be worried?” Connor asked. “I'd say we should call the police, but you are the police. And I'm certainly not calling that idiot chief, not with what you've told me about him. I don't know what to do. I'm worried. Should I be worried? Great, now I'm repeating myself. Talk to me, Emily.”

“Honestly? I don't know. Give me a few minutes to figure out what's going on. I'm sure he just got tied up with whatever he was chasing down.”

The cryptic message Eric had left was bothering her. What had he found that couldn’t wait? He had never acted that way before. Not when they were married, and certainly not since Amelia had gone missing. Something shook Emily to her core. Suddenly, she was as worried about him as much as she was worried about her daughter. When people know someone as well as she knew Eric, they just get a second nature about them. In her gut, she knew something was wrong.

She pulled out her phone again. Going to her recent calls, his was the last number that called and was at the top of the list. Pushing the screen, it dialed out, but Eric still didn’t answer. Her fear grew even more at that moment as she dialed again and got the same response. Even if his signal was choppy at best, he still should have made it home by then. Emily’s gut began to sour. She thought about calling the precinct to see if there’d been any accidents, but she knew they probably wouldn’t tell her anything. Strict orders from Schon, she was sure. Just as she grabbed the knob for the front door, her phone vibrated.

Her phone lit up with a message before she could leave the house. It was from Connor. Eric had texted him, asking him to text Emily as well and let her know that he was fine, but his phone was acting up. Relieved that Eric was okay, she quickly sent him a direct text, letting him know he could stop over. When he wanted to talk, she would be waiting in the living room. Now, she just had to wait patiently for Eric to arrive.
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Emily didn't sleep at all that night, waking up every few hours to check her phone to see if Eric had called her. When she woke, it was only because there was someone pounding at her door. She scrambled down the steps to answer it, assuming it was Eric or the detective. When she jerked it open and saw Connor standing there, her heart dropped. Emily quickly ushered him inside and to the living room. It was a little strange to have her former father-in-law and her house, but she paid no attention to it. Sitting down across from him, she waited for him to start talking.

“He didn't come home last night, Emily. My boy didn't come home last night. I've tried to call his phone half a dozen times, and it goes straight to his voicemail. I don't know what to do,” Conner stammered.

“Have you told this to Detective Keys yet? What about the chief?”

“That man is useless, and you know it. Keys hasn’t shown up yet, but I couldn’t wait any longer. Where is he, Emily? I was half hoping to come over here and find you two had reconciled your differences. But I'm guessing that's not the case since he isn't with you now.”

Emily shook her head. A reconciliation with Eric was the furthest thing from her mind. At that moment, she just needed to know he was alive. She quickly grabbed her phone and dialed Eric's number. It went straight to voicemail, just like Connor had said. Right afterward, though, she called Keys and told him what was going on. He promised to be there within a matter of minutes. After offering Connor some coffee, she went into the kitchen and made a pot for both of them. By the time she had made it back into the living room with their cups, Keys was pulling into her driveway.

She quickly relayed everything Eric had told her in the voicemail the night before, along with Connor mentioning that he hadn't come home since last night. She could see from the look in his eye that he questioned if he had simply gone home with someone, but Emily quickly shot down the idea. Eric wasn't a ladies' man at the best of times. He wasn't going to start chasing tail while their daughter was missing. She knew they could put out a missing person’s report, but it wouldn't do much good.

Before the conversation could carry on any further, there was a loud pounding at the door. Emily jumped up to answer it. Her hand had barely turned the knob when Chief Schon burst through. Instantly she was on edge, wanting to kick the man out of her house. She knew he had no legal reason to be there. He was just looking for drama, as always. She wasn't in the mood to handle him, though, and was about to tell him as much when he started to talk.

“What the hell do you want, Schon? Unless you have something important to say about the case, then get the hell out of my house,” Emily yelled.

“This isn’t going to be your house much longer,” Schon snorted. “Anyway, Valerie skipped town last night, and she was seen with a man matching Eric’s description. Thought you’d like to know.”

“There’s no way he left with Valerie. You’re making this shit up, aren’t you?”

“I can’t make this up. They were both seen at the airport, and I think they’re having an affair. From the description of how they were acting, they were all over each other. He probably got tired of your attitude. I know I have.”

“Whatever, Schon. Eric wouldn’t do that. He wouldn’t leave with a woman, knowing his daughter was still missing. He loves that little girl.”

“Don’t you get it?” Schon asked.

“What do you mean? What are you trying to say? You better explain what you’re talking about or get the hell out!”

“First, your daughter goes missing. Then, Valerie leaves town with her boy. Now, when she wasn’t supposed to leave town, they skipped off in the middle of the night. He probably faked the whole thing so he wouldn’t have to battle you over custody. Now they’re off somewhere. They probably decided to start a new family and life together.”

“You’re lying about everything. Why can’t you just leave me alone? Leave my family alone! Eric isn’t that type of person. Plus, he loves it here, and he wouldn’t leave his father behind and run off with our daughter and some bimbo down the street.”

Emily couldn't believe what she was hearing. She quickly grabbed her phone and darted upstairs to her bedroom. By the time she reached the top of the steps, she could hear Connor and the detective ushering the chief out of her house. As quickly as she could, she dialed Michael's number from memory and waited for him to answer. If anyone could have people detained at the drop of a hat, it was her friend. It was a brief phone call. Not much was needed. Michael assured her that he would have Valerie and Eric—if he was with her—detained at the airport in North Carolina where her ticket had been for.

Emily ended the call and made her way back downstairs after getting dressed. The waiting game had grown. She doubted Eric had run off, but it would have explained his quick absence. Still, it wouldn't do him any good to try to run with Amelia. Eric knew she had eyes all over the country, thanks to her time with the police department. None of it was making sense. When she made it back downstairs, Connor had already headed back to his house in the hopes that Eric would return.

The detective promised to call her if there was any new information, but she knew things were dwindling down. Without the ability to get on the final property, they had no idea if Amelia had been there at any point. Suddenly, Emily remembered that Eric had been trying to research the land. Her heart lurched at the idea of his trust passing in the dead of night by himself. As quickly as she could, she ushered the detective out of her house to start digging into the situation herself. It was time for her to take off her badge and break the law once again.

As much as she tried digging into the property, Emily came up short. Whatever her ex-husband had discovered, Emily didn't seem to have the same technological know-how that he had. Without help, she wasn't going to get anywhere. It was disheartening to know that she had let both Eric and Amelia down. She was about ready to give up when someone knocked on her door. It was a knock she knew well, though, and a welcomed the visitor.

Holly smiled at her as she made her way inside. “Is everything all right, dear? I heard a heck of a commotion over here.”

“Schon is saying Eric ran off with Valerie last night,” Emily blurted out.

“That’s nonsense. I saw him leaving the library late last night. He wasn’t with anyone, but he did seem like he was in a hurry,” Holly said.

“Did you see anyone around at the time? Anyone at all?”

“Well, now, let me think. There wasn’t anyone at the library last night. Oh, but come to think of it, he did stop and talk to Mrs. Fisher. I saw him before he got to the car. I saw her at the market getting groceries. She must have been on her way home when they talked.”

“But you didn’t see anyone else?” Emily asked.

“I’m sorry, dear, but no,” Holly replied. “Have you tried to call him? Oh, now, that’s a silly question. You’ve probably called him a dozen times. I don’t think Eric is the type of man to sneak off in the middle of the night.”

“That’s what I thought, too, but now he’s not answering, and Schon said he got a report he left the airport with Valerie last night. I just don’t know what’s going on. If Angie was the last one you saw him with, I need to get ahold of her. Maybe she knows something.”

Emily tried to call Angie but got no answer. Instead of leaving a voicemail, she shot the woman a text and hoped she would reply. It came as no surprise that she didn't get an answer. Angie had told her on multiple occasions that she was terrible about leaving the ringer off on her phone. She said she enjoyed the silence more. At the time, it had been amusing. However, now it was just another irritation. Knowing she was probably over at Conner’s house at that moment, Emily excused herself after telling Holly where she was going. As she made her way to her waiting car, she hoped the woman would be able to tell her something about Eric's disappearance.
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“What do you mean she isn't here? She has been here every single day for the last week,” Emily said.

Connor shrugged. “I don't know what to tell you. I know she wasn't feeling well. Maybe she just decided to take the day off.”

“Without telling anyone?” Emily asked.

“Why don't we just give her a little time to call you back?” Keys said. “You said it yourself that she wasn't looking well. She really is probably just at home sleeping. I know you've been under a lot of stress, but right now isn't the time to feed into conspiracy theories.”

“Conspiracy theories? Eric is missing. To me, that is more than just a conspiracy theory. The last person to see him was Angie, and now she's not answering her phone.”

“I know how this looks,” Keys said. “Sometimes, though, things are just a coincidence, and we need to learn to differentiate between the two as officers.”

“Don't talk down to me,” Emily hissed. “If you don't wanna help me, then I will do it myself.”

“Where are you going?” Keys asked.

She spun around and glared at him. “I'm going home to make some phone calls to people who are actually willing to help me instead of waste my time.”

Emily didn't wait for him to answer before making good on what she had said. Just as she was getting ready to dial Michael's number, his name popped up on her phone, and she quickly answered the call. She didn't know if it was good news or bad news, only that Eric hadn't been with Valerie, as the chief had led them to believe. After asking her old friend to look into the property that refused to let them search, she ended the call and headed for her house. Her phone rang for a second time, just a few minutes later. When she looked at the name on the screen, she groaned. There was no way around it. She had to take the call.

“Hey, Mom,” Emily said, answering the call. “I thought you’d be on a plane by now.”

“Oh honey, it’s so good to hear your voice,” she said. “I’ve been trying to call you, but I know you’ve been busy. I planned on taking the first flight out, but I think I came down with the flu. I’ll have to fly out sometime next week. I haven’t been feeling well, but I wanted to see if you’ve gotten any closer to finding Amelia.”

“I’m sorry you’re not feeling better. I hope it’s nothing too serious,” Emily replied. “Um, it hasn’t been going great. We had a few busted leads, and the solid ones are on pause at the moment.”

“If there’s anything I can do to help, even from here, just let me know. How’s Eric holding up?”

Emily didn’t want to worry her mother any more than she already was, so she lied and told her he was keeping it together. She covered some of the leads that were on pause, explaining that the owner of the last property they needed to check was declining for legal reasons.

“I can’t believe there are people who don’t want to help,” Beverly said. “Do you think that property could be where she’s at?”

“We won’t know anything until they give us the warrant to check it out,” Emily replied.

“That’s not what I meant, dear. I was asking you what your gut is telling you. You’ve always had good instincts.”

“My gut says there is something there, but I have to follow the law.”

Beverly chuckled. “When has that stopped you before? Listen, your daughter is missing, and I think if your gut is telling you there’s something wrong with that place, then you need to follow it. See where it leads you.”

“Thanks, Mom,” Emily said. “You’ve always supported me in everything I do.”

“That’s because I love you. Now, you tell Eric that I love him, too,” her mother said. “I always thought you two would figure things out. Crying shame. Anyway, you go find Amelia, and you give her a great big hug from granny.”

“I will, Mom, and I love you, too.”

Emily ended the call. Her mother was usually right, and her instincts had never let her down. She thought about the consequences for about three seconds before deciding to take her mom’s advice. She was going to check on that property, with or without any help.

It didn't take her long to feel like coming home had been a mistake. The house was too quiet. She wanted to be in the hub of activity, though she no longer knew where that was at. Emily wandered aimlessly around the house for a few minutes, not knowing what to do with herself. It took her a while to snap out of the mood she was in and start to be productive again. She knew she couldn't spend all of her time moping around the house.

With a purpose in mind, she set about doing the chores she normally would if it were a typical afternoon. Even though she knew it was all a ruse to keep her mood light, it did help to stay busy. Taking the steps to the second floor, she went to her room and gathered the dirty laundry that she had let pile on the floor. It was an embarrassing sight for her to see. She was normally obsessively clean about everything in their house. Yet everything had changed in just a few days.

Nothing she did would change her mood, no matter what she tried. Emily even caught herself singing one of Amelia's favorite songs, but it still didn't change the pain in her heart. She was starting to wonder if things would ever get back to normal. Working her way down to the laundry room, she started to rifle through the pockets of her jeans and came across the ticket Angie had been issued the day that Amelia went missing. Emily couldn't help but chuckle, thinking about how much everything had changed in such a short period of time.

As she tossed it in the trash can, something about the time stamp caught her eye. She fished it back out again and held the two pieces together from where she had torn it and half. It wasn't possible. Emily had to look at it again just to be sure, but when she did, she knew something was wrong. Angie had told her on multiple occasions that she hadn't seen anything, that she hadn't been anywhere near the school when Amelia had gone missing. Yet Schon, in his obsessive love for giving out tickets, had clearly given her one for being parked across from the school at the exact time that the walkers were let out.

She could hardly breathe. She quickly picked up her phone and dialed her mother's number again. With Eric missing, and Angie, the prime suspect for both abductions, she had no one left to turn to despite not wanting to pull her mother into the folds of the drama. Emily knew she no longer had any choice in the matter.

“What’s wrong, honey?” Beverly asked when she answered.

“I need to run some things by you. If you have a minute? No one is here right now, and I could really use your help,” Emily said.

She gave her mother an overview of all the events. Everything Angie had said to her and how she always seemed to know the ins and outs of everything going on in town. She had to come clean about Eric being missing and explained that she didn’t want to worry her. She told her Angie was the last one seen with him and then dropped the bomb. She described the ticket she had found and how everything Angie had told her about the day Amelia went missing was full of holes.

“I understand why you did it, but now I’m worried more. That woman…what’s her name, Angie? Yeah, Angie. I’ve met people like that, and I feel like she has more to do with what’s going on than she’s been letting on. Women like that have their noses in everything. She has to know more than what she told you.”

“Do you think that she took Amelia?” Emily asked.

“I don’t know the answer to that, but you need to get to that detective as soon as possible. Fill him in on everything and show him the ticket,” Beverly said.

“I think the key is between that property and Angie. I need to either check out that property—to hell with the law—or find out who owns it.”

“Be careful, honey,” Beverly said. “And get to that detective.”

“I will, Mom.”

After getting off the phone with her mother, Emily quickly grabbed her keys and raced for her car. If Angie was tied up in everything, they needed to get access to the fifth property immediately. There wasn’t any time to think about the freezing temperature warning she heard playing on the radio, though a renewed fear for both Eric and Amelia crept inside her already frazzled mind.
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“Iknow what you're thinking, okay? Look, we didn't have all the evidence at the time, but right now, it's starting to look like you were right about Angie,” Detective Keys said.

“What do you mean?” Emily asked.

“Well, I was able to do some digging and find out who owned the shell company that owns the property, and sure enough, it's Angie Fisher. Actually, it was under her husband’s name, Craig. She hasn't changed it over since he passed away. That's why it didn't pop up when we did any searches for her at the beginning of our investigation.”

“This doesn't make any sense. Why would she work with us and be the abductor?”

“I'm not saying that she is, only that it's suspicious that she has this property and won't let us look at it. Now, it could be something as simple as back taxes that she doesn't want us to know about. Still, though, it doesn't look good.”

Emily didn't waste any time telling the others about the parking ticket she'd found, showing that the woman had been at the school when Amelia was released. The air in the room was heavy with tension. All of them felt like they had been played by the woman. She couldn't help but wonder what her ex-husband had discovered at the library, though. Whatever it was, it was enough that it may have cost him his life. Emily knew Detective Keys would have to go through the proper channels to be able to search the property and do more digging. She, on the other hand, was a citizen.

“There is something I want to look into. Will you promise to keep me up to date if you hear anything about the property search?” Emily asked.

Keys nodded. “Do I want to know what you're doing?”

Emily cringed. “I don't think so. It's probably best that I keep you out of it. That way, you have plausible deniability.”

Keys chuckled and shook his head. “Whatever you do, just promise me you'll be safe out there. We don't know who we’re dealing with. If this woman is the maniac that we seem to think she is, there is no telling what she will do when her cover is blown. Don't forget, people are unpredictable when they're cornered, just like animals.”

Emily nodded in understanding before heading back out of Connor's house. She knew her friend was distraught and that getting answers from the police was going to take a while. It was time that her family didn't have. She got into her car and made the short drive to where the library was at. Thankfully, it was still open. The woman behind the counter remembered Eric from the day before and was happy to show Emily the computer he had been using after she flashed her police badge.

She quickly logged on and clicked on the icon to browse the search history. It didn’t take her long to locate what Eric had found. Clicking the link where he started was an old newspaper article detailing the death of Angie’s daughter. The article didn’t have a name, but there was a picture of the girl, and much to Emily’s surprise, the girl could have passed as Amelia. The two were almost identical. The article read like a tragic accident, but nothing else. She quickly clicked link after link without finding much more information. Until she clicked on the last website Eric had looked at.

The link took her to a forum about unsolved cases. As she read through the one Eric had read, there were many theories as to what had happened to Angie’s daughter. One theory was that Angie had a history of mental illness and went on to suggest that she had simply pushed her own daughter off the edge because she was ill. The theory was sound and even gave some records of her medical history, not in detail, but enough to know that someone had looked hard into the case.

Emily was shocked. She couldn’t believe what she was reading, but she was more concerned with how much Angie’s daughter had looked like her own. Was it possible she was having a mental breakdown? Emily quickly printed the articles and grabbed the papers from the tray. She planned on showing Holly and seeing what she had to say. She left the library in a hurry and sped home.

She pulled into the driveway and made her way to Holly’s. She watched as Holly read the articles, waiting for her thoughts.

“Oh, my,” Holly whispered as she read. “You know, I'd heard such things back in the day, but I didn't think much of them. Now though, given what we know about mental health, I think there might be a possibility. She always said that the child was difficult and refused to listen to her. I never understood how a child that age could cause a mother so much trouble.”

“Do you believe them?” Emily asked. “I mean, do you think Angie was capable of killing her own child?”

“On a normal day? Absolutely not. However, Angie Fisher is known around here for her temper, and it's only dampened with age. Back in the day, she was known to throw a punch or two at her husband for stepping out of line or if she hit the bottle of wine too hard. I think people choose to forget about the past, though, and just hope that it wouldn’t repeat itself.”

“I saw the picture,” Emily whispered. “Her daughter looked just like Amelia, down to the shape of her eyes. I'm really scared she took her and Eric. What should I do, Holly?”

“Sweetheart, you are a strong, fierce police officer. I can't tell you what to do, only what I would do in your situation. If it were me, I would take my pretty little shotgun, March right down there, and demand that woman give me back my family. If she didn't like what I had to say, she could take it up with Jesus in the next life for all I care. As far as I'm concerned, there's no life worth living without the people you love.”

Emily knew the old woman was right. If Angie had done something to Eric, then she already knew the others were on to her scheme. Every second that passed, the people she cared about were in imminent danger. There was no time to waste. Telling the detective wouldn't do her any good. His hands were tied by the same red tape that kept law-abiding citizens safe. Emily knew she had to act quickly and on her own. She thanked Holly for the sage advice once more and made her way back to her car. Emily had no intention of coming back without her daughter.

Just as Emily closed the door, her phone started ringing. Quickly she looked at the caller ID and saw it was Conner. She answered immediately.

“Everything all right, Conner? I know you’re Angie’s friend, but I know she took Amelia, and I know what Eric found, too.”

“Oh no, Emily. I just got a call from her.”

“What did she say?” Emily asked.

“Well, she said she was getting tired. She told me she was tired and that she was going to take a vacation.”

“Tired? Where would she go on vacation?” Emily said. “Did…did she say anything else? Tell you where she’s going?”

“She didn’t say anything other than that. Seemed rather odd, that’s why I called you. I think she’s trying to run.”

“I have to go, Conner. I’m driving now, going straight to her house.”

Emily pealed out of the parking lot of the library and headed directly to Angie’s. She wasn’t going to let the woman get out of town if she could get there on time.

“Before you hang up, I have to say something,” Conner said. “Now, I don’t usually condone violence in any form.”

“I know Conner, but—”

“Let me finish. Now, if she hurt my granddaughter or my son, I’m positive that God will forgive you for murder.”

As she drew to a stop in front of Angie's house, Emily pulled her gun from her holster and dropped the clip in her hand. She counted the rounds out one by one, making sure she had a full sleeve before sliding it back into the handgun and replacing it in its home. Emily hoped she would not have to use the weapon, but she knew if her family's life was in danger, she wouldn't hesitate to protect them. Taking a deep breath, she closed her eyes and quickly said a prayer before opening the door and starting up the steps to the house. She could see the lights were on and side as she knocked on the door. When Angie answered with a smile on her face, Emily knew the truth.
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“Emily! What an unexpected surprise!” Angie said.

She could hear the venom in the woman’s voice but plastered a smile on her face nonetheless. Every instinct in her body told her Angie was guilty, but she couldn’t blow her cover, not without knowing where her daughter was. Still, the similarities between her child and the woman’s own daughter were too vast not to notice.

“I’m afraid I’m not really set up for company right now. You understand, of course.”

“Sure, this will only take a minute, though. I had a few more follow-up questions from the interview that we did the other day. Would you mind if I came inside for a moment?”

“I really don’t think—”

“If you’d like, we can take the matter elsewhere, to the police station if you’d prefer, or possibly your property outside of town?”

Angie pursed her lips and stepped to the side, letting Emily in. It went against all of her training to be inside a suspect’s home without a partner, but she didn’t want to drag anyone else into things or, worse, risk spooking Angie. The woman walked in front of her as they wound their way through the large house to an extravagant sitting room. Everywhere she looked, she saw images of Angie’s daughter on the wall. Some of them were so faded by the sun that she could barely make out the shapes.

“Can I get you something to drink?” she asked.

Emily shook her head. “Why didn’t you tell me about the property, Angie?”

“Well, if we are being perfectly honest, I forgot about it until just now when you said something. It’s not something I handle.”

“Then who does?”

“What’s that now?” she asked.

“Who handles the property if you don’t?”

“That was always something Craig took care of. After all, it was his little hunting cabin. I never wanted it. No, that money could have been put to better use.”

“You know what? I think I will take that drink now,” Emily said.

Emily didn’t push the issue, but she knew she had the woman cornered. As Angie rose to play the part of a good hostess and get her friend a drink, Emily quickly pulled out her phone and shot Keys a quick text before turning on the audio record on her phone. Thankfully, it would be admissible in court in their state, something that wasn’t allowed back in California. Within seconds of slipping her phone back into her pocket, Angie returned with a bottle of water and handed it to Emily.

“The tap water here is trash; I don’t trust this city's pipes. Plus, you can always trust the seal on a bottle of water.”

“Thank you, I couldn’t agree more.”

Emily took the bottle from Angie, glancing quickly at the label. She didn’t trust the woman. As she unscrewed the bottle cap, she carefully listened for the clicks of the safety seal. Taking a drink, she watched as Angie made her way to sit back down. She kept watching her, wondering what would make the woman do the things she had done.

What could make a woman kill their own child? Emily thought about her training, where they had discussed the mentally ill. She couldn’t think of a single example of someone like her. Most high-profile kidnappers try to get as close as they can to the case out of fear of being caught. But this woman had taken it to another level. She got so close that Emily had fallen for it all the way.

There wasn’t a moment she even glanced Angie’s way. Yet, sitting in the room with her now, Emily knew that wherever her daughter and Eric were, Angie had something to do with it, and she wanted to make her burn in hell for what she’d done.

After a few minutes of silence, she noticed Angie continuously looking at the clock.

“Are you in a hurry to be somewhere?” Emily asked. “You’re watching that clock pretty carefully.”

She smiled. “Well, if you must know, I booked a little vacation for myself. I’ve heard the weather is supposed to turn, and I really would enjoy a little more time in the sun. I’ve never been one for the cold winters here.”

“How lovely. Well, I can’t tell you how much help you’ve been during this investigation. You deserve a little break. Any idea where you’ll go? I hear the Bahamas are nice this time of year. You’ll have a little extra spending money now, too.”

“Oh? Did I win a lottery and not know it? I don’t even remember buying a ticket.” Angie smiled.

“In a manner of speaking,” Emily said.

She reached into her pocket and pulled out the parking ticket. It wouldn’t be admissible in court since it had been in her possession the entire time, and she was doubtful that Schon kept any sort of records on the matter. Setting it on the table, she watched Angie’s eyes flick to it before her shoulders became tense.

“Ah, yes, the parking ticket. It was very nice of you to decide to get rid of it for me. Those fines certainly do add up. I’m sorry for the way I acted that day. It was the first time I’d had to deal with a ticket without my dear husband.”

“Tell me something, Angie. Why is it that you were parked outside of the school right when it let out on that day?”

“Oh, I couldn't tell you. I run so many errands in a day that they all start to blend together after a while. You can't blame an old woman whose memory is slipping. I probably stopped to talk to the principal or something. He’s an old friend.”

Emily scoffed. “That's funny because you told me you were nowhere near the school on that day. As a matter of fact, I have it on record from where we interviewed you. Are you telling me now that you lied while under oath? Making false statements to the police is a crime, Angie. Did you know that?”

In an instant, Angie’s smug face dropped, and her entire expression changed. Emily watched as Angie’s eyes came to the realization that there was no way of getting out of the situation she was in. Emily’s heart was racing, and she could feel her hands shaking at her sides. Every situation Emily had been in that was similar to this had all ended in different ways.

Her training reminded her that she couldn’t trust someone who was cornered, but her instincts told her there was no way Angie would go down without a fight. As she watched Angie’s eyes dart to the clock and back again, she prepared herself for an ugly outcome. Angie stared at her, and if looks could kill, Emily would have been dead. Angie was ready if she needed to pull her gun. Emily could feel the stalemate rush across the room.

“I really do think it's time that you should be going,” Angie said. “I think you’ve overstayed your welcome here.”

Emily chuckled softly. “I think you and I both know that's not going to happen. You can either tell me where my daughter is now, or you can tell me from a prison cell. Either way, I am going to find her. Do you understand? You’ll have to pay for the things you’ve done.”

The woman's menacing laughter struck fear in her heart as she realized that something wasn't right. Her heart was starting to race, despite no present anxieties. Before she could calm it back down, she noticed her vision was starting to blur. It didn't take long for Emily to understand that she had been poisoned. Yet she didn't know how. The bottle had been sealed. She tried to get to her feet, but instantly, her knees buckled, and she collapsed back onto the chair as Angie rose and her laughter filled the room.

“You weren't expecting that, were you? You know, when you have been around as long as I have, you get wise to a few things. You'd be surprised how many tasteless nerve agents there are out there that can easily be popped in a syringe and inserted into a water bottle. Honestly, with your background, you'd think this would be common sense. Don't worry, sweetheart. You and your ex-husband will be reunited soon. I can't say the same for sweet Amelia, though.”

As the world around her started to fade, Emily thought about her daughter and Eric. She couldn't help but be overcome with guilt. She had failed them both. Hopefully, someday, Amelia would understand just how hard she had tried. She had to pray that her daughter would somehow know that she fought with all of her heart to save her. Angie was talking again, but Emily could no longer hear the words. They were drawn out by a ringing in her ears that grew more intense the closer she got to unconsciousness.
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Everything came back to Emily as soon as she woke with a start. Instantly, she was aware of the frigid temperature in the room around her, her body already shaking from the chill. Her eyes struggled to adjust to the darkness that surrounded her. The sensation that she wasn't alone crept over her as she tried to move, but she found both her hands and ankles had been bound together. Granted, it wasn't done professionally. Though it would still take her some time to slip out of the knots, it would be possible.

Emily knew the clock was against her, though. She could barely feel her fingers, and her toes had gone completely numb. She didn't know how long they had been like that, having only regained consciousness. Somewhere in the room, a creature stirred, and her desire to be free was pushed to the forefront of her mind again. Emily blocked out everything else, the pain, the cold, and the fear, as she bit the knot and started to work it loose with her teeth.

When she again heard a noise, she stopped what she was doing to listen. Suddenly, Emily realized that it wasn't a creature at all but a person somewhere in the room. She had no idea how the elderly woman had managed to get her into her car and again into the small, dilapidated cabin, but in Angie’s rush, she hadn't thought to take Emily's phone. As soon as she had her hands free, she fished it out of her pocket and clicked on the screen. Shining the light across the room, Emily let out a scream when she saw Eric lying unconscious on the floor on the other side of the room.

Emily steadied herself and ran to him.

“Eric? Eric, can you hear me?”

She shook him several times, saying his name each time, but Eric didn’t move. Tears formed in her eyes as she continued to call out his name.

“Eric. Your daughter needs you. I need you to wake up.”

Eric still hadn’t moved, but he was breathing, and that gave Emily hope. Everywhere she touched him was as cold as ice. She hoped with his shivering, he wouldn’t go into shock. She shook him again and then over and over.

“Wake up, dammit! Wake up!”

Emily saw his eyes flicker, and then he turned his head side to side as he was slowly regaining consciousness. As he started to come to, Eric continued to shiver. She couldn’t help but think he was going to die from pneumonia, right there in her arms. Still shivering but more lucid now, Emily tried to speak to him.

“Do you know who I am?” she asked.

He nodded.

“Good. Now, have you seen Amelia?”

He nodded and then passed back out. He couldn’t leave her like this. She knew he had seen her; that meant Amelia was alive, but how long had it been? Would he even remember? All these things crossed her mind as she looked over at her ex-husband. So many regrets she suddenly had. She felt bad for the way their marriage had ended and the way she had been treating him since. He was a good man and a great father. They needed him. She needed him. Emily wasn’t giving up on him yet.

“Don't do this to me, Eric. Don't you dare do this to me!” Emily screamed as she shook him.

She knew she had to get him warm. Otherwise, he wasn't going to make it. While Emily frantically searched around the dilapidated space, she grabbed anything she saw that might have been flammable. Thankfully, there was a fireplace with matches in the far corner. It looked like it had been used recently. Emily knew it was silly, but the sight of the burned wood in the bottom of it gave her hope. At least the psychotic woman had been keeping her daughter warm. Where she was now, though, Emily had no idea.

The only one who would know was passed out on the floor. Turning her attention back to her ex-husband, Emily dragged him over it to the fireplace as she tossed a couple matches into it, along with some pinecones and a few pieces of small wood. Rubbing his arms and torso, she felt Eric warming beneath her hands. After a few minutes, he started to moan. Her heart was racing. She thought she'd lost him for sure. When his eyes opened, and he looked up at her, Emily was sure if she was going to burst into tears.

“There you are, you glorious son of a bitch,” Emily whispered. “Don't you ever scare me like that again.”

“Sorry, doll. It won't happen again,” Eric replied.

The playful smile on his face faded as he glanced around the room. Finally, his eyes landed back on Emily as she shook her head, indicating Amelia wasn't there with them. He closed his eyes, a single tear rolling down his cheek as he shook his head.

“She was here, Emily. I saw her with my own eyes,” Eric said.

Emily nodded. “I know she was, and we’re going to track down that witch and get our little girl back, I promise you that. Right now, though, we just need to keep you alive.”

“Emily, you are allowed to have emotions,” he whispered. “It’s okay to be human sometimes, and you’re allowed to cry.”

Emily burst into tears. There was something about the way he always cared that made her break. She couldn’t carry the pain and heartache anymore. Part of her wanted to fall apart. It took everything she had not to throw herself into Eric’s arms and just give up.

“I’m scared Eric.” She sniffed. “I’m worried about Amelia, and I was scared I lost you…I mean…I thought you were dead, Eric. When you nodded the first time, I was so relieved.”

“I saw Amelia. She was right there, Emily,” Eric said. “And yeah, she was scared. Yes, she was frightened, but you know what? She was fighting that crazy bitch every step of the way. You know why she’s fighting? Because she has you as a mom. So, don’t give up.”

The man was a saint, and he didn’t even know it. Emily had a renewed sense of hope as she thought about what Eric had said. Her daughter was fighting, and she should, too. There wasn’t time to run down all the things going through her mind. She wiped her face and cleared her throat.

“Did she seem hurt or anything? Was she all right?”

“She seemed fine, other than being afraid. She couldn’t have been here more than a couple minutes after I woke up, and it didn’t look like she was being kept here.”

Before the conversation could go any further, Emily saw a flash of light across the front of the cabin and knew a vehicle was pulling up. At first, she was sure the woman had come back to finish off the job she had started. When she saw the flashing blue and red lights, though, Emily felt a weight lifted off her shoulders. She tugged on the door to try to let the police in, but it wouldn't budge. From the other side of the door, she heard someone tell her to step back. Emily did as they asked, and seconds later, the door was nothing more than a pile of rubble as Keys walked in.

“You know, I never thought I'd see the day when I was happy to see you,” Eric muttered.

Keys chuckled. “You're just mad that you’re the damsel in distress this time. I'm pretty sure Emily could have saved herself.”

“Remind me why we hang out again?” Eric asked.

“Because I’m the man who is going to find your daughter.”

“Right, I knew I liked you for a reason. Well, did you bring the whole gang, or are you the rescue party?” Eric asked.

“Just me and the boys with the big box. You ready to go to the hospital?”

Eric groaned. “I’m fine—”

“Don’t even think about it,” Emily snapped. “You’re damn near dead. This isn’t a fight you’ll win. You’re going to the hospital.”

“What about Amelia?” he asked.

Emily looked at Keys. “I’m going to find her right now.”
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“Ican't believe how fast it started to pile up here,” Eric muttered.

“Yeah, the snow can really pile up fast if you aren’t watching for it. We’ve already got six inches sticking and another twelve on the way. It looks like we found you just in the nick of time,” the paramedic replied.

Emily cringed, thinking about Amelia still out there with the crazed woman as they loaded Eric into the back of the ambulance. They’d come up with the plan of getting him safely there before Keys and Emily set out to find Angie and Amelia. The snow wasn’t helping things any, though it might have been a blessing in disguise. With the weather and the snow falling in heavy sheets, no one was going to get out of the airport.

The drive down the steep slope was dicey at times, with the paramedic navigating through the growing snowbanks with more skill than Emily had ever seen before. She was happy that Eric was lying down, though, and unable to see the road unfold in front of them. When they reached the bottom of the hill and turned toward the small county hospital in the same city as the airport, Emily felt like she could finally take an easy breath again.

“Wouldn’t that be just our luck? Make it out of this with our lives only to get in a wreck on the way to the hospital?” Eric asked her.

She rolled her eyes. “You’ve always had a morbid sense of humor. So, are you going to tell me what the hell happened to you, or should I wait for the official police report?”

He chuckled. “I wish it was a good story, but I think it might be the oldest ones in the book. Little old lady needed help with her groceries, and I was the sucker who fell for it. I suspected she was a part of all this as soon as you mentioned that she wasn’t home when she said she would be. It was such a small, casual lie, though. Something just struck me funny.”

“So, you started digging?”

“Sure as hell did.”

“I found the research you did on the computer. Why did you help her if you thought she was the kidnapper?”

“How did you end up in there, huh?”

She blushed. “All right, fair enough. I got cocky and thought I could get her to admit what she’d done.”

“Pretty much. One second, I’m helping her load groceries into the back of her SUV, and the next, I feel like I grabbed ahold of an electric eel. I woke up freezing my ass off in that place.”

“Yeah, she got you with a taser pretty good. I’m surprised you have any brain cells left after that fry fest.”

“Well, those little bastards are hard to kill. Trust me, I tried a time or two in my youth.”

“How long ago did she take Amelia?”

“About two hours. She brought you in, scared the shit out of Amelia, grabbed her, and took off. I tried to get up and stop her…but…”

Instantly, she could see how hard it was for Eric to say that he wasn’t strong enough to fight the woman who took their child. The tears in his eyes expressed his feeling of failure, but Emily had been there, too. She’d felt that miserable feeling of having not been strong enough to stop her. Even though he had been barely alive, she could see he still felt ashamed of not being able to stop her.

Her heart was breaking for Eric. She had never seen him in such a vulnerable place. He always had a plan. He was the guy who always did what he said, but right then, his spirits were crushed, and she knew how he felt. She slowly reached out and took his hand. As he looked up at her, she could see the suffering in his eyes.

“Hey, don’t beat yourself up over it, okay?” she whispered. “You did everything you could to save our little girl. Just knowing she’s still alive is so much better than wondering if she’s not. I wouldn’t know she was still with us if you hadn’t held on for dear life. Thank you, Eric.”

He grinned. “You always did know how to butter me up. How would you feel about—”

The ambulance jostled and came to a stop. Emily quickly jumped up and turned to see what was going on. When she saw the car in the ditch, she immediately thought about the poor owners who would surely have to deal with a hefty insurance claim. Suddenly, a wave of fear and dread coursed through her as she recognized the silver color of the SUV and knew it was Angie’s. Emily darted out the back of the stopped ambulance. She wasn’t prepared for the shock of cold again as she trudged over the crushed guard rail to the front of the vehicle.

As soon as she saw the crushed state, her heart plummeted. Forcing herself to look inside, she didn’t know if she was relieved or horrified at what she saw. The glass was busted out of all the windows, and small droplets of blood stood out against the stark white of the snow, yet there was no one in the vehicle. Immediately she started to scream for Amelia, knowing they couldn’t have made it far.

Moments later, Keys pulled up on the scene. He jumped out of his car and hurried her way, though the storm was making it almost impossible to see. She was thankful he had arrived.

“That’s her car!” she shouted. “They’re out there on foot, heading through the wilderness. It’s cold out here, and I don’t know where they went.”

“Okay, let’s start by the car and look for tracks.” Keys said.

The pair worked their way through the snow and headed toward the wrecked SUV. It didn’t take them long to figure out which direction they had gone. The footprints were fresh, but they were already getting covered by the fresh snow that continued to fall. They followed them for several feet until Emily realized a pattern in the snow.

“I think she’s fighting, Keys. There is one set of footprints and then two. The other markings look like some kind of drag marks. Almost like Angie is having to drag her,” Emily said.

“Or she had to drag her from the wreckage for another reason, but it’s good either way. The drag marks look to be deeper, so we’ll be able to follow the trail longer. The deeper the tracks, the longer it will take to fill up with new snow.”

“Good thinking, we should follow these tracks. I know it will lead to them, and we’re losing time with the amount of snow that’s falling,” Emily said. “What do you think, Keys?”

“We should wait for the others. They’ll know the area better than us,” one of the paramedics said. “Plus, it will give us more eyes out there.”

Emily glared at him. “I’m not waiting for anyone. My child is out there with that maniac. How long before she gets tired of dragging her around and leaves her for dead?”

“Emily…” Keys cautioned.

She spun on him. “No, this is no time for being careful. You are either coming with me or staying here, but I promise, if you try to stop me, I will shoot you both in the legs. Do you understand me?”

“Come on, Emily. You don’t mean that. Stop trying to scare the kids. Let’s wait here for the others, then we can go out. She’s already taken you down; who knows what she’s capable of?”

“Detective, until now, I’ve been pretty understanding about doing things your way. Hell, I’ve even stepped aside a few times, but I am promising you this, I am not bluffing. You’ve got ten seconds to make a decision before I start walking. Ten,” she shouted. “Nine! Eight…”

The paramedics backed away from her, returning to the other side of the guard rail to wait for further instructions from Keys. He eyed her for a moment, his gaze moving to the gun on her hip for a split second before he nodded and shone his flashlight down at the footprints in the snow once again. Emily took a deep breath and followed suit, moving her hand away from her weapon and focusing again on the hunt for her daughter. She could feel the end of this game Angie was playing was near, and this hunt would lead to her trophy.

“Mom’s coming, sweetheart,” she whispered into the wind.
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It drove her insane how much noise the snow made beneath her boots as they pressed on. The minutes ticked by with no sign of the pair except for the tracks and droplets of blood. A series of questions ran through Emily's mind, wondering what the terrain held. She was concerned for her daughter's safety with regards to the maniac who had kidnapped her, but she knew there was still wildlife in the area that could pose a problem as well. As if it had heard the question in her mind, a wolf howled somewhere in the distance.

The sound reached her and quickly faded, but beneath it, as they crept closer, she could hear something else, a familiar voice that made her heart sing. It was her daughter. Though night had fallen and she couldn’t see through the snow, she knew the pair was close. She listened silently as Amelia’s voice drew closer. When Keys’s flashlight went dark, Emily did the same with her phone, listening as her amazing little girl berated her kidnapper non-stop. She’d never been so proud of her before in her life. After a few minutes shrouded in darkness, her eyes started to adjust, and she was able to see the faint outline of the pair up ahead, thanks to the glow of Angie's phone.

They approached her as silently as they could, but it was no use. Angie spotted her almost immediately. The crazy old woman started firing off shots, mostly in a blind fit of rage. Luckily, the shots missed, and she didn’t notice Keys sneaking up from the edge. He lunged for Angie and, within seconds, was on her, tackling her to the ground. The pair scuffled for a few as Amelia was screaming in the background. Keys gained the upper hand and wrestled the gun from Angie.

Suddenly, as if only now realizing who Emily was, Amelia stopped screaming and rushed toward her. Emily reached out and wrapped her in her arms, and her heart melted. Relief rushed over her as she held her daughter in her arms. She began to cry, as she never wanted to let her go again. Finally, she had found her, and she was safe. Amelia cried, too, but only for a moment. Emily realized how tough a girl she had become and thanked God she was.

“I told Mrs. Fisher that you were going to find her, Mommy. I told her! She didn't believe me, but I knew you would never let her take me away.”

Emily held her daughter tighter as she carried her through the snow. They had barely made it twenty feet when an onslaught of armed officers headed in their direction. She quickly pointed them to where detective Keys had apprehended her daughter’s kidnapper but continued walking toward the flashing lights of the ambulance. For as long as she lived, Emily never wanted to put her daughter down again. When she reached the ambulance and opened the back door, Eric looked up from the gurney and let out a joyful cry as Amelia scrambled into his arms.
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Two hours later, with a clean bill of health, Eric was released into Emily's care. He didn't fight her when she insisted that he come back to her house so she could take care of him through the night. An onslaught of detectives wanted to get a statement from them both, and Amelia and Emily had quickly shut them down. They needed a night as a family before any of them were ready to face the police or the press. When she had them both snuggled into the sofa, each with a cup of hot chocolate in their hand, Emily settled into the chair across from them.

“I thought she was Grandpa’s friend, Daddy,” Amelia muttered. “I’m really sorry….”

“Oh, my sweet angel, you don’t have anything to be sorry about. You didn’t do anything wrong. Sometimes, people just don’t know what they’re doing. You were right. We thought she was a nice lady—”

“Speak for yourself,” Emily muttered.

Eric rolled his eyes and smiled. “Sometimes, things just happen, but we don’t have to think about it anymore, okay? She is going to go away for a long time, and she won’t be able to hurt anyone ever again.”

Amelia frowned. “I don’t think I want to live here anymore.”

Emily looked at Eric, her heart aching. “Sweetheart, I really think we should give this place a chance. You know, this whole town came together to help find you. They care about you a whole lot.”

“Really?” she asked, her eyes lighting up. “Wow. Maybe this place isn't so bad after all.”

Emily and Eric both laughed. It was close to ten at night, but she wasn't going to make her little girl go to bed anytime soon. Despite knowing how much the stability would help her, she couldn't bring herself to pull the child away from Eric. When someone knocked gently on her door, Emily was sure it was Holly. She quickly went to answer it. When she jerked it open and saw Detective Keys, the smile faded some from her face. All she had wanted was a night without answering questions, and she had been certain to make herself clear at the hospital.

Keys raised his hands in a show of surrender and grinned. “I come in peace, I promise. No questions either, scouts honor. I just thought you all would want to know what I learned from the doctors about Angie Fisher.”

She had to admit that she was curious and knew Eric was as well. Begrudgingly, she stepped aside and let the detective enter. Eric was considerably more welcoming when he saw the man appear, giving him a broad smile and informing Amelia that Keys was a hero right along with Emily. Immediately the girl jumped off of the couch and ran to the detective, wrapping her arms around him in a hug that warmed Emily's heart.

“Well, as it stands right now, Angie is probably going to ask for an insanity plea. From what the doctors say, she’ll probably get it, too.”

“What’s that mean, though?” Eric asked.

“It means she could get a lighter sentence,” Emily said.

“Yes, but there’s a lot of evidence stacked up against her, too,” Keys offered. “We know she planted the hair at Valerie’s cabin. That’s cause for premeditation.”

“What else did you learn?”

“She kept calling Amelia, Laura. She honestly thought she was her daughter who had been reincarnated.”

“Is that possible?” Eric asked. “For someone to believe that, though?”

“It’s very possible,” Keys answered. “From what they told me, her husband had done a pretty good job at keeping her illusions at bay. No one really knows how he was getting her medication since there aren’t any mental health evaluations on file for her.”

“Her husband just died fairly recently, too, I think,” Eric said.

“Yes. It was a few months ago, actually. Once he passed, she quit taking her medication. According to the bottles of prescription pills we found at her house, she had been on a high dosage of the stuff. It could have taken months before her symptoms came back. Which explains the lapse in time between his death and this happening.”

“I’m honestly shocked. I’d never thought anything negative about the woman until recently,” Eric said.

“Once the medication had fully left her system, it probably took a bit before she saw Amelia again. Might have triggered her into a delusional state of mind,” Keys said. “Either way, she’s going away for a long time. We’re going to be looking back into Laura’s death as well. I feel like she might have done something to her, too.”

She was still stunned by the information, but Amelia didn’t look surprised as she shared with them how Mrs. Fisher had talked about her daughter all the time. Amelia felt sorry for the woman, and at first, she was okay with staying with her to make her feel better, but after a few hours, when Amelia tried to leave, Angie had locked her in the basement at her house in the city. The woman had snuck the girl back into Beaker Point after realizing the child would freeze to death in the cabin. She only brought her there when she was working with the others.

With the conversation over and Keys promising Amelia that he would show her his gun when she visited him at the police station the next day to give her statement, Emily showed him to the door. He’d quickly made friends with Amelia, which came as no surprise to her. He was a nice guy, and Amelia was an open book. He smiled at her as he left, reminding her that she still had a job offer if she wanted it. Looking back at the pair in the living room, though, Emily knew her home was always going to be with them, in Beaker Point.


Epilogue


Six months later

Emily and Eric were sitting at the ceremony, watching Amelia and Paul play on the playground in the center of town. The two were best friends before and even closer now. Emily watched as Amelia chased Paul up and down the slide and across the monkey bars. Her heart filled with happiness. Everything finally seemed to be getting back to something normal. It felt like what had happened months before was a distant dream, a nightmare she never wanted to endure again.

“Bet you never thought we’d be sitting here like this again?” Eric asked.

“Not in a million years, but I have to apologize to you.”

“Yeah, and why’s that?”

“Well, I honestly thought that I would never like this place, and here I am, falling in love with it. It’s the perfect place for Amelia to grow up in, now that they don’t have Schon running the police force. I’m sorry I ever doubted your choice in coming here.”

“No worries, Emily. I knew you’d love it if you actually gave it a chance. By the way, they’ve got Schon’s perfect replacement. You’re going to make a great chief.”

As Emily looked around, a good portion of the community was there. It was remarkable how much everyone seemed to love the idea of her being the new chief. Especially after all the heartache she suffered when she first had arrived. She figured it probably had a lot to do with her putting Angie Fisher behind bars. There was a sense of community again, a purpose the people had beyond gossiping about one another. Emily liked to think that she’d had a hand in it.

As she sat, waiting to be sworn in as the new police chief, she couldn’t help but think of all the things that had led them here. Once they had tracked down Amelia’s kidnapper and put her away for life, Emily went on a rampage. With the help of Keys and his contacts, they had been able to track down Amber’s ex-husband. With the help of some ex-military friends, Keys retrieved the boy and his father and brought them back to the States. Everything seemed to be working out, a thought that six months ago never would have been possible.

In exchange for his testimony against Schon, he received a lighter sentence. Although he’d spend a good chunk of his life behind bars, the deal secured the evidence they needed against Schon. He lost his job, and his wife left him shortly after. Because of his time with the police force, he had struck a deal and was offered probation. It wasn’t exactly what Emily had wanted, but she was happy knowing he would no longer be serving the public. Emily looked up just as Keys was approaching.

“Having a good time, Chief?” Keys chuckled.

“I’m not the chief yet, so don’t say anything too crazy. I still have time to change my mind.” Emily laughed.

“Come on. We all know that you’re not going to change your mind now. Besides, you were born for this position. You’re a natural leader, and this community needs you now more than ever.”

“Thank you for all your help, Keys. I don’t think I’d have ever found her without your help.”

“You don’t have to thank me, just do this job to the best of your ability, and that will be all the thanks I need. In case you ever need something bigger and better, you’re always welcome to join my team,” Keys offered.

“I don’t think so. This is more than enough for me, and I’m starting to actually like this place now that the trash has been taken care of.”

The detective smiled. “Don’t forget, you’re the one who took the trash out. Anyway, the offer still stands, in case you change your mind. If you need anything, you have my number.”

“I’m sure I’ll see you around, Detective. There’s always a crazy or two out there somewhere.” Emily laughed.

“Well, until we meet again, good luck, Chief. Although, I doubt you’ll need any.”

“Thanks, Keys.”

She smiled as she watched the detective leave. The man was a genuine cop, and there wasn’t a whole lot of them around anymore. She knew that if she ever needed anything, he was a call away. It felt good to have someone like that on her side. Emily turned and looked at Eric, his face covered in concern.

“Everything okay, champ?” Emily asked.

“Just wondering if that’s going anywhere.”

“If what’s going anywhere? Me and Keys?”

She laughed when he nodded his head. Poor Eric wasn’t much of a detective, but he had plenty of other wonderful qualities that had made her fall in love with him to begin with.

“There’s been something I’ve been meaning to ask you, but it never seems like the right time,” Eric said.

“The right time just happens to be now?” she teased.

“Well, I wanted—”

Just as he was about to ask, the mayor called her up to the podium. In the midst of everything, she had almost forgotten what she was there for. She made her way to the microphone, and in front of the town, the mayor, and the local news stations, she accepted her new position as chief. She was sworn in on live television and smiled as the town began to cheer. It was all too much for her. She only wanted to do the job but being in front of the camera during big events was part of it. After thirty minutes of smiles and introductions, she finally made her way back to Eric. He was holding Amelia, and she walked up to them, he let her down, and she came running.

“How’s my big girl doing?” Emily asked.

“I’m good. Can we go out for pizza?”

“Sure, if it’s okay with your dad.”

“Yay!” Amelia hollered. “Can we bring Paul, too? His mom already said it was okay.”

“Well, that’s a question for your dad, too.”

“What are you getting me into?” Eric smiled as he joined the conversation.

“Oh, nothing much. Just pizza for dinner with her friend, Paul. I’ll still check if you’re good with it, but apparently, his mother already said yes.”

“Well, if everyone else is okay with it, of course, I am, too,” Eric said. “Now, who’s ready for pizza?”

Amelia jumped up and down and ran to tell her friend. Everything seemed to finally be falling into place. Amelia was safe and sound. She had gotten the promotion she had been hoping for, and she and Eric were finally getting along. It was long overdue that they put the past behind them. Emily found that she was enjoying the time they shared again. Suddenly, a thought crossed her mind.

“I’m sorry we were interrupted earlier. What have you wanted to ask me, Eric?”

“Oh, it’s nothing really. I just figured we’ve been getting along so well, and I was hoping…I was thinking that—”

Emily laughed. “Just spit it out already.”

“I love you, Emily,” Eric said. “I just want the chance to start over. So…I was wondering if you would go on a date with me?”

“You guys are going on a date?” Amelia asked and then grinned.

“Well, I don’t know, sweetheart. Your mom hasn’t answered me yet.”

“Mom, are you going on a date with Dad?”

With tears in her eyes, she answered. “I can’t say no to those faces. I’d love to start over again, Eric. So, yes, I’ll go on a date with you.”

“Yes!” Amelia screeched.

“There’s something else, Eric.” Emily smiled.

“What’s that?”

“I love you, too, and I never stopped.”
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