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PROLOGUE
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Becky was sitting in her class, surrounded by friends and a few other girls. She was excited for the end of the day, though it was still several hours before the final bell. They were all giggling about a new movie they had watched, and Becky couldn’t wait to tell her mom about it so they could watch it together.

As the teacher tried to get everyone back to their seats, the class phone rang. She didn’t pay much attention to the ringing, but it was loud enough that all the other students heard it, too. She continued talking to her friends and returned to her seat when the teacher called her name.

“Becky, your mom is here to pick you up. Gather your things and head down to the office.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Becky said.

She could hardly contain her excitement. It wasn’t often that her mother came to pick her up from school, but it usually meant that it was something fun for the two of them to enjoy. Still, her little heart was racing as she quickly packed her things, grabbed her bag, and rushed out the classroom door.

Becky walked as quickly as she could down the hall. She had learned a few years before that there was no running in the hallway, and she wasn’t about to break the rules again. Her face was plastered with a giant smile as she rushed to the door and burst into the office.

Her mother was standing at the front desk, talking to the receptionist. Becky was happy to see her and overjoyed to be getting out of school a little early. She always liked being around her classmates and teachers, but sometimes it got boring. Not today, however. Today, her mom was there to take her home or wherever else she had planned. Becky was excited to find out what the special occasion was.

She rushed up behind her mom and wrapped her arms around her waist. It was always a treat when her mother picked her up. Becky didn’t immediately look up, but something already felt off as her mother stiffened under her touch. Becky’s stomach churned as the woman looked down at her and smiled. Something didn’t feel right.

Everything about the woman looked familiar, but there was something special missing. The look in her eyes was different than she had ever seen before, and she couldn’t figure out why. Her little heart started to pound as she tried to understand what she was feeling.

“Hey, honey,” she said. “Are you ready to get out of here for the rest of the day?”

Becky nodded but said nothing. Even her mother’s voice sounded like hers. As the woman finished signing her out, she couldn’t help but wonder what was happening. No one in the office, including the receptionist, could see what she was seeing. Unfortunately, Becky couldn’t figure it out, either. Suddenly, when the woman looked back down, she could tell that what was missing was a feeling of love from the woman’s eyes. That’s what had been missing the entire time.

While the woman continued to grin, Becky started to take a step back. Whoever the woman standing in front of her was, it wasn’t her mom. Her mom had soft eyes, which she had looked into a million times since the day she was born. Before she had a chance to get away, the woman leaned down close to her ear.

“It’s okay. I know I’m not your mother, but you can’t tell them, or else they won’t let me leave with you. I’m your aunt, and your mom planned this so I could pick you up and surprise you,” the woman whispered.

“My mom never told me that I have an aunt. She never mentioned you, ever,” Becky stammered.

“I know. It’s been a long time since I’ve seen your mother, but I promise I’m her sister. I’m going to be taking you to her right after this. Is that okay?”

Becky paused for a moment. Her mother had always told her she shouldn’t talk to strangers, but the woman was kind and looked just like her mom. As she tried to find a way to respond, the woman chuckled softly.

“I know you want to get out of school, but I understand if you don’t trust me. I thought it would be a nice surprise to meet you this way, but if you want to wait until after school, I get it. We’ll just hold off.”

“I just don’t know who you are.”

“I’m family, just like your mom. We just never got the chance to meet. Say, has anyone ever told you that you have your daddy’s eyes? You look so much like him.”

As soon as the words the woman spoke came out, Becky felt better. She wasn’t sure exactly what had calmed her stomach, but the woman couldn’t have been a stranger. If she had known her dad, then the woman couldn’t have been a bad person. She could still remember her father tucking her into bed and reminding her how beautiful her eyes were. Her mother always told her the same thing. Instantly, she felt a lot better about the situation.

“Are you sure my mom sent you to come to get me?” Becky asked. “She’s always said I shouldn’t talk to strangers.”

The woman chuckled. “Your mom is a smart cookie. She’s absolutely right. You should never talk to strangers, but we’re not strangers.”

“I’ve never met you before so that makes us strangers.”

“Maybe not, but that doesn’t mean I’m a stranger to your mom. Your mom and I are sisters, so we’ve known each other for a long time.”

“I just don’t know if I should go with you. Maybe I should use the school phone to call her.”

“We can call her as soon as I get you to the car. First, we have to get you out of here, and I don’t think they’ll let you leave if you tell them I’m your aunt.”

Becky was still hesitant to go with the woman. Her mother being the big lawyer in town, she always took her mother’s lessons to heart. Still, the fact that the woman looked like her mom and knew her father made it much easier for her to just go along with her.

“I see you’re still unsure about it, but we’re not even going that far. We can call your mom from the car, and we’re just going down the road a little way. It’s another surprise your mom wanted to do for you.”

“Another surprise? What is it?” Becky said with a smile.

“I don’t know if I should tell you. It kind of ruins the surprise part.”

“What if I just pretend to be surprised when we get there?”

“All right, but you have to promise to act like I never told you, okay?”

“I promise. Now, what’s the surprise?”

“Well, your mom wanted me to take you to a little place down the road with pets to adopt. So, I would bet money your mom is getting you a really cute puppy.”

“A puppy?” she asked excitedly.

“Yep. One all to yourself, though I’m sure your mom will help. So, what do you say? Are you ready to get out of school and see what else your mom might have planned?”

Becky nearly jumped out of her shoes. She was so eager to leave early. She had been asking her mom for what felt like forever to get a puppy, and it was finally happening. Nodding enthusiastically, she took the woman’s hand, and they headed out of the office door.

As they made their way to the parking lot, she couldn’t help but feel happiness. Not only was she getting to leave school early, but she was meeting a woman she had never known existed. She had a new aunt, and her family was getting bigger. All she could think about was the new member of the family and the idea of getting a new puppy.

She wondered for a moment what had changed her mom’s mind about having a pet, but she quickly shrugged it off as something her aunt had talked her into. If that was the kind of thing she could get her mother to do, she couldn’t wait to find out what else she could get.

Her new aunt helped her into the car, and they started to pull out of the parking lot. Just before they pulled onto the main road, Becky looked back at the school and smiled. She couldn’t wait till school the next day when she could tell all her friends about the new puppy. Her friends were going to be so jealous. Quickly, the school fell out of sight, and her heart filled with joy and what the rest of the day would bring.
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“You have been given the proof. You’ve witnessed the fear that poor girl felt in the moments before Ryan Faulkner brutally raped and murdered her two days after her eighteenth birthday. It’s up to you, the jury, to put Mr. Faulkner behind bars and keep him there for the rest of his life…a life that, for Christy Jameson, was ripped away before her time. Thank you, folks. I rest my case,” Katy Markwood said.

She spun around on her heels, giving the jury one final, sympathetic smile before heading back to the prosecutor’s table. Katy loved her work as a Clark County Prosecutor. The cases they brought her in for were always high-profile, more private investigator work than anything else. Not that Katy minded. It gave her the freedom to be present for her daughter while still keeping her toes in the water of work. The man already sitting behind the table gave her a grin, but Katy ignored him. The last thing she wanted was to encourage his flirty behavior.

With a quick glance at the clock on the wall, her heart started to race a bit. It was almost five. If the judge didn’t let them go soon, she’d need to excuse herself to call Heather and Becky. The elderly man sitting at the judge’s bench looked at the clock, too, as Katy took her seat. The graying man gave Katy a wink before closing the courtroom for the weekend. They’d now play the waiting game with the jury. Katy smiled back at the judge as the gavel came down to dismiss the court. She’d only known him since she was three weeks old. The old man knew she’d be anxious to get Becky picked up from the sitter.

As soon as the jury was cleared, Katy grabbed her briefcase and jogged for the back doors of the courtroom. Heather Dill, Katy’s best friend and her seven-year-old daughter’s babysitter, knew better than to expect the prosecutor to be there on time. There had only been a handful of times when Katy had been running late beyond reason. In those instances, her parents would scoop up Becky from the sitter’s. Today, though, she was only a few minutes behind.

She continued walking when she heard a man’s voice calling her from behind. Katy knew the voice, but she didn’t want to stop. Before she had a chance to get away, the guy caught up with her and called her name again.

“Hey, Daniel. Sorry, with everything going on, I didn’t hear you.”

“That’s all right. I was in the courtroom during your closing argument. Very well done.”

Daniel Adams was another prosecutor for the city. He’d been trying to get a date with her for what seemed like forever, but she really wasn’t interested in the man. Not that he didn’t fit her taste in men; she just wasn’t attracted to him. She found him boring in a way she had never felt before, and his constant need to ask her out was more annoying than cute.

“Well, thank you. I didn’t even see you in there.”

“That’s fair. You were lost in the trial, which is something else I adore about you. When are you going to let me take you on a date?”

“I have so much going on with the case and the backlog of paperwork that goes along with it. I just don’t have the time right now,” Katy said.

Daniel smiled. “Sometimes you just have to take a step back and breathe. Let me take you out for a drink tonight. We can catch up and just relax for once. It sounds like you could use it.”

“I really can’t, Daniel. I have to pick up my daughter, and, like I said, I still have a ton of paperwork to get done.”

“I’m sure you’ll do fine. You’re one of the best prosecutors around. You know, I love kids. She can tag along with the two of us. I wouldn’t mind.”

Katy wasn’t amused. While he was mostly harmless, his persistent advances were starting to wear on her nerves. Even if she wanted to start dating again, Daniel Adams wasn’t on the short-list of candidates. In earnest, Katy was almost repulsed by the guy’s never-ending string of jokes and offers to take her out. It was both unprofessional and aggravating. Katy wasn’t going to waste her time trying to get him to understand that again. Her rejection generally went in one ear and out the other. Her heart lurched at the thought of her husband. He’d been her soulmate.

Clint had been Becky and Katy’s world. Not only had he been an amazing public defender, father, and husband, he’d earned the respect and trust of the community. She shook her head to try to forget, though she never truly could. He was everywhere and nowhere at the same time. Ripped from his wife and daughter far before his time, Clint’s death three years prior had shaken the small community of Avondale, North Dakota. His accused killer, a boy no more than twelve, hadn’t been prosecuted. Katy had made sure of it.

The fluke hunting accident would haunt the young man for the rest of his life. Clint never would have wanted charges to be brought against the boy, and Katy was happy to honor that. Tears threatened to spill if she kept thinking about her late husband. Shaking her head, Katy drove away from the courthouse in the direction of Heather’s business, The Red Ruff Inn. Just as she was about to crank up the radio and cut loose for a minute, her phone started to vibrate on the seat next to her. Katy smiled when she saw her mother’s name appear. She quickly connected the Bluetooth to make the call hands-free and legal while she drove.

“Hey, Mom, how’s everything going?”

“Pretty good,” Jean said. “I was just checking in on you to see if you’re ready for your girls’ weekend.”

“I’m really excited to get a few days to relax. I’ll drop off Becky at your house at around ten tomorrow morning. She’s pretty happy to be spending time with you.”

“I can’t wait to have her. She’s such a joy to be around, and she keeps your father busy.”

Katy chuckled. “I bet she does. She likes the time she gets with you.”

“We enjoy it, too,” Jean said. “What’s your first stop going to be on this girls’ trip?”

“Oh, I’m happy to say we have day-spa passes. So, we’re going to use them for a good part of the day, but then we’re going to do some lounging by the pool at the hotel. Not going to lie, I really am looking forward to having a few drinks later tomorrow night.”

“Sounds like you girls have it all planned out. You deserve it with how hard you’ve been working lately.”

“We’ve been planning for weeks. We even have some massages set up for Sunday morning. I think that’s going to be the top of the weekend.”

Jean chuckled. “Heck, do you have room for one more? Sounds like a weekend I could get used to.”

“Maybe next time, Mom,” Katy said. “We’ve already got the tickets and reservations in place.”

“Well, I was just joking. I’m looking forward to spending time with Becky, anyway. I just hope you have a good weekend, but keep an eye on Heather. That girl is as wild as they come.”

Katy laughed as she ended the call. Her mother wasn’t wrong, though she loved Heather like a second daughter, wild ways and all. It was true. With no husband or children of her own, Heather doted on Becky and adored her life of freedom. Her best friend’s taste in men and women always led her to fulfilling, enlightening, but mostly brief relationships. Katy knew trying to put Heather in a box would be akin to taking the sun and rain from a rare flower.

Heather’s lifestyle was beautifully unique, and Katy loved her for who she was. Her heart swelled with love as soon as she pulled in front of the quaint shopfront. Sitting in a large, well-kept window were her daughter and best friend. They were being bombarded by a litter of puppies barely a month old. The nearly white retriever pups had been a welcome but shocking surprise, nonetheless.

After Heather’s rescued golden, Fisticuff, had escaped from her back yard and “befriended” the retriever living next door, the litter was born weeks after the pair’s rendezvous. It was a heartwarming and amusing saga the entire community was following, thanks to the local paper. Each of the eight puppies already had homes lined up, and Fisticuff was scheduled for a spay. Climbing out of her car, Katy left it running as the bitter wind nipped at her exposed neck.
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She pulled her heavy coat closer as Katy raced for the business’s front door. Just as she dipped inside, a strange sensation coursed through her. Her eyes darted around, searching for the source of her discomfort, but no one was watching her, no one who stood out in the tight-knit community. Shaking it off, Katy slipped into the building and forgot about the strange sensation.

She had other things to worry about. Plus, no one in the little village would wish her harm. As soon as Becky saw her mother, she raced from the puppy enclosure over to Katy and leaped into her mother’s arms. Katy laughed, her heart swelling with love as she held her little girl close. Heather followed Becky out of the enclosure and grinned at Katy. Both women were excited about their weekend plans. They had booked a plethora of relaxing activities for the twenty-four hours of work, kid, and commitment-free time.

While they were gone, Jean and Sam would be watching over the new litter and Fisticuff, along with Becky. She couldn’t believe how brave her parents were, taking on eight puppies, a momma pooch, and a seven-year-old girl for the night. They were going to have a blast, though, and Katy knew it. As Becky disappeared into the back of the shop to get her bookbag, coat, and shoes, Katy headed over to the puppy pen and scooped up one of the adorable balls of fur. They would stay there with their mother and Heather for another eight weeks, at a minimum.

“You know, if you are going to go around playing detective, you really should get a Taser,” Heather said. “Running around, looking damn fine in your expensive coat and purse, you’re gonna get mugged down there.”

Katy cocked her head. “Do what now?”

“You know what I’m talking about. I saw you on the south side of town, and I know it’s not your normal area that you like to go to. Still, if you’re going to be on that side of town with how much they have you on the news, you might want to think about taking a bodyguard or something like that.”

Katy laughed. “You have to be kidding me, right?”

“No, what makes you think that?”

“First of all, I don’t really go to that side of town. The last time I was there was months ago. I haven’t been there since. Secondly, I don’t even have an expensive coat.”

Heather gave her a look that said she was lying, but she wasn’t. Katy hadn’t been there in a long time, and the last time she went was for a case. She chuckled slightly at the idea of wearing something expensive to the south side. It was a nice area for the most part, but the crime rate alone would keep her from spending much time there. Still, it looked like Heather was positive she had seen her there, and Katy couldn’t figure out why.

“Look, I’m certain I saw you there.”

“You must be mistaken. I promise I haven’t been there in months. I don’t know who you saw, but it wasn’t me,” Katy said.

“I don’t know what I saw then, but if you say it wasn’t you, I believe you. I had to do a double-take at first, but I still swear it was you.”

“I don’t know what to tell you. It wasn’t me.”

Heather chuckled. “All right, I’ll take your word for it. If you want to keep your secrets, who am I to stop you?”

The conversation died down as soon as Becky appeared, shoving her arm into her coat as she extended her hands for the puppy in Katy’s. She handed it over, still mulling over what Heather had said. The comment was a strange one. Katy never went to the other side of town without a friend from the police station. Sitting six miles from the last house in Avondale was Bellpoint Trailer Park. While she was well versed in self-defense and wouldn’t hesitate to protect her persons, she wasn’t a fool. Heather had to be mistaken about what she had seen. There was no other explanation.

It was a dangerous area, thanks to the state government. They had set up a trailer park on the outskirts of Avondale. With such a small population, they didn’t have the clout or support to protest the build. All inmates released on parole in the county found housing in the trailer park. Of course, there were several good men and women among the group, but there was no denying it was a dangerous area. Thankfully, several miles of farmland separated them from the park. She only ventured to Bellpoint Park with Darius Davis, an officer she’d known for decades and trusted with her life.

It wasn’t worth spending any more of her time thinking about. They had big plans for the weekend, and she wanted to cut loose for a while. The woman watched as Becky carefully put the puppy back in the pen. With their plans for the next day in place, the mother and daughter headed back for the car. Once they were on the road, they enjoyed music and talked about their plans. The house came into view behind a white fence moments later, though they wouldn’t reach the drive for another mile or so. It was the second to last house on the road, with her parents taking the honor of being the final Avondale abode.

“Did you have a good day today, Becky?” Katy asked.

“I sure did, Mom. We’re doing a project at school, and I’m really excited about it.”

“Really? What’s the project?”

Becky smiled. “We’re working on a family tree. So, I get to see all the names of the family in one place.”

“You know, Grandpa would definitely be willing to help you with the project over the weekend if you asked him to. He loves talking about family history.”

“He will? I can’t wait to go over there and spend time with them. They always let me have the good food.”

Katy chuckled. “What? I don’t give you the good food?”

“You do, but it’s more fun with them sometimes.”

“All right, I’ll let that one slide, young lady. I know they are both looking forward to having you over, and Grandpa will be excited to help with your project.”

“Am I going to spend the night again?” Becky asked.

“We talked about this, honey. I’m going to drop you off tomorrow morning and then pick you up on Sunday.”

“Are you going to go on a date tomorrow?”

Katy smiled. Her daughter was always asking if she was going on dates. Over the past few months, she could recall several times that Becky had questioned what she was doing. Though she knew her daughter needed a father figure in her life, she had Katy’s father as a male role model, and she was good with that for now.

“No dates for me, sweetheart. I’m not looking to get together with anyone right now. I have you and work. For now, I’m happy with those two things.”

“Okay, Mommy. I just thought you would be going to dinner with someone.”

“Nope, just me and the girls this weekend.”

The twenty-acre property had two houses. It was owned by her parents, but they refused to let her pay rent on the two-bedroom cabin. Instead, it was an oasis for the mother and daughter and had been since before her husband had passed away. Katy had called it home since she was eighteen and had moved out of her parents’ house. Clint joined her not long after when they started dating, and some day, she hoped the house would be Becky’s, too. For now, she was content knowing her nearest neighbor was her parents, a half mile away.

As she parked, Becky unbuckled her seatbelt and jumped out of the car. Katy laughed and followed her daughter. Her mind wasn’t quite as carefree as she appeared to her daughter. Something was scratching at her senses—the false sighting. Heather had seemed positive that it was Katy out at the trailer park. She was far more familiar with the area than Katy. The calls she got about dogs needing to be rescued from the park were frequent enough that Heather had a part-time helper, who was also a former felon, who went with her on the calls.

He was a beast of a man, incredibly protective over Heather, Becky, and the dogs, with a heart as big as his build. Shaking off the strange occurrence, Katy forced herself to try to forget about it. She wasn’t going to let it ruin her weekend plans or mood for the night with Becky. Her daughter was her world. Nothing was going to stop them from having a good time.
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The next morning, after sleeping surprisingly late until eight, the pair rose and had an easy breakfast of cereal before packing for their separate overnight adventures. By the time she dropped off Becky at her parents’ house an hour later, the little girl was bouncing off the walls. Katy knew when she picked her up the following day, her parents would be exhausted. They adored their granddaughter, but her, plus the puppies and Fisticuff, would be a wonderful yet draining twenty-four hours. Katy had a few errands she needed to run before meeting Heather at her apartment above the shop.

Pulling up to the winery near the grocery store, Katy slipped inside to browse the selection. She wanted to spoil Heather all weekend. It was rare that she got the opportunity. Her best friend was stubborn as a mule. Between what she earned as a prosecutor and a hefty life insurance payout from Clint’s death, they never had to worry about money again. Heather, on the other hand, struggled during the winter months to keep the lights on. The pandemic had nearly closed her doors, with people staying at home with their pets. It was a quality that Katy adored in the woman. Not once had she been late on her rent in the two years that Katy had secretly owned her building.

Every penny Heather paid in rent was set aside by Katy in a secret savings account. Soon, she would have enough to buy the little shop and apartment at market value. Katy knew she couldn’t tell Heather the truth until she had the money for the fair market price. Anything short of that and her free-spirited friend would see it as a handout. Grabbing a basket, she picked up two bottles off the shelf before moving for a third and final bottle. Suddenly, the sensation of being watched crept over her. Her eyes darted around the small storefront.

For a split second, she was almost certain she caught the fleeting glimpse of a woman who could have been her doppelgänger moving quickly out of the storefront. She was about to chase after her when someone tapped her shoulder. Katy jumped and spun around, nearly knocking over a display in the process. Her cheeks flushed when she saw the man standing behind her. His kind smile and towering figure had always been a comfort to Katy.

“I’m sorry, Katy. I really didn’t mean to startle you.”

“It’s all right, Darius. I was just in my own little world there. How have you been?”

“I’m doing really good. Even better now that I’ve gotten to see your smiling face. I’ve been hoping to run into you again. I’ve been looking forward to seeing you.”

Katy blushed. “Why is that exactly?”

“Well, after the last time I saw you, I can’t stop thinking about you.”

“Oh no, you’re going to have to do a lot better than that. That’s a cheesy pickup line, and you know it.”

Darius chuckled. “Fair enough. Honestly, I still owe you a drink, anyway.”

“Yeah, how about them Cowboys?” She laughed.

“They definitely lost, just as you predicted. I don’t know why I bother sometimes.”

“Bother with what? Making bets that you’re bound to lose, or the idea of rooting for the Cowboys, who are also known for losing?”

“All right, enough bashing me about my favorite team. I just can’t help rooting for them. They’ve been my team since I was a kid. Win, lose, or draw, I’m always going to be a fan.”

“Well, I won’t fault you for that. Though, I have to wonder about your decision-making.”

Darius chuckled. “I’ll give you that one. I’m starting to wonder the same thing. Although, I’m curious, how did you know they were going to lose? They had it all going for them this year.”

“Come on. Everyone with half of a brain knew they were going to lose the Super Bowl. The fact they even made it to the playoffs was a miracle in itself.”

“I thought this was going to be their year. Oh well. At least I might have a shot at getting a date with the most attractive woman I know.”

“You owe me a drink,” Katy said. “That doesn’t mean it’s going to be a date.”

Darius was undeniably an attractive man. He’d been voted Avondale’s most eligible bachelor by the local paper for three years running. Everything about the guy was what women wanted. He was good-looking, kind, hard-working, and loyal…but he wasn’t Clint. Her heart lurched as she quickly turned her attention back to the wine selection. Whoever ended up with Darius would be a lucky lady, but it wasn’t going to be her. Shooting him a smile, she quickly grabbed a third bottle without looking at the label and slowly started in the direction of the register.

They walked slowly, a comfortable silence between them as she stepped into the waiting line. His eyes moved to the basket full of wine. Raising one brow, he asked without saying a word. Katy burst into laughter and shook her head as she rolled her eyes. Darius knew her well. She wasn’t the type to spend all weekend drinking under normal circumstances. His care for her was touching. Katy wasn’t the type to open up to just anyone, but she didn’t want her friend worrying about her mental state. She had no reasons, other than a good time, for buying the expensive bottles.

“You should let me get you that drink soon. You just let me know when. Though, from the looks of it, you and Becky might have some wild plans for this weekend.”

Katy laughed. “This is for Heather and me. We’re treating ourselves to a spa weekend. We’ve been planning it for a few weeks now.”

“Well, that sounds like you’re all set for a relaxing time. You deserve it.”

She blushed. “I certainly do. Just trying to let off some steam.”

“I understand. Look, if it helps you out, I’ll make a few extra rounds near your house and keep an eye on the place. Plus, I’ll be sure to check out around the dog shop, too.”

“I really appreciate it. It’s nice to know you’ll be looking out for us, though I don’t think it’s really necessary.”

Darius smiled. “Well, you just never know these days, and I’d rather be safe than sorry. Can’t have anything happening on my watch, anyway. Just doing my job, ma’am.”

Katy laughed. “Wow, you’ve been practicing that line, haven’t you?”

“I know. It was bad, right? Man, I really thought I’d hook you with that one.”

“Eventually, you’ll find the right one.”

“Is that a promise?” Darius asked. “I mean, I’d really like to find the right one.”

“Your day will come. I promise that, but for now, I need to get going. It was really nice to run into you again. Hopefully, next year will be the Cowboy’s year.”

He laughed. “Maybe. You enjoy your weekend. It was good to see you, though I hope to get to see a lot more of you.”

Instantly, she felt her cheeks flush with heat. Katy knew they were bright red. She quickly bid him farewell as she paid for the bottles and headed for her car. As soon as she stepped out into the chilly wind, Katy’s senses perked up again. Her eyes darted around. Someone was definitely watching her. Looking around, though, she saw nothing out of place. Katy ground her teeth together, a terrible habit she’d had her entire life. It was infuriating to feel like someone was keeping tabs on her, though it wasn’t the first time. Her work often ruffled all sorts of feathers in the government.

She didn’t care about political motives and agendas unless they broke the law. Katy was quickly making a name for herself as a woman who couldn’t be bought. Climbing into her car, her phone chimed, and she tried to shake off the feeling. If it continued after their weekend getaway, Katy would have no choice but to hire a PI of her own to keep watch and find out who was following her. Unfortunately, she already had the number for a man on speed dial.

Katy could be credited with keeping the man’s business open on occasion. She refused to prosecute cases until she could prove in her own mind that the perp was guilty. Turning her attention back to her phone, she unlocked it and read the message. It was a notification from her bank. Opening her email, Katy’s stomach rolled. Someone had withdrawn almost four-hundred dollars from her checking account. Yet Katy hadn’t stopped at the bank or ATM in days. She used her credit card for their daily purchases, paying off the balance at the end of each month to keep growing her credit. Cursing under her breath, she quickly dialed the local branch of her bank.
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“Are you kidding me? Jesus, Katy, what are you going to do?” Heather asked.

She shrugged. “It’s already taken care of, at least I think it is. I left a message for Carla down at the bank. I’m sure she’ll deal with it. Just to be safe, though, I put a hold on all of my accounts.”

“Good thinking. So, it was used at an ATM or at the bank?”

“I’m not sure. The email wasn’t clear. I’m not going to let it ruin our weekend. Isn’t this place amazing?” Katy asked.

Heather groaned with pleasure. “It’s freaking paradise. I never want to leave, and the fact that they let you bring your own booze? Yeah, I’d say you nailed it.”

Katy laughed as they toasted glasses. They were halfway through the second bottle, sitting poolside in the domed enclosure, looking out over the beautiful North Dakota wilderness. The spa and luxury hotel were absolutely perfect for a girls’ weekend. While she was determined not to let the mix-up at the bank ruin her time with Heather, it was still weighing on her mind. It was strange to feel like she was relaxing when she should have been trying to figure out who was hacking her account.

Nothing was open on the weekend. There was absolutely nothing Katy could do until Monday morning, and she hated that. Closing her eyes and appreciating the warm, seventy-five-degree dome as the snow started to fall outside, her phone buzzed on the table next to her. She sighed and felt around for it, peeking at the screen before grinning and unlocking it to read the entirety of the message. It was worth the disruption. Her eyes quickly scanned the text as she chuckled and shook her head. Some reminders of their life back in Avondale were welcome.

“Listen, I’m excited to see you as happy as you are, but would you like to share with me what’s making you smile so much right now?”

Katy chuckled. “Oh, it’s just Darius. He sent me a picture of the Soggy Daycare, my mom, and Becky playing with the puppies. They just all look so happy.”

“I’m glad they’re enjoying their time together, but you need to do something for me,” Heather said.

“Yeah, and what’s that?”

“You need to lock that man down before someone else gets to him. I’m telling you, he’s a good guy. He’s nice-looking, has a nice job, and he’s just overly sweet and wonderful. Hell, if he were interested in me, I’d already have him eating out of my hand.”

“See, that’s the difference between you and me. I don’t want a man to eat out of my hand. Now, do I want him to worship me? Of course. Still, I just don’t think I’m ready for all of that yet.”

“You know you deserve to be happy, right?”

“I know, but I’m not ready to start dating again. It’s just too soon.”

Heather smiled. “I know you love Clint, and he’s always going to have that special place in your heart. That being said, it’s been years since he passed away. I’m not saying you should rush into anything, but it’s time to move on, Katy. You deserve it.”

“I know, but it’s so hard sometimes. He was my world before Becky came along. After she was born, he was both of our worlds. I’m just not ready to give that up yet.”

“I get it. I’m not trying to push you. I simply want what’s best for you, and I know Darius is a good man. Just don’t waste too much time in the past when you have a bright future in front of you.”

Her mind drifted to Clint. Being at the spa was no fluke. He’d brought her there not long after they’d learned she was pregnant with Becky. Clint was always doing little things like that to show her how much he adored her. The familiar prickle of tears threatening to fall returned, and she drew a ragged breath. Wine always made her a little emotional. Closing her eyes again, she daydreamed about being there with her husband. Was Heather, right? Was it time to let go of Clint and start dating again? She still couldn’t make it through the day without getting choked up at least once.

It didn’t seem fair to do that to another man, to anyone she might consider dating. It still felt like Clint was there with her. Even considering dating felt like an abuse of Clint’s trust despite his being gone. Between the wine, Heather’s soft snoring in the beach chair next to her, and the relaxing massage they’d just had, Katy felt herself starting to doze. She didn’t fight it, knowing they had an evening of fun planned and she’d enjoy the catnap.

Her phone vibrated on her chest, jolting her awake an hour later, just as Heather yawned and stretched out next to her. It had been the perfect little nap. Grabbing her phone, she rubbed the sleep from her eyes as she unlocked it and quickly read the message from Darius. It was short but made her stomach roll. He wanted her to call her as soon as possible. Grabbing her beach wrap, Katy excused herself and jogged in the direction of their room. If something was wrong, she didn’t want Heather to overhear. Her friend had a habit of overreacting. After all, he was probably just following up on the theft from her bank account.

When she was out of hearing distance from her friend and the other patrons, she dialed Darius’s number and waited for him to answer. After waiting several seconds for him to answer, he finally did.

“What’s going on, Darius? Do you have any information about my bank account?”

“Not yet, but they’re still looking into it.”

“Oh, then, is something else going on?” Katy asked. “Is Becky all right?”

“She’s fine. I actually wanted to tell you I got a strange call from a friend of mine. He owns a local coffee shop called Café Diem. He told me you were just in there and causing a bunch of problems. He said you raised a bunch of hell.”

Katy laughed. “You’re joking, right?”

“No, I’m not. He said you were just there and were giving everyone in the shop a hard time. You caused a big scene, and there was some destruction to his property.”

“I hate to be the one to tell you, but I’m not even in town, remember? Now, I don’t know what kind of joke this is, but it’s not funny.”

Darius sighed. “I know, but I thought you should be aware of what’s being said. I promise I’m going to look into it, but you should know this might have something to do with your bank issues.”

“I don’t understand,” Katy said.

“Someone might be trying to steal your identity. It’s not something you need to be worried about right now, but just keep an eye on your other accounts.”

“Okay. I appreciate the heads-up. Let me know if you find out anything.”

“Will do, Katy. Try to enjoy your weekend.”

Between Heather’s swearing she’d seen Katy in the trailer park and now a woman impersonating her in the Café Diem, Katy couldn’t make sense of what was happening. She walked slowly back in Heather’s direction. Her friend was now slowly making her way to their room as well. Katy adored the small café and would never do anything to jeopardize the relationship she had not only with the owners but the patrons of the establishment as well. She prided herself on her reputation. Katy’s work demanded she have a spotless record.

Heather noticed the change in her friend’s demeanor right away. There was no chance that Katy could lie to her and get away with it. Heather was closer to her than a sibling could have been. She was her best friend and knew every tell Katy had. Still, she could do some preemptive damage control and keep the details light. The new information had the potential to ruin their evening, but Katy knew the case was in good hands. Darius would tell her if he found out anything or tracked down whoever was behind the strange actions.

“What the hell is going on?” Heather stammered when Katy finished.

She sighed and shook her head. “Girl, I wish I knew. Until we know more, all we can do is get dolled up, hit the nightclub downstairs, and have one hell of a good time.”

Heather burst into laughter as they reached their room. “I like the way you think.”

They headed into the beautiful suite and quickly started to get ready for the night ahead. The evening would bring dinner, dancing, and more wine. Hopefully, the only thing they wouldn’t get was interrupted again. All she wanted was one night of peace.
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Katy rolled her eyes and sent the text. Don’t make me come over there after just dropping you off. I will cut you.

LOL, really? Come on, he’s soooo dreamy.

Katy cringed at Heather’s reply to her text. She was still determined to set up Katy with Darius, but Katy refused to fold. She had enough going on in her life that she didn’t need to toss a relationship or first date into the mix. Plus, Katy still wasn’t sure she was ready after losing Clint. It didn’t feel like it had been three years, though the anniversary of his death had passed months before. Every fall, late in the season, her mood would shift. Everyone in the community would take extra care in how they spoke to both Becky and Katy. It was hard enough to face the anniversary as a parent but ten times as challenging when the entire town tried to “help.”

Since returning home to the cabin after picking up Becky, Katy had dove right into her Sunday chores. It was only after Becky cleaned her room that Katy let her outside to play in the fresh twelve inches of snow they’d been blessed with the night before. It was good for Becky to be playing outside. The temperature was hovering just below freezing, and soon, she’d be back inside and begging for hot cocoa.

Katy had preemptively started warming some milk on the stove for the chocolate delight as she slipped into the attached garage to start a load of laundry. By the time she made it back to the kitchen and set the warm blankets she’d pulled from the dryer onto the table, her phone was buzzing in her pocket. She answered it as she jogged across the kitchen to stir the milk on the stove before it burned. When Katy heard Darius’s familiar voice, she grinned as she worked.

“I don’t know many people who take a little vacation just to come back and dive right back into chores. Anyone ever tell you that you work too hard?” Darius asked.

“I’m sure they have a time or two, but I don’t listen all that well.” Katy chuckled. “Besides, I’m assuming you’re not here on a social call.”

“What, I can’t come to visit my favorite member of society?”

“I guess so, but I’m hoping you found out something about this situation at your friend’s café.”

“Straight to business, all right. I did go over to the café and talk to my buddy. I showed him a picture of you, and he told me it was you. So, just to do my job in its entirety, I talked to some of the locals and other employees. All of them swear it was you who was there causing all the problems.”

“That doesn’t make sense. I must have a doppelgänger out there somewhere. I was with Heather the entire time.”

“I know. The whole thing is really strange if you ask me,” Darius said. “I’m by no means done looking into this.”

“I appreciate that. I don’t understand what’s going on here. I might have to start looking into it myself.”

“I wouldn’t worry about that. I’ll handle everything on my end.”

Katy smiled. “I believe you can do your job. I just would like to know who is going around that looks like me.”

“If it makes you feel any better, no one could look as good as you. I say that with the utmost respect.”

“I bet you do. Still, it would be nice to know what’s going on here. First, my bank account, and now, this person who everyone thinks is me. It just doesn’t make sense.”

The only logical conclusion was that her identity had been stolen. Whoever the woman was, she must have looked enough like Katy that a few alterations would sell the ruse. Rage surged through her at the violation. It would be a first for her. Others had tried to dig up dirt on her in the past, but it had always been without success. She had nothing to hide. When they found out who the woman was, she was going to have a few choice words with her before interrogating her to find out who had hired her. It was one thing to gamble with Katy but another entirely when they put her daughter’s safety in danger.

Without hesitation, she dialed her private investigator’s number. When his voicemail picked up and informed the caller he was out of the country for the next month, Katy ended the call and cursed under her breath. She needed someone she could trust, someone who would understand just how important it was that the person be caught quickly. Katy knew her father would know someone. He still had connections from his time in the service, though he rarely spoke about it anymore. To that day, you couldn’t get a straight answer out of Sam Thomas about what he had done for the government decades before.

Katy quickly shot her father a text message, asking him to call her when he could but clearly stating there was nothing wrong. She didn’t want to call him and alarm either of her parents. Texting was how they communicated most of the time since her phone was always on silent in the courtroom. Only emergencies were made via phone calls. It was a good setup that worked for everyone. Shutting off the burner on the stove, she mixed in the cocoa powder and stirred as she waited for her father to call, watching Becky playing in the backyard outside.

As she watched her daughter, she couldn’t help but smile at how happy the little girl was. It made her think about Clint and all the things he was missing. She wondered for a minute how different things would be if he never had gotten into the accident, but she shook it out of her mind when she heard her phone ringing. Quickly answering it when she read that it was her dad calling.

“What’s going on, Pops?”

“Just calling to check in on you. I heard you had some issues with your bank?”

“Yeah, and that’s not the only thing, either. Heather said she saw me on the south side, but I hadn’t been there in months. Then, I guess there was a ‘Karen’ at a local café, and everyone says it was me, but I was out with Heather.”

“Sounds like you could use a hand in figuring out what’s going on. My old buddy, Mark, has a son who is a private investigator. I could give him a call and have him look into it.”

“That would be great, Dad. Is he any good?” Katy asked.

“One of the best in the state. He has an office here in town. I’ll give him a call and have him start looking into it.”

“Well, if you have the address and phone number, I can give him a call. It would probably be better if I talked to him since it’s happening to me.”

“Up to you. I’ll send you the information. Let me know if you need anything else. Just be safe.”

“I will, I promise. Talk to you later, Pops. Love you.”

Minutes after the call ended, her father sent her all the information for his friend. Immediately, she shot the man a text message. The door to the garage opened outside, and she set her phone back down, pouring two mugs of cocoa just as Becky burst through the side door off the kitchen. Her flushed cheeks and an exhausted smile tugged at Katy’s heart. Instantly, all the woman’s attention was turned to her daughter. It wasn’t until she was settled on the living room floor, sipping cocoa by the fireplace and watching cartoons, that Katy returned to the mission at hand. Her daughter would always be her first priority.

The PI had replied, asking if she was available to meet that afternoon. Her heart raced as she typed out a reply. As soon as she was finished, she texted her mother to ask about watching Becky for a few hours. It came as no surprise that her parents jumped at the opportunity. They’d had an afternoon of respite and were now rearing for more time with their granddaughter. It felt good to be proactive about the case.

While she was sure it was nothing more than a case of stolen identity, she would feel better knowing that her own private fleet was working the case. She trusted Darius and his abilities beyond question, but she had the money to bring the problem to an end quickly. It was the safest option for her daughter and, as far as Katy was concerned, the best. Clint would rest easy knowing she had tapped into the insurance money for a private investigator. That was all the approval Katy needed in her mind.
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After dropping off a delighted Becky back at her parents, Katy headed to the neighboring town of Kettering, ten miles south of Avondale. It was similar to Avondale in many ways, though its population was nearly double that and the median income slightly lower. Instantly, she pursed her lips when she pulled up to the address on her GPS. While the area wasn’t as rough as Bellpoint, the office appeared to be atop a dilapidated Chinese takeout joint. The flickering neon OPEN sign didn’t fill her with confidence.

Katy felt like she’d stepped through a time loop as she opened the door and headed up a narrow flight of wooden steps. Had she emerged in the 1920s? A thick layer of cigar smoke coated the last few steps. She coughed, opening a second glass door and stepping into a small office. A disheveled-looking man who perfectly suited the messy space was asleep at his desk. With a fat cigar still burning in the ashtray and a half-empty bottle of scotch uncorked a few inches away, Katy was ready to flee. She cleared her throat.

Instantly, the man bolted upright, a disconnect notice from the electric company stuck to his sweaty cheek. He snatched it off and quickly stood, wobbling a bit as he did. She stepped forward, ready to help him if he started to go down. She couldn’t believe he was the same man who had replied to her text. Before Katy could introduce herself, a small door to the right opened, and a handsome man in a suit stepped out. He grinned at her and sighed, shaking his head as he approached the drunk guy.

“Mr. Clark? I’ve got a taxi headed this way for you,” the man said before turning to Katy. “You must be Sam’s girl. I’ll be with you in a flash. Jack here got picked up for public intoxication. Luckily for me, the arresting officer can be bought with a good steak dinner.”

He gave her a wink and disappeared out into the narrow hall leading to the steps. She was too stunned to speak, still staring at the door, when the man returned and showed her to the seat across from the desk. He snuffed the cigar and capped the bottle, quickly clearing off the desk as he apologized before finally sitting down.

“All right, the name’s Eric Green,” he said. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“Nice to meet you, too. My name’s Katy—”

“Oh, you don’t need any introduction. Hell, you’re a champion to the rich and poor alike. Katy Markwood, in the flesh. You have the highest conviction rate in the state. I know everything about you and your career. What do I owe the pleasure?”

“Well, let’s just say that you’re not the only one who knows all about me. I’m starting to think someone is messing with me, and I’d like to have some help to figure out who it is.”

“I think you’ve come to the right place. Whatever you need, I’ll look into it. I’m going to need a little more information, though.”

“I don’t know much. I know someone stole from my bank account and that there has been someone who looks like me starting problems. A friend of mine even saw this person and thought it was me.”

“Sounds like they’re trying to steal your identity. It’s a common problem people come to me with. Someone dresses up like their target and empties their bank account. There have been a few times I’ve looked into an issue like this and they’ve gone as far as to get an arrest record.”

“Oh, well doesn’t that sound like a good time,” Katy said.

“It’s awful, but I promise I’ll do whatever I can to figure out who’s behind it. Let me just get some more information from you, and then I’ll be able to get started.”

“Sure, I’ll give you whatever you need to find this person. As long as it brings this whole thing to an end, I’ll do whatever it takes.”

“Good. I hope you have a little time on your hands,” Eric said.

“I do.”

Eric didn’t hesitate as he grabbed a pad of paper from his desk and started bombarding her with questions. He asked about everything from her age and date of birth down to her parents’ information. When he asked if she was adopted or had siblings, she laughed. He grinned at her, assuring her it was all routine. They went on like that for a good thirty minutes before the PI seemed content with the information he had to get started. Had it not been for her father’s gleaming recommendation, Katy would hesitate to give out such personal details to a complete stranger.

If Sam trusted Eric, though, Katy did as well. Her father was an amazing judge of character. By the time she left the man’s office, Katy felt good about her decision to hire him. Climbing behind the wheel of her car, Katy made her way to the grocery store instead of heading directly for Becky. She knew her mother wouldn’t mind, and she didn’t want to procrastinate on shopping any longer. It would only take her twenty minutes. She would still get to her parents’ house long before she told them she would be back. The appointment had gone quicker than Katy had anticipated.

Katy was walking through the store still and browsing for an easy meal for dinner. Cooking for her daughter had become an easy thing at her age since she practically would eat anything. Knowing the next day would be busy, she needed something quick and easy to make as a meal. Mondays were always hectic. It was something Katy had gotten used to. All the new cases would come across her desk from the weekend arrests. As she nonchalantly roamed the aisles of the store, she wasn’t paying much attention.

Suddenly, she had an idea of what she could make and hurried to the next aisle. Lost in her thoughts and hoping the meal would be something worthwhile, she ran into another cart at the end of the aisle accidentally. Quickly, she apologized and looked up to see Mauve Lance. Though she didn’t know the woman well, she knew enough about her to know she was a kind soul.

“I am so sorry about that. I was just rushing along and lost in thought.” Katy smiled.

Mauve just glared at her and didn’t say a word. They had never been close friends, but it was odd that she wasn’t being her normal, friendly self. The smile on her face quickly faded. It wasn’t like her to not strike up some kind of conversation, but she still continued to be friendly herself.

“Well, like I said. I am really sorry about that. I’m just roaming through, trying to find something for dinner tomorrow. I didn’t even see you there.”

The woman just continued to glare at her.

“Is everything all right, Mauve?” Katy asked.

She couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong with Mauve. Setting aside her shopping cart, she quickly chased after the acquaintance. They had always had a good relationship in the past. The look she’d seen in the woman’s eyes had been pure anger. Her cheeks flushed as she raced for the door. It felt like every pair of eyes in the store was watching her, but it wasn’t a friendly feeling. Katy hated the sensation of not being wanted by the community. They were her friends, the people she’d spent her entire life with.

Katy wasn’t going to let it go. If someone was out there damaging the relationships she valued, it was time to set the record straight. No one was going to turn people against her, no matter how much they looked like her. She knew with the right plastic surgeon that anyone she’d wronged in the past could be behind making her life hell. It was going to be a long list of suspects. While she couldn’t interrogate them, Katy could do some damage control. Her mind darted to Becky as she raced across the parking lot in search of the woman.

In small towns, people talked. How long would it be before the gossip got back to her innocent little girl? Would she be ostracized as well for the intruder’s actions? Katy wouldn’t let it come to that. She would protect Becky, her heart, soul, and spirit, at all costs. Things were getting personal, and that was a huge mistake on the intruder’s part. Now, Katy was angry and determined to get her revenge. Katy had a right to defend herself. Knowing she could only do one thing at a time, Katy made it her mission to track down Mauve and figure out what she was upset about. If something was going on between the two of them, she was going to find out.
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“For Christ’s sake, what’s going on with this town?” Katy growled.

It was still freezing outside. The temperatures wouldn’t start to warm for at least another month. Even then, it would be a slow climb through the spring months to a short but hot summer. While her family and the man she loved had adored the cold state, Katy, more often than not, found herself cursing in the winter, which, in her opinion, was far too long. How she longed for a nice warm breeze. She couldn’t believe how quickly the woman had managed to disappear. In a town the size of Avondale, there was only one larger grocery store, and the adjoining parking lot was barely fifty spaces.

From the corner of her eye, she saw Mauve loading her purchases into a car pulled off to the side. Immediately, she jogged in the woman’s direction, zipping up her coat as she moved. She called out her name when she was within a few feet. The woman startled and spun around, her angry gaze leveling on Katy though she didn’t stop loading her trunk. Her pace quickened, obviously not wanting to be there a split second longer than she was absolutely required. It was strange for Mauve, who usually adored gossip and chatting with the others at the store.

“What the hell do you want? Did I not make myself clear in the store? Stay away from me, Katy. I want nothing to do with you,” Mauve snapped.

Her jaw dropped. For a split second, she was too stunned by the woman’s harsh words to react. When she finally managed to get herself together, she still had no idea what to say. What the heck was going on in Avondale? When had she become public enemy number one? She drew a deep breath to keep her temper under control. Thank God she’d mastered the art of meditation and deep breathing decades before. Otherwise, she’d constantly be a slave to her short fuse. It would make her work putting criminals behind bars incredibly difficult.

“What in the hell are you talking about? What’s wrong with you, and why are you acting like I did something wrong?”

Mauve snorted. “Are you kidding me right now? You know exactly what I’m talking about, and don’t even tell me you can’t expect me not to be upset with you after the way you spoke to me yesterday.”

Instantly, Katy’s mind flashed to the couple of times people had claimed she was somewhere she wasn’t. She had no idea what Mauve was talking about, but something told her it had something to do with the woman who was pretending to be her. Though she didn’t know what was going on, Katy didn’t want people to think she was something she wasn’t. Her very job depended on her being the person she was, not someone who went around pissing off everyone.

“I wasn’t in town yesterday, so I’m not sure what you’re referring to. I haven’t seen you since last week, Mauve. You must be mistaken on that.”

“Oh, I promise you, it’s not a mistake. After the way you acted yesterday and the things you said, I don’t want anything to do with you,” Mauve fumed.

Katy sighed. “I’m sorry for whatever you think happened, but what you’re talking about didn’t happen the way you’re portraying it. I assure you I wasn’t in town, so you couldn’t have seen me.”

“I know what I saw, and I heard what you said. You can try to say you didn’t, but let me make something perfectly clear to you right now. You’re full of crap, always walking around like your shit doesn’t stink and then treating the rest of us like we’re nothing. I’ve had it from you. Get the hell away from me and stay away. We’re done.”

Katy backed away from Mauve as she climbed behind the wheel of her car. There was nothing else she could do to make the woman believe her. Katy didn’t know what to say. She couldn’t believe what was happening. Katy had always been on good terms with Mauve and would never do or say anything to risk that. Plus, she’d been hours away at the retreat the day before. Her imposter was really starting to grind on her nerves. If Eric didn’t find something soon, there would be nothing left of her reputation. The idea of everyone in her hometown despising her was almost too much for Katy. Her parents had called Avondale home for all but a few weeks of her life. Mauve’s parents were friends of Jean and Sam.

Word was going to spread quickly back to her parents. She’d never had bad blood with anyone in the community, just the same as her parents. How was she going to explain to them that someone was running around pretending to be her? They had to be forewarned about what was going on. Jogging in the direction of her car, Katy planned on calling her parents as soon as she was back in the warm interior. She and Becky could order pizza for dinner. Katy was too humiliated to go back into the store. At least she now knew the feeling of being disliked inside hadn’t simply been in her head. They were all furious with her, and she’d done nothing wrong. How could she make them see that?

Whatever was going on, she needed to get it figured out. Too many people were starting to see her for something that wasn’t her. Katy gritted her teeth and tried to stifle a growl. The growing frustration was starting to get to her, and she wasn’t about to let this woman win. Suddenly, her phone started to ring. Looking down at the ID, she quickly saw the call was coming from her mother.

“Hey, Mom. What’s up?”

“I’m calling to find out what in the heck is going on,” Jean said.

“What are you talking about?”

“Well, I just got a call from Jim Barnes. You remember him, right? He owns the horse farm next to ours.”

Katy chuckled. “Of course, I remember Jim Barnes, but what are you talking about?”

“Honesty, I don’t know. He called to tell us he saw you out in the field, and you were shooting BB guns at the horses on his land. What in the world were you thinking?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I would never do something like that. It has to be someone out to frame me. Whoever got into my bank account has been going around pretending to be me.”

“Well, whatever is going on, you should get to the house as soon as possible.”

“Why? What’s going on?” Katy asked.

“Jim is really upset. He’s threatening to call the police about the whole situation.”

“Maybe he should. Hell, I’ll call them myself as soon as I get off the phone. I would never do anything like that.”

“I know, sweetheart,” Jean said. “The problem is that he’s really pissed off, and he says he has proof it was you on the property.”

Speeding off in the direction of the farm to see whatever proof the man claimed to have, her grip tightened on the wheel. If he’d already called the police, that meant Darius Davis was going to be there. Maybe he’d had better luck than Katy in finding out who was behind the character assassination attempt. She knew, eventually, she’d be forced to sit down and compile a list of everyone she might have upset over the course of her career, but it was a daunting task. Not only that, but it would also mean listing off the names of some very powerful people.

Katy had made it no secret that she had her sights set on state office one day when Becky was older. She wanted to make an impact on a larger scale, knowing she had the mindset to do it. All of that was coming crashing down around her. Whoever wanted her out of the prosecutor’s office was doing a damn fine job of dragging her name through the dirt. It wouldn’t be long before the local paper picked up the story of her doppelgänger causing havoc. That would divide the village between those who believed her and those who didn’t.

No, the only way to set things right was going to be with undeniable proof that someone was acting against her. It didn’t matter how long it took or how much money she had to funnel into it. They were going to be held accountable for what they were doing to her. Once again, though, she was faced with the crisis at hand. Katy was being accused of animal abuse, an unconscionable crime. What would the bastards framing her do next? Katy wasn’t going to give them the time to decide.
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She skidded to a stop not far from the horse farm. The last thing she wanted to be doing was wasting time wrangling horses that she had nothing to do with setting free. They were racing around frantically as Barns and a handful of others tried to get the spooked beasts back into the paddock. As soon as the elderly farmer saw her park, he made a beeline for her. Even from a dozen feet away, she could see the flushed anger on his face. How in the heck was she going to convince him she had nothing to do with the shenanigans at hand?

The conversation started with anger and didn’t make it far. Mr. Barns had his phone in his hand, playing the video of a woman shooting at the animals and opening the gate. There was no denying that they looked incredibly similar. Whoever the bitch had used to do the plastic surgery deserved a raise. Katy was just about to lose her temper when she heard sirens and tires skidding to a stop on the gravel road. Instantly, she spun around, Officer Davis quickly jogging in their direction. She was happy to see him, knowing he’d set the record straight. Darius separated the two, ordering Katy to wait by her car as she spoke with Barns.

The minutes passed by slowly, her irritation growing each time the two men glanced her way. After fifteen minutes, they shook hands, and Darius headed back to where she was waiting for him.

“What the hell is going on?” she hissed.

“I reminded old Barns what a good person you are, about your reputation and everything else. I even told him about someone impersonating you. He’s still miffed, but he’s sure now it wasn’t you.”

“Great, cleared of a crime I didn’t commit,” she muttered.

She just wanted to get back home to her little girl and pretend like the rest of the world didn’t exist. If Eric Green didn’t find out something about the woman impersonating her soon, there was going to be nothing left of her reputation to salvage.

As Katy was still leaning against his car, she couldn’t help but look back at all the things that had been said about her over the weekend. Whoever this woman was, she was trying to ruin her life. Still, having been a prosecutor for years, she couldn’t help but wonder if the woman felt like she was committing a victimless crime. Many defendants fell into the belief that they were not hurting anyone. She thought that could be true until she saw the video Barns had recorded. Now, she knew someone was deliberately trying to railroad her in the subtlest of ways.

“I know you’re starting to think this is hopeless, but it’s not,” Darius said. “Something is definitely going on, but I’m not going to stand by and let anyone ruin the good name you’ve built for yourself. We’re going to figure this out. Do you have any idea who could be behind this?”

Katy sighed. “It could damn near be anyone at this point. Being in the line of work I am, I’ve pissed off plenty of people along the way.”

“I suppose that’s right. I just don’t think this is some random attack. I’m not going to rest until we’ve found this woman.”

“I appreciate you not giving up on the case. I’m really glad to have you on my side.”

“Of course, I’m on your side.”

“I called Eric Green to look into everything. Hopefully, he can find something that leads us to whoever is doing this.”

“He’s good at what he does. If he can’t figure out what’s going on, I don’t know of anyone else you could do better,” Darius said.

“That’s good to know.”

“He’s the best around. Just let me know if there is anything I can do to help. Literally, you can call me for anything you think of.”

Her cheeks flushed as she turned back for her car. After thanking Darius once more for everything he’d done, Katy headed for her parents’ house. As much as her mother wanted her to stay and talk, all Katy wanted to do was be back in her own home. She longed for the peace and quiet that came with the small cabin. Becky had to be exhausted after the weekend she’d had and would be content hanging around the house and chomping down on leftover pizza and takeout. They piled into the house, and Becky raced up the steps to start her evening bubble bath while Katy turned on the lights and got the oven started for reheating food.

A few minutes later, she was heading for the bathroom to check on Becky when a cool breeze snapped her head around. Katy changed course and went to inspect. Following the cold air to the source, she frowned. The window facing the road was cracked open, but they hadn’t touched them beyond dusting since the last warm snap in the fall the year before. Grinding her teeth, she snapped the window shut and locked it. Something in her gut churned as she reached for her phone and raced up the steps. She burst through the bathroom door, making Becky jump in the tub. A plume of bubbles floated through the air.

“Sorry, sweetheart, you good?” Katy asked.

Becky frowned. “Well, I was until you came running in. I’m almost eight, Mom. I can take a bath by myself, you know.”

She chuckled and nodded in agreement. The pounding in her chest started to subside as she closed the door and headed back into the hall. At the top of the steps, Katy paused. The glass bowl they kept at the base of the steps on the small corner stand had been moved to the second shelf. The house rumbled beneath her as the heater kicked on. Katy caught a whiff of something foreign, the faint scent of cheap perfume. Her stomach rolled as she dialed Darius’s number. As she moved through the house, Katy noticed a half dozen items had been moved around, but nothing appeared to be missing. She felt like she was going to be sick.

She wasn’t going to wait around to see what else had been gone through without first getting ahold of someone who could help. Her daughter’s safety was the first thing on her mind. Within two rings, he answered.

“Is everything all right, Katy? I wasn’t expecting to hear from you.”

“No, it’s not all right. Someone has been in my house.”

“Are they still there?”

She quickly told him they weren’t, and he promised to be right over. Within minutes, Darius came over and cleared the house. Katy was thankful he had come so quickly.

“Did you notice if anything had been stolen?” Darius asked.

Katy sighed. “Nothing that I’ve noticed, but things were moved around.”

“I’m not sure that it would be a good idea to stay here. I think you’d be better off going over to your parents’ house for the night.”

“You might be right, but I don’t want to uproot Becky again. She’s taking a bath and getting ready for bed. I definitely don’t want to freak her out.”

“I understand, but if someone broke in, it’s going to be safer to go somewhere else,” Darius said. “Though, I somehow think you’re not going to do that. What I can do is set up a patrol car to watch the house overnight.”

“No, at this point, I’m just starting to think this is all just in my head. After everything else, I don’t know what I’m thinking about.”

“All right, that’s up to you.”

“Thank you, though,” Katy said. “I’ll call you if anything else happens.”

“Please do, Katy. Have a good night.”

After showing Darius out, Katy checked on Becky again. She was just about ready for a late dinner and some tunes. With a few more minutes alone, Katy quickly went through the house and checked all the doors and windows a second time. She grabbed their dinner out of the oven and made Becky a plate before getting her settled in the living room. Weekends were the only time they didn’t eat at the kitchen table. It was a little splurge that Katy didn’t mind cleaning up after. Becky enjoyed the freedom enough that she was careful about not getting anything on the sofa.

With her nestled in front of the television, Katy slipped upstairs to get ready for the week ahead. She had no idea what it was going to bring but knew they had to find out who was behind the incidents happening around town. In the morning, she would get ahold of a home security company and make sure her little girl was protected, at least until they could catch the bastard screwing up their lives.
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By the following morning, she felt rejuvenated. Katy had gotten an email in the early morning hours alerting her that the trial completion had been pushed until the following day. The judge had come down with the flu, he’d likely be out all week, but his replacement needed time to review the case before sitting in on it. She wasn’t sad about the news. Another day off was just what she needed. It was nice to be able to take her time in the morning. She slowly woke Becky, making a big breakfast before dropping her off at school.

It was a rare treat for them both. Normally, Becky would be dropped off at her grandparents’ house, where she would catch the morning bus. She was happy they could enjoy the morning. Making her way through town, she saw the lights on at Heather’s shop and quickly parked in front of it. Katy knocked on the front door. When Heather saw her, her eyes lit up, and she raced to unlock the door.

“Hey!” Heather boomed. “What the heck are you doing here? Wait…it is you, right? Not your rouge doppelgänger?”

Katy groaned and rolled her eyes. “Thanks, and yeah, it’s me. You wouldn’t believe the wild night we had.”

“Well, get in here and tell me all about it. I’ll put on some more coffee,” Heather said.

She followed her friend to the back door after locking the door behind her. Heather’s shop wouldn’t be open for another twenty minutes, giving them just enough time for Katy to fill her in on everything. They made short work of it, Heather looking at her with complete shock while Katy told her about the intruder, the horses at Mr. Barns, and the strange encounter with Mauve. It seemed like a never-ending stream of bad luck had befallen her.

“What can you even do about something like that?” Heather asked. “Do you have a plan to take care of it?”

“I don’t know how to take care of it. The one thing I made sure to do was to get Darius and Eric to look into it. I just hope they can find something that will tell us who she is.”

“Then you can convict the hell out of her.”

“Well, that’s the plan, even if I can’t be the one to prosecute her.” Katy chuckled. “Even with the two of them looking into it, I’m still going to do some digging on the thing, too. Since I have the day off, I have a few things I want to look into and a few people I want to talk to.”

“I hope that between the three of you, you’ll figure out something. It’s crazy to think that someone is out there pretending to be you.”

“Tell me about it. I know I’ve pissed off some people by doing my job, but this is beyond anything I could have imagined as a revenge tactic.”

Heather smiled. “Since you have the day off, you should take it easy. I’m all about just hanging out if you decide not to do the digging.”

“As much as I enjoy our time together, I need to figure out what in the hell is going on. I’m not going to just stand by while some psycho tries to ruin my life.”

“Either way, the offer stands. I’ll be here at the shop all day, so feel free to stop by if you’re not up to doing any more digging,” Heather said.

Katy chuckled. “That’s why you’re my best friend. I’ll be sure to keep that in mind, but I have to try to figure out who is doing this. Though, I wouldn’t mind hanging around for a little longer.”

The pair finished their coffee, and Katy helped her friend get the shop opened for the morning. After promising to join her for lunch in a few hours, she set back out for her car. Katy knew the woman had caused a scene at the café a few blocks away. With a destination in mind, she pulled back out onto the road and made the quick jump. Had it not been for the frigid temperatures, Katy would have walked the distance. Instead, every second she spent outside chilled her to the bone. As soon as she stepped into the café, a different chill struck her. The icy gaze of the patrons made her stomach churn.

Katy lowered her gaze and moved to the front counter. The woman behind it glared at her, resting her hand on her hip and pursing her lips. Gone were the friendly waves and free drinks. She wasn’t going to let the unwelcome reception deter her from the mission. The woman needed to be caught. The embarrassment continued when she asked to talk with the owner but was quickly ignored by the cashier. The second time she made the request, Katy was less kind about it. Finally, the woman seemed to understand that Katy wasn’t going to be brushed off.

Waiting for the burly man to meet with her was by far the worst torment so far. All around her, she could hear the villagers whispering about her, wondering how she had the audacity to show her face back in the shop. If it was any consolation to them, though, she had no desire to be there. Finally, after what felt like an eternity, the man poked his head out of the back of the store and jerked it for Katy to come back. She followed him past the small kitchen and into his cramped office. There was no warm welcome, only contempt as he dropped himself in one of the two chairs.

“Well, you got us here in my office. Now, what the hell do you want from me? I think you did more than enough damage the last time you were here.”

Katy sighed. “Look, I believe you saw someone who looked like me, but it wasn’t. I wasn’t the one who came in here and caused a scene. I wasn’t even in town when it happened.”

“I know what I saw. I saw you in my café, causing a scene and busting a few glasses. You can try to tell me whatever you want to tell me, but no one is going to come in here and tell me something different.”

“Honestly, I don’t want to argue with you. You know what you saw, and I know I didn’t do it. It would be a pointless argument, and neither one of us has the time for that.”

The man sighed. “That’s something we can finally see eye to eye on. If you’re not here to try to dissuade what I saw, what exactly are you doing here.”

“I just want to try to clear my name. I know I didn’t come into this shop and start any problems. There have been several instances of people claiming I did something I didn’t do, and I just want to prove it. Now, do you have any security cameras here?”

“I do, but they aren’t open for the public to view whenever they want.”

“I understand, but I really need to prove that I didn’t do this or any of the other things. Please let me take a look at them, and I won’t bother you again.”

The man glared at her. “I don’t like it, but if it will get you to leave my café, then fine.”

Katy waited and watched as the monitor on the desk jumped to life under his touch. He went through a series of commands before the day and time in question appeared. Her heart pounded. Unlike the video from Barns’s security system, the image on the screen was crisp and clear. The color drained from her face as she watched her doppelgänger appear on the monitor. She felt like she was going to be sick. The woman didn’t just look like her; she was Katy. Everything from her wardrobe to her mannerisms was copied.

“Still gonna say it wasn’t you?” he asked.

Her eyes darted to him as she shook her head. “I…I don’t know what’s going on, but I can see why everyone thinks it was me.”

“Thinks? Hell, we know. Now, I don’t know if you’ve been dabbling in some drugs or maybe you got some issues in your head—”

“I’m not crazy,” she growled. “That wasn’t me. I didn’t come in here; I was hours away at a spa.”

He snorted. “Right, that’s the story your boyfriend’s trying to sell us, too. Funny though, I got video of you here causing trouble, but you’ve got no proof you were at that spa you claim.”

In another life, another time, Katy would have told the man where to shove his proof. She had a reputation to maintain, though, and she wasn’t going to do more damage by losing her temper. She mumbled a “thanks” before darting back through the shop and out the front door. Someone was going to pay for what they were doing to her.
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“Ijust can’t freaking believe it,” she stammered.

“I told you that chick was a dead ringer for you. I would have sworn under oath it was you I saw that day in the trailer park,” Heather said.

“Yeah, and I would have told you that wasn’t possible right up until I saw her myself on that footage. It’s so weird…it was like me, but it wasn’t. I don’t want to think about it anymore. I just want to get that bitch behind bars and start building up my good name again.”

“Don’t worry. This will all blow over soon enough. So, what am I supposed to do since you’re stealing my afternoon help?”

Katy laughed. “You’re welcome to close early and come hang out with us at the cabin. Plus, I’m sure we’ll be back in as soon as school lets out in a bit. You know she’s going to want to come to check on the puppies.”

“Uh-huh, I see how I rate; you two only love me for my puppies,” Heather joked.

They burst into laughter, both knowing it was a lie. Heather was like an aunt to Becky and a sister to Katy. As Heather started to clean up the fast-food wrappers from their lunch, Katy reached for her phone to call Becky’s school. They would usually send her on the bus bound for Heather’s shop, but since Katy was going to pick her up, they’d release her with the walkers. Before she could place the call, though, her phone started to ring. It wasn’t a number she had programmed into her phone yet, but her memory was sharp. Katy’s heart started to race. If Eric was calling her, that meant he had something. She answered the call immediately, glancing around to make sure Heather was still distracted in the other room.

“Hey, Eric, did you find something?”

“When is a good time for you to come to my office?” Eric asked. “We need to talk as soon as possible.”

“Why can’t you just tell me what’s going on over the phone? It’s not like we’re going to be talking about some top-secret case here.”

“Honestly, it’s just another one of my personal quips. I like to give people their results in person. Not only that, but it’s also the policy I’ve put in place for identity cases. I’d just rather go over everything in person.”

“I supposed that makes sense. I have a few hours before Becky needs to be picked up. I can head right over.”

“I think that would be for the best. When you get here, we’ll go over my findings and look into possible scenarios as to where to go next.”

“Is there more to the information than what you’re saying?”

Eric chuckled. “It’s important that I get you what I’ve found and as soon as possible. There’s no more than that.”

Even though Eric was trying to calm her down, she could tell the information he had found was important. She had the time to talk to the man in person. Still, her heart was racing as her mind thought about the fact she was going to find out who was going after her way of life. The woman had made the people around her start to believe she had done some horrible things, stolen from her, and made her have to worry about her own safety. She wanted answers.

“I’ll be there in about twenty minutes. I’m anxious to hear what you found.”

“I look forward to seeing you.”

Ending the call, she quickly rose and grabbed her jacket, tugging open the door separating the back rooms from the storefront. Heather gave her a confused look. Katy quickly told her about the call with Eric. She wasn’t going to call the school yet. Depending on what Eric had to tell her, she didn’t know if she’d make it back in time to get Becky from school. Until she was sure, she’d keep Becky’s regularly scheduled afternoon route. Making her way to her car, Katy drove to the neighboring town in record time. She was ready to find out what the hell was going on.

The soft glow from the neon lights at the now familiar location beckoned her. She wasted no time, taking the steps two at a time as she raced through the glass door. Eric looked up, obviously a little startled by her sudden appearance. She’d been expecting him to be in the back room, the same as before. Instantly, he was on his feet and crossing the room to shake her hand. She had no patience for formal pleasantries. All Katy wanted was to get the name of the witch making her life hell. She could handle things on her own from there. After taking a seat across from him at the desk, Katy tapped her foot impatiently.

He didn’t seem much more organized than the last time she’d been there, but it didn’t matter if it was a process that worked for him. The results were the only thing she cared about. When Eric pulled out a large file and opened it, something told her it wasn’t going to be as cut and dry as she’d been hoping. Her stomach rolled as her eyes darted to Eric’s.

“So, I’m pretty sure I have a lead on who has been going around pretending to be you. It’s kind of complicated, but if you follow my thought process, I think it will lead to who you’re looking for.”

Katy scoffed. “I didn’t hire you to find me a lead. I want to know who the person is who’s been doing these things to me.”

“I understand you want to know everything, but I don’t have all the answers yet. It’s going to take some time before I know anything more. The thing is, what I have found, I didn’t want you to have to wait to hear it.”

“Okay, then what is it you brought me in for?”

“When I asked you the questions at the beginning of all of this, you told me you weren’t adopted. Are you sure you weren’t?”

Katy laughed. “Of course, I’m sure. I wasn’t adopted, and I’m positive my parents would have told me if I was.”

Katy started to grow concerned when Eric went silent. She didn’t know where his line of questioning was going, but she wasn’t excited about it. Her parents were good and honest people who would have told her if she had been adopted. Not only because they loved and cared about her but because they had never lied to her. Finally, Eric cleared his throat, and she pulled her attention back to the man in front of her.

“Well, before we can go any further with this conversation, I think you need to have a talk with your parents first.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, but I don’t understand what I need to discuss with them.”

“It’s for the best if you talk to them. We can talk again after you talk to them.”

The private investigator slid a manila folder over to her. Katy’s hands trembled as she took the file and slowly stood. She didn’t want to open it in front of him. The implications of their conversation had nearly undone her. Quietly thanking the man, she slipped out of his office and down to her car. Sitting in the running vehicle, she looked at the folder in her hands, unsure of what she should do. Finally, after debating with herself for another few minutes, she ripped it open. Instantly, her hands flew to her mouth in shock.

The documents were ones she’d seen dozens of times over the course of her career. Yet she never imagined they would have her parents’ names on them. Everything Eric had implied was true. She had the closed adoption paperwork to prove it sitting on her lap. How was she going to ask her parents about it? The man and woman who had raised her weren’t her parents; they weren’t her blood. Sam and Jean had lied to her for her entire life. How much of her own hopes and fears of the future had hinged on her faith in them?

The people who had always been honest with her, at least until then. Katy’s shock was quickly replaced with rage as she shoved the documents into her briefcase on the passenger seat and gunned the engine. She wasn’t going to give her parents a courtesy call to let them know she was coming. Katy didn’t want them to have the time to conspire with each other. She wanted the truth, and it was time they gave it to her. With her knuckles white on the wheel, she flew through the streets and out of town. They had some explaining to do.
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Her mind was still spinning when she pulled up to her parents’ house. Instantly, they were peeking through the front window curtains to see who was there in the middle of the afternoon. Grabbing the envelope and documents, Katy shoved open her door and slammed it shut as she stormed for the front porch. Her father answered the door, Instantly, seeing the look in her eyes and stepping aside to let her pass. Katy shoved the folder into her mother’s outstretched arms instead of taking the embrace she was offering. She didn’t want to hug either of them. They had lied to her for her entire life.

“What’s going on?” Jean asked.

Sam was already opening the folder. When he saw what it held, the color drained from his face. Jean moved to her husband, looking at the papers in his hand before gasping, her hands flying to her mouth as she looked at Katy. Jean took a few steps in Katy’s direction, but she didn’t want to be touched. She quickly backed away from her mother and shook her head. The look of pain she saw in both their gazes tugged at her heart, but she had to stand her ground. They owed her the truth.

“Honey, can we please sit down to talk about this before your father has a heart attack?” Jean asked.

“My father?” Katy growled.

Jean glared at her. “Sit.”

The butterflies of defiance flickered inside of her, but she wasn’t going to argue with her mother. It didn’t matter if they were sitting or standing, just as long as they told Katy what the hell was going on. Out of all the different scenarios she’d run through in her head, learning she was adopted hadn’t even made a list. Now, she was reeling from the information and had no idea what to do next.

“Honey, we never thought the day would come that we would have to tell you the truth about your adoption,” Jean said.

“Well, looking at the situation we’re in now, that’s pretty obvious,” Katy fumed. “Now, why don’t you start telling me exactly why you never shared this with me.”

“We always planned on telling you about the adoption,” Sam said. “We never wanted to hurt you like this. Suddenly, without meaning to, years had slipped by, and time just got away from us. The timing was never right.”

“I think we have plenty of time right now. I have a right to know, and you should have told me about this a long time ago.”

Sam and Jean looked at each other and then back at her. They both nodded in agreement.

“We know you had a right to know. It should have never gotten to this point, and we’re both really sorry we hurt you. We both love you very much.”

Katy sighed. “Please just tell me everything you know about the adoption. I love both of you, but this has gone on too long.”

“I know, sweetheart,” Jean said. “We should have never let it get to this point. The adoption itself was a closed adoption. We didn’t know who the parents were. See, the closed adoption is exactly what it sounds like. We got no information on your real parents, just that a child needed a family to raise her.”

“So, there’s nothing you can tell me about my birth mother or who my father is?”

Sam sighed. “That’s what we agreed to. The only thing they ever told us about them was they both died in a horrific car accident. It was a few days after you were born, and they were driving you home.”

Katy was too shocked to speak though she listened as her father and mother continued their story. They had tried for years without success to start their family. It was a tale as old as time, one she’d heard from others before. They had opted to adopt, but even then, it was a struggle to get onto a good waiting list. When Katy came about, they didn’t know the full extent of neurological damage from the wreck. They needed someone who was okay with the chance that she might never have a normal life.

Her mother was busy trying to convince her that it was God’s hand that had made her healthy, happy, and normal, but Katy was barely paying attention. Was it possible she had family out there that she’d never met? The spinning in her mind was starting to make her queasy. She needed to get some fresh air. Jumping to her feet, she raced for the front door, ignoring her parents as they called after her. Thankfully, they didn’t pursue her as she headed back for her car. Katy just needed some time alone to think, to process what she’d learned.

Now more than ever, she was thankful she hadn’t changed Becky’s afternoon schedule. After shooting Heather a text to let her know she’d have her little helper, Katy pulled away from her parent’s house and headed back into town. For a moment, she didn’t know where she was going, but when she passed the familiar cruiser parked behind the city limit sign, Katy whipped her car around and peeled into the empty grass next to it. She didn’t hesitate to climb out of her car, slamming the door and stomping to the passenger side of the cruiser. Darius unlocked the door right away, and she climbed in.

“Hey, is everything all right?” Darius asked. “You suddenly seem like you’re extremely pissed off.”

“Well, I pretty much am angry right now. I just found out I was adopted, and my parents never told me about it until now. My head is spinning, and I’m not sure how to cope with it all.”

“I know it’s not my place to give you any advice, but you have to know you have amazing parents. I agree they should have told you about the adoption, but I’m sure they had their reasons to keep it from you for so long.”

“You know you’re supposed to be on my side, right?”

Darius laughed. “I’m always going to be in your corner, but it doesn’t hurt to remind you of things from time to time.”

Katy sighed. “It might not sound like it, but I appreciate your talking me down. I know my parents are wonderful people. It’s just come at such a strange time in my life.”

“I understand, but remember they’ve loved you from the start. You know, my shift just ended if you’d like to get a drink with me. I think it might do you some good.”

“I would, but I need to pick Becky up from school. Right now, I think I just want to wrap my arms around her and sulk.”

Darius smiled. “Sounds like a good plan. If you decide to change your mind, I can always stop by later.”

“I’ll let you know if I change my mind. For now, I’m going to go get her and head home. It will be nice to just spend time with her at the house.”

“Offer still stands, but you have a good night.”

Climbing back out of her friend’s cruiser, she felt a little better. Katy knew Heather would be disappointed, but she really wanted to surprise Becky and pick her up from school. As she drove, Katy quickly pulled up the school’s number programmed in her phone and waited for the receptionist to answer. It was nearly the end of the school day, and she knew the office staff had to be busy with all the last-minute changes and chaos that always came with running an elementary school. After a few more rings, Janet, the school’s elderly front desk person, answered.

“Hey, Janet! This is Katy, Becky’s mom. I’m going to pick her up after school today. If you could send her out with the walkers, I’d appreciate it.”

There was a pause on the other end of the line. “Could I put you on hold for a second, Katy?” she asked.

Her stomach fluttered. “Sure.”

As the minutes passed by slowly, she pulled up out front of the school and put her car into park. After her anxiety had reached its peak, the woman finally returned.

“Mrs. Markwood, this is Principle Smith—”

“Hey, Kelsey…what’s up?” Katy asked.

“Katy, I’m not sure what’s going on here, but you picked up Becky yourself about four hours ago, right before they broke for lunch. I’ve got you on camera here signing her out. You said you guys were going to the café, and she’d be back—”

“What?” Katy stammered.

She felt like she was going to be sick as she shut off her car and quickly raced up the steps of the elementary school. Kelsey wasn’t making any sense, and Katy was going to pull Becky out of the school herself.
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Her mind was spinning along with the rest of the office as she watched the monitor in stunned horror. It was the same woman from the café. She’d walked right into the school and pulled out her daughter as if it was nothing. You could see Becky hesitate on the screen, but the intruder quickly bent down and whispered something to Becky that changed her mood. Didn’t Becky see that she wasn’t her mother? How could anyone, even with plastic surgery, fool her own child? Everyone around her was talking at the same time. The police were already en route, but Darius was the first on the scene.

He, too, had tried to talk with her, but the panic attack moving through Katy was crippling her from doing anything. Within minutes of the school’s realizing it wasn’t Katy who had picked up Becky, they had gone into lockdown. The sirens around town were wailing in a call for the volunteer EMS and firefighters to come to work. Moments later, Heather appeared in the teachers’ lounge, where Katy had been ushered. She didn’t know who had called her friend but was incredibly grateful that she was there, nonetheless.

She spoke in a daze, telling Heather about her adoption and the afternoon events leading up to Becky’s abduction. Each time Katy thought about it, the guilt took over a little more. She should have been there for her daughter. She never should have made Becky go to school after their house had been broken into the night before. Everything happening now felt like it was her fault. Katy was going to find whoever had her little girl and murder them with her bare hands. Darius came into the room with the two women, his sympathetic gaze nearly breaking her.

“I already have every road in and out of town blocked. If she’s heading out on any of those roads, we’ll catch her. We also have officers going door to door searching every house. We’re doing everything we can right now.”

Katy sighed. “Eric is the one who found out about my adoption. He said he had more information, but I had to talk to my parents first.”

“All right, you’ve talked to them already. It might be a good idea to go back to his office and see what else he might know.”

“I’m not doing anything right now except looking for my daughter. Finding her is the only thing I care about.”

“I understand you’re worried about Becky. Hell, we all are, but you need to be at home in case there’s a phone call that comes through. Kidnappers usually want something.”

“I think I’m going to stick around here and see what we can do to find her. I’m not just going to sit around and wait to hear something.”

“Katy, there’s not a lot of information that we can find right now. The woman has a five-hour head start on us. The best thing you can do for your daughter is to go home.”

“What are you talking about? Just because she has a head start on us doesn’t mean I don’t need to be here to help.”

“If you want to help, then go home and stay there. I’m not just being rude. We need you there. If the kidnapper wants something from you, then that’s where you need to be.”

Katy sighed. “Fine, but this is bull.”

“Heather, will you please make sure Katy gets home? I’ll let you know as soon as we have any more information.”

Katy was still fuming as Darius left. She didn’t like being bossed around in the best of cases. Having him trying to take charge now, when her little girl was missing, was just salt in the wound. She didn’t protest when Heather handed Katy her coat, but she wasn’t happy about it. Everyone watched and fell quiet as she followed her friend through the office and out the main doors. Instantly, her hand was on her phone, dialing Eric’s number before listening to it ring. There was no answer. She wasn’t going to wait around for information. Hitting redial, she called him again but got the same results.

It didn’t matter if she had to blow up his phone or show up on his stoop. Katy had to learn the woman’s identity. When they reached their vehicles, Heather hesitated before jogging to her own door. Katy knew her friend had something on her mind. They were wasting time waiting for her to spit it out. She couldn’t believe how on edge she was, forcing herself to draw a steady breath and get her temper under control. It wasn’t going to do Becky any good if Katy was off the rails.

“Hey, I already called in my part-time guy to finish out the day. Want me to follow you to the house?” Heather asked.

“Actually, would you mind going to my parents? They need to know what’s going on, and Darius was right…someone needs to be at the house in case the kidnapper calls.”

“Yeah, that’s why you’re going to your house…right? I can run over and tell your parents, then meet you there, but I’m sure they are going to rush over to your place to be with you—”

“Well, then you’ll have to comfort them for me. You need to get to them, then get to my house. I’m going to talk to Eric Green.”

Heather frowned. Katy could tell her friend didn’t like the plan one bit. They didn’t have time to argue about it, though. Becky needed them. If anyone was going to be able to find her, it was going to be her. Eric Green was her only chance to learn anything more.

“Are you sure you want me to do everything this way? I mean, I think it would be better to have your parents over at the house with you,” Heather said.

“Can you please just listen and do what I’m asking you to do? It might not make sense right now, but I promise I will be home soon. I won’t go out stirring any trouble up.”

“Fine, I’ll talk to Jean and Sam. After that, I’ll head over to your house and wait for word there. I’m telling you right now, though, Darius isn’t going to be very happy I’m the one who answers the call. Plus, who knows how he’s going to react to you not going straight home.”

“Darius is a nice guy and all, but this is something I have to do. Becky is counting on me to find her.”

Heather sighed. “The police are looking for this person and Becky. I’ll do whatever you want, and I’ll help however I can, but the cops will find her.”

“Well, in case they don’t, I need to have something else up my sleeve. My little girl isn’t going to go through this without me doing everything in my power to help.”

“I trust your gut, Katy. Becky is going to be all right. I know it.”

“Well, I don’t trust anyone but myself to find Becky. The cops and whoever else—they aren’t mothers. They’ll stick to their guidelines to find her. I have to go outside of the box if I want to get her back safely.”

Without another word, she jumped into her car and sped toward the edge of town. She had nearly forgotten about the roadblocks Darius had placed at the edge of town until she approached it. Given they were searching for a woman who looked exactly like her, Katy wasn’t sure she was going to make it through. It was only after listing off a dozen very private and personal details she knew about the man in uniform at the checkpoint that they let her pass. She was thankful the small community was so tight-knit. Jean had babysat the officer as a child, and Katy knew all the shameful details of his youth as a result. When his cheeks were flushed with embarrassment, he finally let her go through.

Knowing all the local law was swarming her hometown, she gunned the car and doubled the speed limit as she raced for Eric Green’s office once again. Hopefully, he wasn’t answering because he’d passed out or was on a call. If he wasn’t at his office, Katy would use all the pull she had in the local departments to track down the man. He was the only lead she had on the woman in the videos. Darius was smart and good at his job. He would already be dusting the office for prints like she’d requested. It would be easy enough to clear the staff and other parents. Hopefully, it wouldn’t take much time. She had no idea how much of that Becky had left.
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Once again, she took the steps two at a time as she climbed her way to Eric’s office. The door, to her surprise, was locked. Katy pounded on it several times, calling his number and watching the man’s phone ring on the abandoned desk. She didn’t give up, beating on the glass until finally, he emerged from the back room looking disheveled. He glared at her as he stormed over to the door and unlocked it. She knew he was irritated about the afternoon interruption, but she didn’t care. He was the only clue that she had to connect the dots.

“You know, I take a two-hour lunch for a reason—”

“My daughter’s been kidnapped by the woman impersonating me,” she growled as she brushed past him. “I need to know what you’ve learned about her. Everything.”

The look of shock on his face did her no good. He quickly closed the door behind her and sat down in the chair at the desk. She didn’t feel like sitting, but Katy wasn’t certain she could stay standing much longer. The anxiety attack was now in full swing, draining the color from her face and making her body tremble. Katy knew she had to look like a mess, but Eric wasn’t paying attention to her. He was busy typing frantically on his computer.

If he wasn’t going to take the kidnapping seriously and give it his utmost concern, there was no reason for her to be there. Katy tried to stand, but the world started to spin around her again. Whether she liked it or not, she was stuck at the man’s office for at least a few more minutes. His eyes darted to her for a split second before jerking back to the screen.

“What in the hell are you doing that’s more important than figuring out who this bitch is who took my daughter?”

“Right now, that’s what I’m doing. It might look like I’m doing something completely different but trust me when I tell you I’m going to do everything in my power to help you figure this out.”

“All right, I’m sorry. I just…I don’t know what’s going on. I’d rather you just talk me through whatever you’re doing so I know,” Katy said.

“I’m trying to hack into the adoption service that provided your parents with the adoption. Maybe there’s something else in there that we need to know.”

“I don’t care about the adoption anymore. I just want to find out who took my daughter and why.”

Eric sighed. “Actually, the two cases might be linked to each other. If I can get into the adoption records, I might be able to tell you who this woman is.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“When I first got the information on your adoption records, it was sealed. When I did a little more digging on the file, there were two other files attached that were sealed as well.”

“I don’t understand what that means. I thought since it was a sealed adoption, that would be a normal thing for them to do. Why are the other two files so important to this?” Katy said.

“Well, there’s only been a few other times that I’ve run into this kind of situation when it comes to adoption. It usually only means one thing.”

“What are you looking for then?”

“I’m looking to get more information on those files. The only other times I’ve seen the records linked is when there are siblings in the file. I’m looking for any signs that you have a brother or sister.”

Katy laughed and shook her head. “I don’t think so. I’d know if I had siblings.”

He cocked his head. “Really? Did you know you were adopted, too?”

Katy glared at him, knowing he made a good point. She was still reeling from the news that she’d been adopted, but much like the pain she felt over Clint’s death, Katy had locked that emotion away. Becky was her only concern. Wrapping her head around the idea that she could have siblings out there somewhere made her feel queasy all over again. Her mind slowly started to connect the dots, but it did little to ease Katy’s mind.

“The woman…you think she’s related to me, don’t you?” Katy asked.

Eric nodded slowly. “I know that’s a lot to process, but something about the way she moved on the videos you sent bothered me.”

“What do you mean?” Katy asked.

He turned around the monitor and pulled up the video of the imposter at the café. He replayed it for her three times before Katy finally noticed what the man saw. She walked with a slight limp, though whatever the injury was, it must have healed a long time ago. The woman was comfortable in her skin. She didn’t seem to notice or cover for the limp anymore.

“That kind of injury…it could be the result of an accident when she was younger,” Eric said.

Katy swallowed. “My parents—Jean and Sam—said my biological parents died in a car crash on the way home from the hospital. If that girl is related to me…if she was in the car…”

Her world was spinning as she pieced everything together. Her parents had said neurological damage was a concern with her, but what if she wasn’t the only infant in that car?

“Are you okay? You don’t look so well right now.”

“I…I think I’m going to get sick.”

Eric grabbed the small trash can beside his desk and set it next to her. Katy’s head was spinning, and it felt as though her insides were being twisted into a knot. Not only did she just learn about her adoption, but she was also finding out more than she ever expected. A sibling who looked like her was more than she could take in.

“I know this is a lot to take in. I can only imagine what is going through your mind right now, but I don’t think this woman is some kind of imposter or doppelgänger,” Eric said. “I honestly think this woman could be your twin.”

“What makes you think that?”

“For now, it’s just a hunch. I need to look through the other sealed documents to know if my hunch is right or not. If there are other adoption records for the same area and around the same time, I’ll know more.”

“Are you going to be able to do that?” Katy asked.

“That’s actually going to be the easy part. It’s rifling through the paperwork that’s going to take some time. I have to line up the area, hospital, adoption agency, and time frame if I want to prove you have a twin out there.”

“If that’s what it takes, then do it.”

“I’m already on it, Katy. I should know more about what’s going on soon.”

Katy sighed. “Whatever you have to do to help me find my little girl. Just do it. I don’t know what’s going on, but I need answers. I need my daughter back.”

She didn’t want to be there any longer, knowing that Eric would call as soon as he had some information on the woman. Until that time, she wasn’t doing any good sitting in the PI’s office. Instead, Katy wanted to get home and make a few calls of her own. Her father still had friends in the military. They might be able to help her in locating her little girl. After thanking Eric for his time, she moved in a daze back down the steps to her waiting car. All the way back on the drive home, Katy tried to think of how she was going to find Becky. The woman could have been anywhere, given the lead she had.

Flipping on the radio, she was shocked to hear that an APB had already been put out on Katy. It touched her heart and brought her some comfort to know Darius was on top of things on his end. Pulling into her drive, she saw Heather’s car, along with her parents, already waiting in the driveway. The last thing she wanted was to be sitting around, pining for her daughter when she needed to be out helping with the search. She had no choice but to go into the cabin, though they’d already seen her pull into the driveway.

Slipping her car into park, Katy prayed for her daughter as she made her way to the front door. They had to get her picture out to every news station and county in the area. The woman behind Becky’s abduction obviously had a vendetta against Katy. If she wanted to punish her in some way, she wouldn’t have gone far. Yet the idea that the imposter took her little girl for no other reason than to make Becky her own wasn’t far from Katy’s mind. After all, Becky was perfect; who wouldn’t want her for their own?
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Not wanting to repeat everything she’d learned multiple times, Katy gathered the trio in the kitchen and told them what Eric had shared. Her parents exchanged a look of shock, but there was something more to it. Instantly, she was on edge again, not wanting to blow up but knowing there was a secret between them. She quickly reminded them that their granddaughter had been kidnapped.

“If there is something the two of you know, you better start talking real fast before I ask you to leave,” she growled. “I know you’ve got your secrets, and our relationship is on the rocks right now, but Becky needs you to give me full disclosure here.”

“It’s nothing, really…” Jean stammered.

“Jean, if it helps them find this woman, we need to tell her,” Sam said.

She sighed and rolled her eyes, flopping dramatically onto the sofa as Katy and Heather waited for someone to tell them what was going on. Katy knew it wouldn’t be long before Darius was there. The patrol at the end of town undoubtedly told him that she’d left the city only to return an hour later. She wanted to have something to share with him, but her mother was being stubborn, and her patience was starting to wear thin.

“This is ridiculous,” Katy hissed. “I’m leaving to go help with the search—”

“A woman came to our door twenty years ago,” Sam blurted out. “She fed us some crazy story about having a baby, a girl they adopted. We didn’t believe her at first, all right? I mean…the story she wove sure was crazy, but now…well…”

“Now it’s starting to look like the whole thing was true,” Jean said. “Please, Katy, we had no idea this was going to happen. We were so careful…”

She ground her teeth. “Tell me everything.”

“This is hard for both of us, but we’ll tell you everything we know,” Sam said. “This woman showed up on our doorstep years ago. She claimed the baby she adopted was actually your twin and that at the time of the adoption, she couldn’t take on both of you.”

“What do you mean? Why wouldn’t she take on both of us?”

“Well, her husband was a busy man. His job took him away from the family a lot of times. I guess he couldn’t handle the health problems that you possibly could have after the accident.”

“What happened with the woman and this twin I had?”

“We didn’t believe her. The whole story sounded like it was straight out of a storybook,” Jean said. “We told her to get off our property and never come back. She wanted to take you away from us, but you are our daughter, and we weren’t about to give you up.”

“I don’t understand. She waited for years to find me and then wanted to take me away from you.”

“I don’t remember the entire story, but that’s basically what happened. We weren’t going to just give you away. We love you.”

Katy sighed. “That sounds like a crazy story. Did she tell you her name or anything else about herself? Did you ever find out who she was?”

“Even though we told her to leave, she still left us with her contact information, just in case we changed our mind,” Sam said. “We didn’t want anything from her, and we weren’t giving you up.”

“Do you still have the information she left? Maybe we can use it to find this woman who took my daughter,” Katy said. “If we can figure out who her adoptive mother was, then we can locate wherever she might be.”

“No,” Jean whispered. “I threw it away as soon as she left. There was no reason to keep it around. You were and have always been our little girl. We loved you from the moment we met you, potential health problems and all, sweetheart.”

Her heart lurched as she went to her mother and wrapped her arms around her. The past didn’t matter anymore. All that mattered was finding Becky. She couldn’t believe she had a twin sister out there, but it was all starting to make sense to her. For days, she’d felt like someone was watching her. The witch was probably gathering intel on Katy and Becky. As much as she wanted to be relieved that Becky wasn’t in any danger, the fear wouldn’t subside. Had her sister wanted a relationship, a simple call would have sufficed.

Instead, she was hunting for her kidnapped child with the rest of the community. It would make national news before long. Katy had given enough press briefings to know the more information she could give the cameras, the better the odds were that they would find Becky and flush out the woman trying to steal Katy’s child. She would need to prepare herself beforehand and find a suitable picture of Becky. Digital wasn’t preferred. Thankfully, the house was littered with photographs of Becky and her mother together.

“I get that you didn’t want to think about losing me, but can you tell me anything about the woman? Maybe the city she was from or a name?”

“Actually, I might be able to do you one better,” Sam said. “I kept the letter after your mother threw it in the trash. It’s back at the house. You know, I never wanted you to learn anything this way, but I knew there would be a day when you would have questions.”

“Normally, I would be a little upset that you did that behind my back,” Jean said. “Though, this is a situation that I’m glad you did. You’re a sly old man.”

“I didn’t want to hide it from you, but I wanted Katy to know everything that we knew if the day came when she questioned her past, we should have the answers for her,” Sam said. “I’ve been keeping it in the box that’s in the closet with all my old newspaper clippings.”

“Honey, I can go and grab the letter,” Jean said.

“I’ll go with you, Jean,” Heather said.

“I appreciate both of you. If we can get that information, it could speed this whole thing along,” Katy said.

“What are you going to do?”

“I think it’s about time that I give Darius a call and see if he’s been able to find anything yet. I’m hoping to hear some good news, but I’m not going to hold my breath.”

“I can’t have everyone staying busy, and I’m just sitting around doing nothing,” Sam said. “While everyone else is doing something, I’ll make myself useful and make some coffee.”

Heather chuckled. “Now, that sounds like a good use of your time.”

As the group separated and Jean left with Heather to get the note from where her father had hidden it away over the years in his tool shed, Katy found herself alone in the living room. Her phone was in her hand, and she knew she owed Darius a call, but she didn’t want to talk to anyone. Katy knew if she could just talk to the woman who had taken Becky, she would understand that it wasn’t the way to build a relationship with her blood sister. Sister. Katy shuddered as she toyed with the word in her mind.

None of it felt real. She was sure she’d wake up from the strange and terrible nightmare at any moment. When Sam returned with two fresh cups of brew, Katy jumped. She’d forgotten she wasn’t alone in the house. It felt wrong to be there without Becky. Her father sat next to her and wrapped his arms around her shoulders. Instantly, the wall inside of her broke, and tears started to pour down her cheeks. Once they started, Katy could make them stop again.

“We have to find her, Dad,” she stammered. “I have no reason to live without my little girl.”

“We will, sweetheart. We’ll get her back home, I promise.”

Despite his comforting words, Katy didn’t have the same blind faith her father had, at least not in the police finding Becky. She couldn’t let the fear and heartbreak consume her. The only hope her child had was if Katy kept her head on straight. It was time to alert the media about what was happening, whether Darius was ready or not. The longer they waited for police approval, the further Becky was from Katy’s grasp.

Katy’s stomach rolled, thinking about how terrified Becky had to be. What had the woman said to her to get the little girl to comply? As Heather’s headlights flooded the front rooms of the house, Katy pulled herself together again and rose to her feet, thanking her father before heading to greet the woman at the door. Her heart was racing as Jean handed her the handwritten slip of paper. They had their first lead.
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Her hands trembled as she dialed the number on the slip of paper. Before it had the chance to ring on the other end, an automated message came on, informing her that the line was no longer in service. She cursed under her breath, eliciting a heavy sigh of disapproval from Jean. The next step was going to be digging into the woman’s name and address online, but a phone call would have been far simpler. It shouldn’t have come as a surprise to Katy. The number and information were decades old.

After telling the others it was a no-go, she grabbed her laptop from her briefcase and sat down at the kitchen table. In the background, she could hear the others discussing the best way to spread the word about Becky’s abduction, but Katy tried her best to drown out their voices. She didn’t need the distraction. It was nice knowing the trio would handle anything that came their way. She could leave the search and coordination with the local police up to her trusted family while Katy focused her attention on tracking down the witch who had taken Becky.

Vengeance wasn’t something Katy took lightly, but her newfound twin had a reckoning coming her way. No one messed with Becky Markwood and got away with it. Her heart lurched as she thought about Clint. He would be devastated if he were still alive. He’d be out on the streets, pounding on doors and shouting from the rooftops to find their daughter. Katy understood where her time was best served. She was more computer savvy than your average Joe. That, coupled with her work as a prosecutor, gave her a knack for hunting people down.

If she’d had the time before, she never would have brought in Eric. A cursory search revealed nothing about the woman in question. Her feet were starting to tap. She knew she had to get up and do something, or she was going to lose her mind. If she couldn’t start at the beginning of the woman’s story, perhaps they needed to be closer to the end. Walking to the living room, Katy grabbed Heather and pulled her into the kitchen for a hushed conversation.

“What’s going on, Katy? Is everything all right?”

“Yeah, but I need you to do me a favor,” she replied.

“Sure thing. What do you need?”

“Would you be able to hold down the fort with my parents for a little while?”

“Yeah, but where are you going?”

“I’m going to track down a lead I’m following,” Katy said. “If you could just keep an eye on things here and try to help me to put together a statement for the news channels and social media, that would be great.”

“Okay, I don’t mind looking out for things around here, but you’re going to have to tell me more about this lead before I’m just going to agree to it,” Heather said.

“It’s nothing much, but I want to know more about this woman my parents were talking about. I got nothing on the internet, and I’m hoping I’ll learn more by going there in person.”

Heather sighed. “What do you mean by that? You’re not going to go poking around at the trailer park, are you?”

Katy knew her friend wouldn’t like the idea of her heading to the trailer park on her own, but she had no other choice. If she wanted to get any answers about the woman who took her daughter, she needed to find out more about how she was raised. There was no telling what she would run into, and she understood why Heather would be upset about it, but her daughter coming home was the only thing she was worried about.

“Look, I know you’re not going to agree with this, but I need to go and poke around the trailer park. It’s the only way I’m going to learn anything about this woman. Hell, if anything, maybe someone will recognize me.”

Instantly, her friend’s expression changed. Katy could tell right away that she was going to have a hard time making it out of the house. There wasn’t a chance in hell her friend would let her go on the mission solo, but Katy didn’t want to leave her parents alone with the task of writing out a statement. She adored them, but they would quickly let their emotions get the best of them. They were already a mess without Becky there. She wasn’t only Katy’s world but her parents’ as well.

She was backed into a corner, unable to flee but knowing she couldn’t stay there and do nothing. Katy was itching to get on the road. Every second counted. The only way she saw Heather letting her go off on the mission was with someone who could keep eyes on her. Katy glared at her friend before rolling her eyes and pulling out her phone. There were only four people she trusted to watch her back, and three of them were in the house with her. Darius answered on the first ring.

“Is everything okay?” he asked.

“Yeah…listen, I know you’re busy right now, but I might have a way to learn about my twin…”

There was a long pause. “I’m sorry, your what?”

She cringed. “Right, well…I’ve got some news to share with you. Do you have anyone there you’d trust to handle the investigation for about an hour?”

“Yeah, but—”

“Great, change into your street clothes, don’t bring your cruiser, and come pick me up,” Katy said.

“Now, just one minute—”

She ended the call before he could protest any more. Katy knew Darius would come through for her. If for no other reason than his curiosity, he would be there. Turning back to Heather, she smiled at her friend. Heather chuckled and rolled her eyes.

“You know, one day, you might actually have to let that man take you out on a date,” Heather said.

“Once we find Becky, I’ll give it some serious consideration.”

“Deal. Now, what do you plan on telling your parents? Sam’s going to be pissed if he finds out you’re going to the trailer park,” Heather said.

“Then we can’t let him find out. I’ll just tell him Darius is picking me up to go over some video footage or something,” Katy said.

Heather nodded in agreement. Ten minutes later, after telling the white lie to her parents, Katy was racing out the front door and climbing into Darius’s car. He gave her a wary look, but she just shook her head, motioning for him to pull away. Once they’d made it a safe distance from the house, Katy knew she’d have to tell Darius what was going on and where they were going. Drawing a ragged breath, Katy gave him a disarming smile. He’d shown up in plainclothes and his personal vehicle just like she’d asked. As the Jeep flew down the road in the direction of the city limits, Katy started to share what had happened in the course of a few hours. She needed his help, no matter how much she hated to admit it.

“I’m willing to do whatever it takes to help you get your daughter back,” Darius said.

“Thank you for that,” Katy replied.

“Don’t thank me just yet. I’m going to need you to tell me about what’s going on. You need to tell me everything, or I’m not going to be able to do anything for you.”

Katy sighed. “All right, that’s fair. It’s been a lot for me to take in, but I’ll try to keep it as short as possible. The woman who abducted Becky might be my twin sister. I’m trying to track down any information I can on the woman, but I think she might have some kind of connections down in Bellpoint.”

“The trailer park?”

“Yeah, I have a lead that I’m working on, and I think she might know someone there.”

“You should have told me about this sooner,” Darius said. “I could have gotten a team on it, and we could have handled this the right way.”

“Maybe I should have,” Katy snapped. “Let me ask you a question. Is it your kid that’s missing?”

“Well, no, but I think—”

“It doesn’t really matter to me right now. My daughter has been kidnapped, and I just want to get her home before anything else happens to her.”

Darius sighed. “I understand that, but the police would be able to set up a car to keep an eye on the area.”

“How long would that take? Hours or days? I don’t have time to wait on that, and neither does Becky. So, you can go with me, or I’m going to go alone. Either way, I’m going and getting the answers we are all trying to find.”
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Darius was still fuming when they pulled up to the trailer part. She wasn’t sure he would go along with her plan, but he hadn’t turned around and brought her back to the house. As far as she was concerned, that was a good sign. He let out a weighted sigh as he slipped his Jeep into park and turned to glare at Katy. The longer they sat around and did nothing, the more he considered backing out of the whole thing, and Katy knew it. She grabbed the handle, but he hit the lock button on his side first.

“Katy, I don’t know about this. I should be here with a swarm of officers going door to door,” Darius said. “You’re a civilian. If you get hurt—”

“Becky is already being hurt. Every second she’s with the witch who kidnapped her, her life is in danger. Please, Darius. I have intimate knowledge of most of the people who live here. Every file passes across my desk. I have information you couldn’t imagine.”

“Information you swore to keep to yourself, under oath, when you became a prosecutor. Using that now—”

“Will get my little girl back,” she growled. “Now, you’ve got two choices here, Darius. Either you’re letting me out and coming with me, or you’re going to try to detain me. I don’t advise the latter.”

He pursed his lips and groaned. “Dammit, Katy. Fine, but you have got to listen to me the entire time. Do not go running off on your own, you understand?”

She nodded without saying another word. Katy wasn’t going to ruffle his feathers any more than she already had. As soon as the door was unlocked, she jumped out of the car. Katy only slowed down long enough to wait for Darius as he called after her. Skidding to a stop, she turned back and glared at him. It felt like he was deliberately moving as slowly as possible. When he reached her, he spoke in a hushed whisper.

“We’re going to have to be careful through here,” Darius said as he nodded in the direction of the trailers. “Looks like we have some nosey neighbors looking through their windows.”

“Yeah, I’m sure they’re all curious about the new people on the lot. Though, it’s possible they might recognize me right away.”

“We’ll take it nice and slow. We need to keep an eye out for everyone. I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to get caught with my pants down. Do you have an idea of where you’d like to start?”

“With the information I was able to get ahold of, there are four new arrivals on the property,” Katy said. “Each one of them came in within the last few days. We can exclude them.”

“All right, that gives us a place not to start. What else did you find out?”

“There’s a dozen or so who wouldn’t have anything against me. Then there are another five I don’t know, or they might have something against me. Just depends on what kind of background their family might have.”

“That makes sense. Those five you mentioned, are there any who stand out more than the rest?”

“I’m not really sure. This is all a shot in the dark, and I wasn’t able to get a full background on everyone. Still, there seems to be a few who definitely could be holding a grudge,” Katy said.

“What about the other two?” Darius asked. “Should we be concerned with them at all?”

“The other two were newer intakes from six months ago. They didn’t require immediate contact and shouldn’t be a problem.”

“So, three who have a grudge? Those should be the ones we focus on.”

“That’s what I was thinking. Other than that, I’m not really sure about where to go if we don’t find anything on them.”

“All right, this is your show. You just lead the way.”

Alder Norris, Chase Parker, and Sloan Mitchell all had grudges against her. She kept a close watch on them from afar, getting monthly updated reports from each of their parole officers. If anyone in the park wanted to get back at her, it was going to be one of the three. Norris had spent the last three years at the park after serving time for elderly fraud. He’d gone from owning a yacht, a multi-million-dollar home, and a half-dozen expensive cars to barely getting by on the small percentage of income that didn’t go to repaying his victims each month.

Jogging up the rotting steps that led to the trailer, the door jerked open before Katy could knock. The pot-bellied man was unshaven, his bloodshot eyes and stained shirt proving he’d given up on life. No one who still harbored hope would answer their front door in boxers, smelling like they hadn’t showered in several weeks. She ground her jaw and glared at the man. There was no question in her mind that the only reason she wasn’t being threatened was because of Darius’s presence there.

Her heart wasn’t racing, though. Katy wasn’t afraid of men like Norris. The grotesque man’s eyes darted from Katy to Darius and back again. It was just the start of the fight. Every man they encountered from that point on would have it out for her, except for the two unknowns—Leo Evans and Gavin Tucker. She was mentally kicking herself for not making them more of a priority. The trial had her entire caseload backlogged.

“What the fuck do you want, bitch?” Norris growled.

“I think you better watch that mouth of yours in front of the lady,” Darius fumed. “You don’t want to see how bad this can get for you.”

Norris scoffed. “Look, I don’t know if you got your beer goggles on or what, but I don’t see any lady—”

“We don’t have the time for this nonsense,” Katy said. “I just want to ask you a question, nothing more. You can either do it now, or I’ll come back with a squad of police cruisers, and you can answer their questions.”

Norris looked as though he was going to say something else, but Darius moved in a step closer to him and shut him down. Katy knew he didn’t want to see her at his home, but the feeling was mutual. She didn’t want to be there any more than he wanted her there. Norris shrugged and posted up against the door, crossing his arms.

“Fine. Ask your damn question. The sooner you get this out of the way, the sooner you can leave.”

“I just want to know if you’ve seen me anywhere around this park lately,” Katy said, glaring at him.

Norris scoffed. “Listen, if we’re going to be honest right now, no, I haven’t. Besides, you wouldn’t be walking around right now if I had. You think I want anything to do with you? I’d be happy if I never saw your face again.”

“The feeling is mutual, buddy. Here’s the thing. I’m trying to find my daughter. She was taken, and I’m starting to wonder if you had something to do with it. If you have something you need to say, you need to say it now.”

Norris went white, which was impressive considering how flushed his cheeks had become. It was a struggle for the man to be standing, let alone arguing with her. He was out of breath as he shook his head vigorously. She saw a look of pure fear in his eyes, but it wasn’t fear of Darius or Katy.

“Shit…I’ve got three little granddaughters back home in Florida. I wouldn’t wish that on no one, not even you. Doesn’t change the answer. I’ve been working nights since the start of the year; you can check with my boss. I sleep all day, wake up around ten.”

Katy thanked him before jogging back down the steps. Darius followed her, questioning her every step of the way.

“If you ask me, he’s a good suspect. The way he reacted to you—”

“He didn’t have anything to do with it,” Katy whispered.

“How do you know?”

“I don’t know, okay? It’s just my gut instinct. He was genuinely afraid when he heard that Becky had been taken. I dug deep into that man’s life. He does have grandchildren, and one is the same age as Becky.”

“So, that’s what we are going off? Your gut?” Darius asked.

She stopped dead in her tracks and turned to face him. “Listen, you’re either with me, or you aren’t, but I need to know right now. Yes, we are going with my gut because it has never once led me astray. This is my daughter on the line, and the woman who took him is my identical twin… My gut and I are the best assets you’ve got on your side right now. Don’t make me do this on my own, Darius, please.”
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Darius didn’t hesitate to give her a nod, letting her know he was behind her all the way. It was touching that he had thrown his support behind her investigation, but there was no time to tell him how much it meant to her. They had to keep knocking on doors and find out what the hell the people of Bellpoint knew about Becky’s abduction. The second name on her mental checklist was Chase Parker. Parker alone was reason enough to feel better with Darius on her six. He was the epitome of a dangerous man, one she’d fought to keep in prison, but he’d gotten off on a technicality.

The case still enraged her, even two years after his mandatory housing sentence. One of the arresting officers, a young woman on the force barely six days, had broken the chain of evidence. Everything they had against the serial rapist was tossed, leaving her with nothing to convince a jury that Parker was guilty. He would be released to the public soon. The only thing holding him on probation was his charge for resisting arrest. In a few months, the monster would be released to the public, and she planned on keeping tabs on him. If he had something to do with Becky’s kidnapping, Katy would never forgive herself.

When he jerked open the door, the menacing smile on his face sent a chill down her spine, but it was the way his eyes traveled down her body that made her feel sick. She had seen the videos he’d recorded of his actions, the ones that were tossed thanks to the rookie officer. Every fiber in her body made her want to strangle the life out of the bastard, but she knew it wasn’t possible. He would slip up as soon as he was released, and she planned on being there when that happened.

“Well, well, well. Look who we have here. I always dreamed of the day you would walk through my door. Maybe even slip something into your drink as we enjoy the view from my condo. Who knows what kind of joy you would be able to provide me with.” Parker grinned.

Without hesitating, Darius made a move on the man. Katy knew better than to stop him, but besides that, she really didn’t care what her friend did to the guy. In her opinion, he had gotten away with hurting too many women as it was. She enjoyed the show as Darius spun the cocky man around and put him in cuffs. She just wished they’d be able to keep them on him.

“Now, you have a couple choices here,” Darius said.

“What in the hell are you doing? You can’t do this. I have rights, you know?”

“You have the right to do this one of two ways. One, we can take you down to the police station and have this conversation there. Two, we can do this now if you’re willing to cooperate. Answer a few questions, and we’ll be out of here in no time.”

“I haven’t done anything wrong, and you’re refusing me my rights.”

Katy scoffed. “As of right now, you’re in violation of the restraining order I have against you.”

“Wait, you’re the one who came here. You came knocking on my door, not the other way around. Isn’t that entrapment or something like that?”

“You can argue the point if you want to, but who do you think the public is more likely to believe. Me, a high-ranking prosecutor in the court, or you, the felon and rapist out on a technicality?”

“You’re a real bitch, you know that? You think you’re all high and mighty because of your position, but you’re not. Just tell me what the hell you want from me, and then leave me alone.”

“Have you seen me anywhere in the park the last few days? Maybe heading into someone else’s trailer?” she asked.

He laughed. “Don’t tell me you’ve been slumming it, Prosecutor. What would the jury think? Shame on you, and too drunk to remember who you were hitting up to boot? Isn’t that something—”

Before Darius or Parker could react, Katy swung her balled fist around and clocked him in the jaw. The deafening crack rang out through the air. A split second later, Parker was cursing at her and struggling against Darius.

“Do I need to ask again?”

“Screw you, lady. I don’t keep tabs on anyone. I sure as hell haven’t been looking around for you. If I saw you slumming it, bitch, I’d already have a piece for myself,” Parker growled.

He spat on the ground, the red tint a show of how much force she’d used. In the corner of her eye, she saw a flashing red light. Keeping her disappointment to herself, Katy knew they had the wrong man. A quick look at the camera nestled above the front door confirmed her hunch. It was issued by the police precinct and worked in tandem with the ankle monitor. No female could get within twenty feet of the trailer without the police knowing about it. They would have mentioned seeing a woman identical to Katy standing on his doorstep.

“Cut him loose,” Katy growled.

“What?” Darius asked. “Even if he’s not connected to the kidnapping—”

“We don’t have time for this, Darius. Cut him loose,” Katy said. She turned to Parker. “I suggest you get as far away from here as possible when you’re free because I’m going to come looking for you.”

He glared at her but said nothing as Darius removed the cuffs. Parker stormed back into his trailer and slammed the door behind him. She was rattled but brushed it off, jogging past Darius in the direction of the third suspect. After Sloan Mitchell, she would have to get ahold of someone back at her house to log onto her computer and get the addresses for the two newer men. Once again, guilt surged through her over the complete lack of follow-through. She knew every perp who came across her desk. Why didn’t Becky’s abduction match any of their MOs?

“What do you want to do now, Katy?” Darius asked.

“Well, I still think there is a connection here, but I don’t know. Are you aware of any pedophiles who live in the trailer park?”

“Yeah, but the department went through and cleared them all already. There were seven of them, and it was the first move we made when we found out Becky was missing.”

Katy sighed. “Thank you for taking care of that. It’s one less thing I need to worry about. I really can’t believe I forgot to look at that angle from the start.”

“Cut yourself some slack here. You’ve been going nonstop since your daughter went missing. Not only that, but you should give me a little credit here. We’re going to get a lot farther with this if we just work together.”

“That’s true. You really know what you’re doing, but I just feel like this is going to be something to do with me and not because of my work as a prosecutor. I just don’t know where else to look.”

“That’s why you have me. I’m already covering every possible lead we can get our hands on. I have people out and covering everything since she went missing. I even put in a call to the BAC. The Bureau for Abducted Children is looking at everything on their end as well.”

“You’ve really done all of that?” Katy asked.

“Yeah. I’ve been doing everything I can think of to find your daughter. I promise we’re going to figure this out and get her back where she belongs. Now, where are we stopping next?”

Katy paused for a moment before answering him. She didn’t know how to tell him that they were going to see possibly the most dangerous man at Bellpoint. It had taken her months to get a conviction early in her career. Even with the pile of evidence against Mitchell for his connections to the mob and underground drug trade, along with the blood of more than one person on his hands, he’d been behind bars for a whopping twelve months before making parole. He was a charmer of a man.

Attractive and manipulative, Sloan Mitchell had his first two public defenders disbarred after talking the first, a woman with a career on the rise, to sleep with him and aide in a failed escape attempt. The second, a seasoned veteran working a handful of cases like Mitchell, had every one of his dirty secrets exposed to the media after suggesting Mitchell take a plea bargain. The public defender’s early affliction for illicit drugs and underage prostitutes had destroyed his career and family. Mitchell had come for her once, but he’d failed. She was as pristine on paper as she was in reality. Had he finally decided to try again?
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“So, you just aren’t going to tell me what’s going on? Maybe give me some insight into who this guy is?” Darius asked.

She sighed. “You don’t need to know everything. It’s a long story. Mitchell has ties with the mob, the underground, and everything you can imagine. This is probably the only time he’s ever seen the inside of a trailer unless he was taking someone out for his bosses. Suffice it to say, he’s an ass. Let’s just talk to him and see if we can figure something out.”

“So, then…we are going to knock on a mob hitman’s door and ask if he’s been snooping around you and Becky?” Darius probed.

Katy shrugged. “Pretty much. It’s gone great so far, so why change what isn’t working? If anyone around here would go after Becky and me, it’s going to be him.”

“Maybe I should be bringing him in just for good measure.”

“I wouldn’t if I were you. Nor would I get frisky with the cuffs on this one. He’ll have your badge before we get back to town. Go by the books on this. You’re just a friend helping me out and not a cop in any form, okay?”

“What are we doing here if this guy is so dangerous?”

Katy pursed her lips. She knew Darius wasn’t happy about being there. Katy hadn’t stopped to consider that meeting with Sloan could put Darius on the line as well. Not only his personal life but his professional as well. Mitchell wasn’t going to do anything to Darius, though. She would make sure of it. As much as he enjoyed intimidating people, Sloan had his weaknesses, just like everyone else. That came in the form of his estranged wife and son. The woman rightfully wanted nothing to do with Sloan except the abundance of money he sent to her every month. Katy was going to use that information against the criminal.

Katy drew a deep breath before knocking on the door. She wasn’t sure what the man’s reaction would be, but she knew the pair had to be careful with how they spoke to Mitchell. He was smarter than most criminals, and it would be difficult to get any answers if they managed to anger him in any way. After a moment or two, she heard the doorknob turn, and the door opened.

“It’s good to see you, Katy,” Mitchell said.

“I highly doubt that.”

“Oh no, I mean that from the bottom of my heart. I also have to say that it is really nice to meet you, Officer Davis.”

“How in the world do you know my name?” Darius asked.

“Come on now. I guess Katy hasn’t given you a very good idea of who I am. I mean, I pretty much know everything when it comes to the people who hunt me down.”

“So, if that’s the case, then you must know where my daughter is,” Katy said.

“I read the article online that she was abducted. It’s a pretty sad thing to want to take a child from their parents, wouldn’t you say?”

“It is, but I still have to ask you a few questions.”

“Let me guess.” Mitchell snickered. “You want to know if I’ve seen you around here recently.”

Katy scoffed. “How did you know I was going to ask that question in particular?”

He smiled. “That’s simple. I saw a chick walking around the area not too long ago. She looked a lot like you, but I knew it couldn’t have been you.”

“How could you know for sure? I mean, how could you tell the difference between her and me?”

Mitchell chuckled. “A high-class woman such as yourself wouldn’t be caught dead slumming it in a place like this. You have much better tastes than that. Besides, there was a subtle difference in the way the two of you presented yourselves.”

Katy was a little stunned that Sloan was the only one who could tell the difference between her twin and herself. She was still fuming over Becky’s abduction, but she wasn’t going to let her emotions stand in the way of what they were doing. Mitchell knew the woman wasn’t her, which meant he’d seen her there.

“When and where did you see her? Who with?” Katy asked.

He grinned and shrugged. “You know…I can’t be sure, Ms. Prosecutor. Maybe splitting out of here early might refresh my memory…”

“And maybe a call to your boss, Chino, would spark something, too,” Katy hissed. “Last time I checked, he has a soft spot for me, right? Isn’t that why you couldn’t ever get the green light to ‘make me disappear?’”

A flicker of anger sparked across his gaze, but he gave her a wink and smile. He disappeared into the trailer without another word. For a second, she was sure she’d gone the wrong route in threatening the man, but just as Katy reached up to pound on the door, he appeared again. He handed her a DVD in a clear case, pointing at the security camera he had mounted on the trailer to the left. Even from the cursory glance she’d caught of the trailer’s interior, Katy could see that he was living a life of luxury despite the dilapidated look of the exterior.

“Now, if you ever feel like getting a good look at this place, just let me know,” Sloan said.

He closed the door after giving her one final wink. Katy couldn’t stop herself from rolling her eyes. He had always been a charming man, but more so, he was a dangerous one. Sloan could be helpful when he wanted to, but it was a slippery slope with him that she had no intention of going down. Either way, at least he’d given them something to go off. Jogging down the steps, she headed in the direction of Darius’s car. He trotted to catch up to her.

“Well, now that we know she’s been around here, what’s the next step?” Darius asked. “Are we still going to check into the last two men on the list?”

“Maybe, but I want to check out the videos first. We might get our answers off of them, and we’ll get a good look at what exactly Mitchell caught on the camera.”

“All right, but what about these last two suspects? I think we should still talk to them.”

“I know, but we still need to get the trailer numbers for both of them.”

“No problem. I can take the DVD to the station and have my guys check it out. I should probably take over the investigation of the last two suspects as well. We’ll be able to bring them both in and interrogate them properly.”

Katy laughed. “You can probably do that, but I wouldn’t recommend it. You’ll be making the biggest mistake of your life.”

“I knew you wouldn’t agree with me on this, but you should tread carefully. I really don’t like to be threatened.”

“I swear to you that I am not threatening you,” Katy said, glaring at him.

“Then what are you talking about?”

“Just that you’re going to regret taking me off of this. I’m not trying to threaten you. I’m just making a promise. I’m going to find my daughter, with or without you.”

Darius sighed. “Why are you acting like—”

“Because my baby girl is missing, and I’m going to do whatever it takes to find her. Now, we should head back to my house.”

She started walking again toward the Jeep without waiting for him to argue with her more. If he wanted to play the bad cop, that was his prerogative. She wasn’t some damsel in distress, though, nor was she going to hand over the DVD or do anything else that Darius wanted. When he brought something to the table that would bring them closer to Becky, Katy would start listening. She didn’t want him to hate her, nor did she want him to feel emasculated, but Becky had to be her only priority.

Climbing into the passenger seat, Katy prayed Darius wasn’t going to give her a hard time. She wasn’t sure what her options would be beyond making a run for it if he decided to head for the precinct at the last minute. Darius wasn’t the type to think so underhandedly. He had a kind heart. Watching her friend climb into the Jeep and fire up the engine, he glanced in her direction.

“I’m not gonna bring you in if that’s what you’re worried about.”

“Thank you,” she muttered.

“Oh, I’m not doing it for you. I’m doing it for Becky. I know that if I’m not watching your ass, you’re gonna go off with some hired gun or Heather, for God’s sake. No, I’m pissed as all get out at you, but this is for Becky. So, let’s get it over with.”
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They headed for the house silently. She knew he wasn’t happy with her, but it was okay. He was helping, and that was all that mattered. It wasn’t long before they were pulling into the driveway. Just as Darius was about to climb out of the Jeep, his phone started to ring, and he motioned for her to head inside. With the DVD in hand, she wasn’t worried about him leaving. She had the evidence he desperately wanted to see. It was slowly eating away at her that Darius was putting everything on the line for Becky and her, but it was his choice to do so. She hadn’t asked him for his help beyond the protection detail. He deserved a future, one that didn’t involve breaking his code of ethics.

As soon as she was through the front door, Katy was bombarded with questions from her mother and Heather. Sam had passed out on the sofa, and there was no reason to wake him. She quickly dragged the two women into the small kitchen. She needed to tell them what was going on but didn’t want to wake Sam. Jean had a habit of being dramatic when she was told the news. Grabbing her computer as they hurried past the table, she opened it while telling the others what they’d learned, which wasn’t much, but the DVD would hopefully give them something. Fatigue was starting to creep in around the edges. She quickly shoved it away.

Katy was going to keep the gritty details of their mission to herself, but she didn’t want to exclude the others, either. They were just as invested in getting back as she was. Nothing was going to change what she did to get her little girl back, but she didn’t need her mother worrying about her while she was out tracking her evil twin, either. A chill ran down her spine. Her twin. It still didn’t seem real. Suddenly, the video feed jumped to life. When Katy saw her likeness on the camera, she felt like she was going to be sick. How could there be someone running around out there with her face? Someone she didn’t know.

The woman jogged across the screen, careful not to be noticed, but she must not have seen the cameras. Despite the hat and sunglasses, it was obviously Katy’s twin. The chilling sensation that her double was out there somewhere coursed through her again. Was the woman being kind to her little girl? Katy and the others watched in silence as the woman knocked on a trailer door to the right, unit number seventy-two. A man answered the door and quickly ushered her inside, looking around outside to make sure his guest wasn’t followed before closing the door.

“Wait, who was the man who opened the door?” Heather asked. “It looked like they were already acquainted with each other, and the way he looked around to see if she was followed makes me wonder if he’s in on part of it.”

“That’s what I was thinking, but I really have no idea who he is. I can tell you one thing for sure. I’m going to find out.”

“Is there anything we can do right now?”

Katy sighed. “Right now, I’m not sure what to do or what you can help with.”

“Whatever you need from me, you know I’m willing to do it. Anything that helps to get Becky back home.”

“I know, and I’m grateful for that.”

Katy thought about what her friend could do to help. They had known each other long enough for her to know Heather wanted to assist in any way she could. As it stood at that moment, she wasn’t sure what she could have her do. She was taking chance after chance to find Becky before it was too late. There was no way she was going to put anyone else’s future in jeopardy. Suddenly, there was a light knock on the door. Katy knew it was Darius coming to take possession of the DVD.

“Something you can do is get the door. It’s Darius, and he’s here to take the disc. Just get him whatever he needs and buy me some time,” Katy said.

“What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to make sure I have a copy of this. I still have some questions, and I’d like to be the one who finds the answers.”

“All right, but what should I say if he starts asking questions?” Heather asked.

Katy smiled. “Just tell him I’ll only be a minute. I’m sure he’ll be thrilled to hear it.”

With what little time she had before Darius made it over to her and demanded custody of the video, she quickly made a copy on her computer’s hard drive. Logging into the local court records with her information, she quickly searched for the name of the man in trailer seventy-two. It was Gavin Tucker, one of the two men she hadn’t looked into yet. Instantly, she felt the wave of guilt coursing through her again. It was her fault that Becky was taken. What had she missed in the man’s file that would make him hate her enough to kidnap her child? She didn’t even know him.

Tucker hadn’t been anywhere near her courtroom. So, who the hell was he? Darius appeared seconds later, and she closed out everything but the video, playing it for him before popping it out of her drive and handing it over. He didn’t buy it for a single second. Instead, he arched his brow and put his hand on his hip. When he started tapping his foot impatiently, she had no choice but to tell him what she’d found. If she was going to ask him to trust her, Katy knew she needed to extend the same courtesy to the officer.

“All right, Katy. You’ve had your time,” Darius said. “It’s time to let the police take over the investigation. We’ll handle everything from here on out.”

Katy chuckled. “Do you really think I’m going to step to the side and let you do everything? I’ve said it a couple of times already. I’m going to keep digging, with or without you.”

“It’s not my call.”

“Then who’s call, is it?”

Darius sighed. “This is coming from the Bureau of Abducted Children. The BAC is en route, and they are going to take over.”

“Damn,” Katy muttered. “I thought you said I should let you handle things.”

“Well, I thought it would be better if the recordings were handed over by local law enforcement rather than the mother of the missing child.”

“Fine. How long until they get here?”

“The last update they gave me was that they were leaving the bureau. That was about twenty minutes ago. So, I’d say they should be arriving in a couple of hours tops.”

Katy scoffed. “You should have led with that. Now, I have to ask if you’re going to let me work on this a little while longer? Just until they get here?”

“I don’t know, Katy. There’s a lot on the line here, and I don’t mean just my job.”

“Right now, I don’t care about that. I only want to find Becky.”

“You’re right,” Darius said. “I’ll let you continue to process this, but I’m going to need you to do something for me?”

“Really? What’s that?”

“I can’t be left out of the loop. I have to know everything you know. So, from here on out, you work with me every step of the way.”

Katy sighed. “I can do that.”

With the man’s address in hand, Katy and Darius headed for the door once again. She paused long enough to talk with her mother and Heather about what still needed to be done. They would need to handle the press release. Katy was confident in Heather’s ability to handle the press. She could be a powerful public speaker when necessary. Katy didn’t doubt that, given the situation, Heather would come through for her. Pulling her mother and friend into her arms, she held them tight for several seconds before finally separating and following Darius back to the car. It was still frigid outside. Her stomach lurched. If Becky’s abductor didn’t know how dangerous the Dakota temperatures could be, it could prove fatal for her little girl.

Glancing at the time on her phone, Katy noted they had an hour and forty minutes before the feds were going to swoop in. Darius seemed to understand they were under a tight time constraint as he flew down the road in the direction of the trailer park. The sun was starting to come up. They needed to move fast if they were going to catch the man still at the park. She’d only taken a cursory glance at his file but knew he worked at the feed mill downtown. If she remembered correctly, their mornings started early. Chasing Tucker around town was not a good use of their time.
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Gavin Tucker had moved to the complex after being released on a fifteen-year aggravated assault stint. She hadn’t had time to dig into the details of his case, but it was apparent that he had no remorse. The eight-year sentence had been extended a dozen times due to Tucker’s behavior. Between fighting with the other inmates and attacking the guards, he had a real problem with authority. Everything about him screamed he was a dangerous man, that wasn’t including the connection he had to Becky’s kidnapper.

Katy refused to call the woman her twin. They were not family. She needed to try to get ahold of Eric again. Having the woman’s name would go a long way in locating her. Armed with a photo of the paper Sam had given Katy, Eric had everything he needed to track them down. They made it to the trailer park in record time.

Getting past the blocks set up throughout town wasn’t a problem with Darius at the wheel. As soon as the officers running the barricade saw their boss’s private car, they quickly made room for it to pass through. Flying back into the trailer park, the vehicle skidded to a stop, and the pair jumped out. They raced for number seventy-two. She didn’t hesitate to pound on the front door, waiting impatiently for an answer.

“Maybe we already missed him,” Katy muttered. “Do you think you could radio one of your men and have them check the feed mill where he works?”

Darius nodded, stepping off the small porch to make the call while Katy snooped around. She cupped her hands over a dirty window off to the left. Nothing looked out of place in the ill-kept space. The man in question was nowhere to be seen. She was worried he’d gotten a tip about her snooping around and taken off. They had to get their hands on him before he disappeared and she never saw her daughter again. Whoever he was, he was linked to Becky’s abduction.

“It looks like he’s not at work, either. Though, I got word that his car was spotted at a gas station north of town. It was a little station near Lake Mahoe,” Darius said. “I called one of my men at the station, and he confirmed the details.”

“What are we waiting for? Let’s get moving.”

“There’s no need to head out. I have an officer in the area, and he’ll bring him in. It’s just a matter of waiting for my guy to get him into custody.”

“If he has Becky in the car—”

“My officers are trained to handle situations like this, Katy. There’s no need to panic. Just let my officers do their job and get him in custody.”

“He’s going to run, Darius. If he’s got Becky in the car with him, her life will be in danger. Make sure they’re careful. There’s no telling what he’ll do to her if he’s backed into a corner.”

“They’ll be sure to make her safety their number one priority. They know what they’re doing. All of us go through training for situations like these. I know that doesn’t make you feel any better but trust me when I tell you that they will take every precaution.”

“All right. I’m just worried about Becky. I’m sure your guys will handle everything.”

Darius sighed. “I know you’re driving yourself crazy, but they got this handled.”

“Can you, at the very least, tell me who the officers are patrolling over there?” Katy asked. “I’m sure I’ll feel a lot better once I know who is heading up the arrest.”

He hesitated. “It’s Cash and Tatum. Before you say anything, they’ve really put some time in on the extra training since the last time they were out together.”

“Are you kidding me right now?” she fumed. “Those two are going to screw up the whole thing.”

As Katy stormed in the direction of Darius’s SUV, her intention was clear. Darius knew she was ticked off by who was heading for Gavin Tucker. Both of the young officers were overly anxious for action. They were quick to draw their weapons in any situation that could easily be resolved with a conversation. It was beyond infuriating that they were the ones flying after her daughter. Darius followed her, trying his best to talk her out of what she wanted to do, but he’d agreed to play by her rules for the remaining hour and fifteen minutes before the BAC unit arrived.

He climbed behind the wheel and quickly gunned the vehicle forward. They didn’t need to talk; they both knew where they were going. Katy appreciated that he was going nearly double the speed limit to make it to the fuel station before his deputies arrived. The butterflies in her stomach were doing flips with every mile they covered. Finally, she was going to have someone to interrogate, someone to answer the never-ending list of questions going through her mind. All Katy wanted to do was hold her little girl.

How long had it been since she last felt Becky’s tiny arms around her? Drawing a ragged breath, Katy forced herself to ignore the crippling heartache. Darius glanced in her direction. She could tell he was worried about her, but she wasn’t going to break down. They didn’t have any reason for him to be slowing down, but she felt the vehicle lurch as his foot left the gas pedal. Two miles still separated them from the lake and gas station that serviced the area. Katy turned her attention to Darius, glaring at him the entire time.

“Look, I know you don’t like it, but we should take a moment and regroup here. They’re going to be able to handle the situation.”

“I’m sure you want to think that, and maybe it would be good to take a moment. We just don’t have the time to do that,” Katy fumed.

“It’s not about the time we need. This is about the fact that you are not a sworn officer of the law. Before we go anywhere with guns blazing, I need to go over a few things with you. There are some things I need to prepare you for.”

“Fine. What, in your infinite wisdom, do I need to know before we go arrest this guy and get my daughter back?”

Darius sighed. “You don’t need to act like a child, for starters. I need your word that you’re going to let me handle things. I’m the cop here, not you. Follow my lead, and for God’s sake, if I tell you to do something, just do it.”

“All right,” Katy muttered. “I’ll do whatever it takes to make sure Becky is brought back to me.”

“I know you will, and that’s why I feel the need to say something. You need to have my back on this, and I need to trust you to follow my lead. No more of this Lone Ranger bullcrap. We need to do this the safe way.”

“Fine. I’ll do my best to behave myself. I wouldn’t want to ruin your whole cop image going into this. As long as Becky is safe, I’ll do whatever you tell me to, all right?”

The pair fell silent. She knew he wasn’t happy with her answer, but she wasn’t going to make him any promises she couldn’t keep. Darius gunned the engine again, and they raced to the man’s last known location. He hadn’t gotten any word yet on the suspect moving locations, but she wasn’t optimistic that Tucker would stay put for long. The tip had come in almost six minutes ago. If he was still at the station, then he was gassing up for a long trip. Trying to cross the country wouldn’t make sense. Her stomach rolled.

The only logical answer was that they were going to head for the Canadian border. With a good fake passport, the witch who had taken Becky would have no trouble crossing over. Darius’s badge and all the agents the federal government was sending wouldn’t be of any use if they made it across. The diplomatic red tape they would be forced to jump through would take days, if not weeks, to sort out. Becky didn’t have that kind of time. As they approached the station, Darius radioed his deputies and instructed them to fall back.

Her heart stopped racing some at the call. Knowing that the gun-happy officers wouldn’t be anywhere near her daughter made her feel considerably better. She refused to give up, refused to consider the possibility that they were hunting the wrong person. He had to know something about Becky’s abduction. Why else would he be inviting her twin into his trailer and now be on the run? Rage surged through her. Katy would have her answers soon enough.
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Her heart pounded as she grabbed Darius’s arm. “That’s it; that’s his car. It was on his intake paperwork. He had to register it as soon as he got out.”

“What about firearms? Does he got any affliction for those?” Darius asked.

“I don’t know. Obviously, he can’t legally have any because he’s a felon, but that doesn’t mean he didn’t get a few of them on the black market. Bellpoint isn’t exactly known for its gardening club and Sunday brunch. It’s a group of criminals, all bunched together with almost no guidance. It was a terrible idea from the very start. I told them as much, and now, the worst possible thing has happened.”

“We are going to get her back, Katy. I promise—”

“Save it. Let’s just keep focused, okay?” Katy hissed.

Darius rolled his eyes at her but said nothing as he pulled to the side of the gas station. The car in question was running but appeared empty. He had to be inside getting supplies for his trip, but she was going to make sure he wouldn’t make it far. Katy jumped out of the truck before Darius could stop her. He was at her side in an instant, trying to pull her back behind him. She didn’t want to fight with him again. Jerking her arm free, Katy glared at the police officer. Despite knowing he only had her safety in mind, she didn’t appreciate being coddled like a helpless child.

“I’m just going to look in the car. If Becky is in there, he’s probably got her in the trunk. You are welcome to go inside and detain the bastard. All I want is my girl,” Katy growled.

“Fine, but I want you to count to ten first. At least let me get him apprehended before you start playing hero.”

“It’s not that I’m trying to play hero here. We are running out of time for this. My daughter’s life is on the line, and all I want is to get her out of there safely. The sooner I can get to her, the sooner I can get her home.”

Darius sighed. “I get that, but don’t you understand that we have him cornered right now? There are officers at both ends of the road. He’s not going to get out that way or any other way for that matter. He’s got nowhere else to go.”

“That might be true, and if it is, that makes him all the more dangerous. What exactly do you think a cornered animal does when backed into a corner? He’s going to want to fight back, and Becky might be in the car.”

“I know, but I have everything under control.”

Katy sighed. “I just want to make sure you understand what’s at stake. My daughter’s life is not a game.”

“I know it’s not, but I have everyone where they need to be. I’m taking Becky’s best interest into account with this,” Darius said.

“Are you sure they have this all in their mind?”

“I’m positive. My men know what’s at stake here.”

“What’s the plan here? What do you want me to do? I can’t just sit back and wait to see what happens. My daughter needs me here.”

“Well, I’m going in to get this bastard. If Becky is in the car, get her out of there and clear of it all. I want to make sure she is as far away as possible, just in case anything does go wrong,” Darius said. “Just make sure to be careful.”

Katy nodded and watched him slip around the corner in the direction of the main doors. Her eyes darted immediately to the vehicle. She saw no movement inside, but it didn’t mean that Becky wasn’t in there. Crouching down, Katy moved quickly to the side of the car. Peeking over the edge of it, her heart pounded. There was no sign of her little girl in the front or back seat. Yet even as her eyes darted from the front door to the car again, she saw a familiar sight. Katy fought to keep herself under control, but it was a losing battle. Her hands trembled as she tugged open the door of the back seat and snatched the delicate white-gold bracelet off the floorboard.

It had been a gift to Becky from Jean and Sam months before over the holidays. The little girl hadn’t taken it off except in the bath ever since. Running her fingers over the engraving, she fought to keep the tears back. It was a quote from Clint’s favorite book as a child. It was a touching story of self-discovery and overcoming hardship. The gift was meant to give Becky strength, intended to remind her of the strong roots she came from, but now, she was without it. Katy sucked in a sharp breath as a crescendo of shots erupted into the air from the gas station building. Katy dove back down behind the vehicle, still clutching the bracelet in her hand.

Before she could react, she heard a sound that made her heart plunge to her stomach. There was someone or something moving around in the trunk of the car. All she needed was a few seconds to get to the front door and pop it open. Just as she moved to close one door and open another, a shot narrowly missed her head. Katy dove away from the car, the kidnapper charging in her direction as Darius fired at him from the storefront. One bullet hit its mark, moving through the man’s right thigh and providing her with just enough cover to scatter behind Darius’s Jeep.

They had to stop firing at each other. A bullet might hit Becky in the trunk or one of the gas pumps, sending them all to their maker. Before she could scream at Darius to stop shooting, the shower of gunfire stopped. Katy yelled for Darius as Gavin Tucker leaped behind the wheel of his car and sped away from the gas station in a hail of gravel. She didn’t think, jumping behind the wheel of Darius’s SUV and gunning the vehicle forward. Darius raced out of the building, jumping into the passenger seat second before pulling away.

“What in the hell do you think you’re doing?” Darius said. “Where are you going?”

“Look, you guys can keep shooting all you want, but I think I heard something in the trunk, and I’m not about to let him get away if she’s in there.”

“Are you sure about this?”

Katy sighed. “Honestly, no, but I can’t take the chance that I could be wrong.”

“Okay, then we’re going to do this. Make sure you stay on his tail. On the other side of the lake, the road splits onto the highway. We already have spike strips set up across the road, but you need to watch out for those as well.”

“Good, that means he has nowhere to go, and we’ll have him trapped.”

“Hopefully, we can get him locked down. Did you happen to see any other weapons in the car? If he has an arsenal in there, we might quite the fight on our hands.”

“As far as I could tell, there wasn’t anything in the car. I’m pretty sure the only weapon he has is the gun he was shooting with.”

“That’s good if that’s right. We don’t need another shootout that puts Becky in harm’s way. Now, are you sure you heard Becky in the trunk of his car?”

“I can’t be certain it’s her, but I definitely heard something alive in there. I wish I could have gotten a better look before all hell broke out, but that’s all I have to go on.”

“Well, that’s good enough for me,” Darius said. “Keep on this guy’s ass and follow him. We’re going to get Becky back.”

“Hell yeah, we are. No doubt about it. He’s not going to get away another time. I’m going to make him regret getting in that car.”

As the road turned and the vehicle in question came into view again, her heart continued to race. The crazed driver had to see the roadblock ahead. Now that he was trapped, she would get the answers she wanted. Suddenly, the car a half mile in front of them jerked to the left. She gasped, unable to take her eyes off the horrific scene unfolding in front of her. The man was struggling to stay in control of the car as he sped through the grass, his motives clear as he moved closer to the pier jutting out into the lake.

“No!” Katy whispered.

Katy punched the gas pedal, pressing it all the way to the floorboard as Darius yelled for her to slow down. They weren’t close enough, though. They had to run him off course before the murky water swallowed the car and her little girl with it.
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Katy didn’t think. Darius’s voice was now nothing more than another white noise in the back of her mind as she whipped the vehicle around sideways in an effort to T-Bone the car racing for the pier. She missed it by a mere foot, watching in horror as it ramped off the embankment and down the pier, plunging with ferocity into the water. Katy screamed, skidding to a stop and leaping from the driver’s seat before Darius could stop her. Despite being able to hear his pursuit behind her, Katy spent many early mornings running when she had time. He was no match for her speed.

She dove into the water after the vehicle, knowing it would take anywhere from sixty seconds to two minutes before the car was completely consumed by the water. If she could help the driver, she would, but not before saving her little girl. Thankfully, the lake lacked the depth it had twenty years before. The recent droughts had dropped it nearly twenty feet. She reached the vehicle just as it hit the bottom, frantically moving along the driver’s side as her chest burned. Her mind begged her to return to the surface, but she wouldn’t until she had Becky. It quickly became apparent the man in the driver’s seat was no longer conscious.

Reaching through the shattered window, Katy pulled the lever for the trunk before bobbing to the rear. She tugged it open, her heart now struggling to beat as the blood rushed in her ears. The lifeless body of a small dog, no more than a few months old, floated out, but there was nothing else in the trunk. Grabbing the dog, Katy propelled herself to the surface of the lake as she started to kick, working her way slowly to the top. Just as she crested the water and gasped for air, she felt two strong hands grab her arms, pulling her unceremoniously backward and onto a waiting boat.

Katy struggled to catch her breath. Coughing over and over, trying to expel the water from her throat. As she continued to gasp for air, she watched Darius start to do CPR on the little puppy she had pulled from the submerged vehicle. Though she had seen the process on television before, this was the first time she had seen it in person. Her heart still ached because of the hope she had in finding her daughter, but now she wanted nothing more than to see the small animal take a breath on its own.

The only thing that continued to cross her mind was that she hadn’t been able to find Becky. Katy’s heart was breaking with every moment that passed. She had thought the chase was going to end with her having her daughter back in her arms. The fact that she had yet to locate her little girl was causing more pain than any injury would have.

She looked up at Darius again, who was still performing CPR on the puppy. She thought about how far she would go to save Becky. The amount of time her friend was putting into saving the dog’s life was nothing compared to what she would do for her daughter. She didn’t deserve what was happening to her, and Katy wanted nothing more than to find her and bring her home.

She could see the panicked look on his face with each compression. Just as she prepared to tell Darius he should just give up, the puppy puked up the water, opened his eyes, and started to whimper. A sigh of relief slipped out. At least there was something good coming from it. The entire time he was working on him, Darius was cursing her. Though, through her thoughts, she barely heard the man speaking.

Katy looked around, too exhausted to register anything the man was saying. The boat was a civilian’s, though she wasn’t surprised. The police boat was docked a mile away on the other side of the lake. She couldn’t believe he’d come after her, nor that their only lead to Becky was dead at the bottom of the lake. She pulled her legs to her chest and took several deep breaths. Placing her head between her legs, Katy tried to keep herself from having a panic attack, but it wasn’t working. Why hadn’t Becky been with the man? What was his connection to her twin?

There was a flurry of activity around her, the now-breathing puppy seeking her out immediately for comfort. Her body was frozen. She knew hypothermia would set in within minutes if they didn’t do something. Darius was already jumping into action as she held the shivering brown puppy on her lap. He had her wrapped in his jacket immediately as they raced back for the shore, where an ambulance and a half dozen more patrol cars had already arrived. Instantly, she was carted off to the EMTs, though she refused to let go of the small dog. It had been with Becky, her little girl. Had it been a ploy to buy her compliance? If so, why had it been discarded in the trunk?

Her entire body shook uncontrollably as the medics worked to get her body temperature back in a survivable range. She threatened both of their careers if they tried to take her to the hospital, instead snatching a spare uniform one had and changing in the back of the ambulance. There wasn’t a chance in hell she was going to leave the scene, not until she knew everything there was about the car, the accomplice, and where they had taken Becky. When Darius appeared at the end of the ambulance, Katy knew she was in for a few choice words.

“Tell me exactly what in the hell you were thinking?” Darius seethed. “You damn near got yourself killed.”

“I honestly thought Becky was in the trunk of that car,” Katy replied. “I was perfectly fine. There’s no need to get hostile about it.”

“That’s not the point, Katy. Going in like that, you could have died. Are you all right? Are you hurt at all? Because I can have you out of here in an ambulance in just a few minutes.”

“No, I’m okay. I’m just a little chilled from the water temperature, but nothing I can’t handle. Do you know when they’ll be able to get the car pulled out of the water? I’m hoping they can find something in there that we can use to find Becky.”

Darius glared at her. “I have a dive team on the way and a wrecker that should be here soon. I’d say twenty minutes, give or take a little. The dive team will be able to pull anything loose out of the car, but I don’t think we’ll get much else out of it.”

Katy sighed. “I know we’re running out of time on a couple different levels.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’m saying that Becky is running out of time, and the feds are going to be here soon. How much time do we have before they get here?”

“We’re out of time, Katy. The team landed and is already en route. I’d say we have about thirty minutes until they get here, and after that, they’ll be in charge of the case in its entirety.”

Katy cursed under her breath. They needed more time to stay on the trail. She knew as soon as the federal government arrived, they would want her out of there. The investigation was no place for the abducted kid’s mother, but they didn’t know her little girl like she did. They weren’t privy to how it felt to have an identical twin kidnap your little girl. She wasn’t going to roll over and do nothing simply because they told her to. It hadn’t worked for Darius, and it wasn’t going to work for them. With the now-dry puppy still in her arms, she climbed out of the back of the ambulance and made her way to the beach.

“Come on,” Darius said. “If you are going to keep being a thorn in my side, the least you can do is think of that little pup and wait in the car with him. You’ll see the divers coming from a mile away.”

“It’s not the divers I’m watching for; it’s the feds,” she muttered.

“So, they show up, ask a few questions, then we let them take over. That was the deal, remember?”

“Do you think they are going to put the same effort into finding her that we are? A little girl they don’t know?” Katy asked.

He frowned. “No, not in the least. I do know we have to play along with them, though, if we want to keep them off our tail.”

Katy was shocked. “So, we are going to keep looking on our own?”

Darius nodded. “I love that brat like my own. I won’t rest till we find her.”
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Twenty-three minutes later, as she watched the divers prepping to make the plunge into the icy waters, three black cars came flying down the road. Katy didn’t need an introduction to know they were the federal agents sent to take over her daughter’s case. She was pleasantly surprised to see a woman climb out of the first car and cross the clearing to where Darius awaited them. It was obvious she was the person in charge of the team. Eight others followed their leader, spreading out to direct the local officers in what they should be doing.

She knew Darius and the others had to be enraged by being bossed around by the agents. Katy had to know what was going on. Tucking the now-sleeping puppy into the back seat of the vehicle, she grabbed her coat and climbed out of the car. No one seemed to notice her approaching, but when Darius glanced up from the obviously heated discussion he was having with the federal agent, he quickly started to storm in her direction. Even before he had seen her, though, his cheeks were flushed, and his eyes held anger she hadn’t ever seen before.

Something was definitely going on, and Katy was going to get to the bottom of it. The feds had no reason to take over the investigation. They were doing a fine job of following the trail without their help. Katy knew as soon as the details and evidence were handed over to the federal government, she would be cut out of the pictures within seconds. She wasn’t going to let that happen. Her reach extended further than she’d let anyone know, though she wasn’t thrilled with the idea of using men like Sloan to get the job done. Desperate times called for desperate measures, after all.

“Get back in the car,” Darius growled.

“I want to know what in the hell is going on. This is my daughter who’s missing, and I think I should know what’s happening.”

“You know what’s going on? I’m getting my ass handed to me. That’s what’s going on. I’m getting ripped for even letting you onto the crime scene.”

Katy sighed. “I’m sorry about that, but this is Becky we’re talking about. Just let me talk to the woman in charge. I want to know what direction she’s thinking about taking to find her.”

“I don’t think that’s such a good idea,” Darius said. “She’s already on edge about all of this. She’s not too happy with me letting you on the scene. I’ll get you a meeting with her, but now is not the time.”

“I want to talk to her. If I can just take a moment of her time, we can—”

“No, Katy. I need to get you out of here before there are a million more questions you need to answer. The problem is you shouldn’t have been in the middle of this to begin with.”

“Is she that upset that I can’t have a conversation with her?”

“Yeah. I would say so. Listen, she has enough going on with this whole thing, let alone the amount of pressure trying to find Becky. I’ll set up an appointment for you to talk with her later today, but you have got to get out of here.”

“Fine, but you better not be blowing me off.”

Darius scoffed. “I wouldn’t do that to you.”

“All right, I’ll take your word for it now. There is something I need you to do for me.”

“Right, and what would that be?”

“I’m taking the puppy with me. No talking me out of it for any reason.”

Darius chuckled. “Whatever it takes to get you out of here, you have a deal.”

As they quickly headed back for the Jeep, and she climbed into the passenger seat, the puppy scrambled back into her lap, happy to have her safe return. Katy wasn’t happy about being forced away from the scene, but she wasn’t going to argue with him. Darius had already stuck his neck out for her a half dozen times over the course of the investigation already. It was being stagnant that she hated; that was when the terrible thoughts of what was being done to her daughter started to creep in. Becky had to know the witch wasn’t Katy. What had she told Becky to get her to leave?

As they pulled away from the area, now being taped off by the agents, Katy caught the woman in charge watching her. Katy didn’t bother to hide her animosity as she glared back at the woman. She wasn’t going to play by the woman’s rules. Katy wasn’t your average mother. She had connections and training that could help crack the case and get her daughter back long before the federal agents could make a move. They rode in silence through the early morning sun. While the rest of the world was just starting to wake up, Katy couldn’t remember the last time she’d gotten any peaceful shuteye.

The Jeep gently bounced along, lulling her eyelids closed as the puppy nestled in her lap. It was nice to have the comforting creature there, knowing Becky had held it possibly hours before. Katy slowly started to drift off to sleep, her mind filled with the harrowing thoughts of what Becky might endure with her captor. Now that their only lead was being pulled from the bottom of a lake, Katy felt her hope waning as she slipped off to sleep.
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She wasn’t sure how long she had been asleep, but when she woke up to Darius gently shaking her awake, the car wasn’t moving. Katy realized the exhaustion she felt had overtaken her. Without even thinking about it, she had gone too long without rest. As she stretched out and wiped the sleep from her eyes, she saw she was home.

“We’re here, Katy.”

“Thank you for driving me back. Actually, I appreciate everything you’ve been doing for me.”

“I want her home as much as you do. We’ll find her,” Darius said. “Look, I’m going to head home, get a shower, and hopefully get a few hours of shut-eye. If anything comes up, give me a call. Otherwise, I’ll be back here in three hours.”

“Thank you. I know I’ve said it a lot, but it’s something I don’t think I can say enough. I’m grateful for all of your help.”

Darius smiled. “Whatever it takes. I’m going to say this once. You need to get a few hours of sleep, too.”

“Doesn’t the bit of sleep I just got count for anything?”

“No, not even a little. We both need to get some rest, but you need it more than I do.”

“Maybe. I don’t know if I can fall asleep again. I’m so worried about Becky and trying to figure everything out. I just don’t think it’s possible.”

“Well, look at it this way, neither one of us is going to be any good to Becky if we both are tired as hell. We’ve got to be at the top of our game if we’re going to find her. Get a few hours of rest. We need to be sharp.”

Katy knew he was right. She thanked him one last time before climbing out of the SUV and heading for the house. Only Heather’s car remained there. Pushing open the front door, she set the small puppy free as Heather bolted up from the sofa. She’d obviously been sleeping. Katy gave her an exhausted smile as the puppy bound across the room to greet the new stranger. Heather was on her feet in an instant, her instinct to take care of the adorable creature all the spurring she needed to wake up.

“You look exhausted,” Heather said. “Who the heck is this little fella?”

“I don’t know, but somehow, he’s connected to Becky and the kidnappers. I just…I had to bring him with me. I didn’t want him abandoned at some shelter,” Katy said.

“Jesus, you need to get some sleep. Listen, you can fill me in on everything in a bit, but go get some shuteye. I’ll take care of…”

“I don’t know his name,” Katy said.

Heather scratched the playful puppy’s ears as he wiggled in her arms. “That’s fine, Puppers it is, at least for now. Go get some sleep. Your parents left about an hour ago to check on their animals and get in a nap. I promise if I hear anything, I’ll wake you up,” Heather said.

“Thank you,” she muttered.

Every step that led to her bedroom felt like she had weights around her ankles. She didn’t bother to change or do anything beyond plug in her phone before collapsing onto the bed. Closing her eyes, Katy prayed for a break in the case before drifting off to sleep. Faith was all she had left to cling to.
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The sound of hushed conversations downstairs woke her with a start. She grabbed her phone immediately. Katy’s heart settled some when she saw that only an hour and a half had passed since she’d collapsed onto the bed. It didn’t change things. She was awake and couldn’t fall back asleep, knowing her little girl was out there. Instead, Katy rose and quickly changed into clean clothing before grabbing her phone and heading to the main floor. Right away, she recognized Heather’s flirty voice, but it wasn’t until she rounded the corner into the kitchen that she recognized the second.

“Eric…this is a surprise,” Katy muttered.

“Yeah, I was going to call, but I figured you’d want to look over everything yourself. Plus, I never trusted phone conversations. You can’t tell who is listening in on the other end,” Eric said.

Katy sighed, not having the mental strength yet to give him a hard time about being paranoid. She noticed the sparks flying between her friend and the PI almost instantly. The puppy was curled up on a dining room chair sleeping, but as soon as he heard his new owner, he bounded across the tile.

She desperately needed a strong cup of coffee to get back on her feet. Thankfully, her friend knew her well enough to know what she longed for before Katy had to speak. Instantly, Heather darted across the kitchen and poured her friend a cup, grabbing the creamer from the fridge as she passed by it. When the first sip hit her lips, Katy let out a heavy sigh. It was perfect but still tasted like failure. It was nearly noon now, yet no word had come about Becky or the investigation. Her eyes darted to Eric. There had to be a reason he was there.

“So, what did you find that you wanted me to see in person?” Katy asked.

“I was digging into the name on that piece of paper you gave me, and I found some interesting information. The woman was the adopted mother of Chelsea Enright, your twin sister.”

“I feel like there is more to it than that. What else did you figure out while digging into that woman?”

“Cheryl Enright passed away when Chelsea was ten years old from cervical cancer. She had it for a few years before her body gave in to the disease. Unfortunately, because Chelsea wasn’t actually blood-related to the rest of the family, she got placed back into the foster system.”

“Okay, what happened to her after that? There has to be some record of her being adopted again, or where she went once, she aged out of the system.”

“For reasons unknown, she wasn’t adopted again. She bounced from home to home until she aged out of the system. That’s something I never agreed with. Our system is definitely broken, but that’s neither here nor there.”

“After all this time, there’s no telling where she went from there,” Katy said. “Is there any way of tracking her down?”

“I did a background check on her name but found nothing. I looked through any history I could find, but there wasn’t anything to locate.”

“What do you mean? She had to have had something in her name at some point. Did you look for any bank accounts or any other kind of financial history?”

“I ran through all of that and still couldn’t find anything. I don’t know what happened to her, but it’s almost like she just fell off the planet,” Eric said. “I couldn’t find anything with her name on it all. No credit cards or driver’s license, either. Completely off the grid.”

Katy cursed. “What the hell are we supposed to do now? How do you just…disappear?”

“Well…that’s the thing, you can’t. I mean, you can try as much as you want, but something out there catches you,” Eric said.

“Then how do we find her? Is there a national database you can hack?” Heather asked.

He chuckled. “Yes and no, it’s not quite that simple. I’d have to hack into the NSA to get that kind of access, and that’s not something I want to do. Can it be done? Yes. Do we want to jump right into time at Guantanamo? No. Let’s start with the county cameras. We can track her after leaving the school—”

“The town doesn’t have a security system and street cameras. I’ve already asked,” Katy said.

Eric grinned. “You’re right, but the residents, too. I need a place to set up; then we can get started.”

Heather quickly let him know he could use the kitchen table as the pair of women started clearing off space. Eric disappeared, the puppy following him outside to start bringing in his supplies. She could see the adorable creature bouncing through the yard after the man, delighting in the snowfall. While Katy loved animals, she hadn’t considered getting Becky a puppy since Clint’s passing. Katy had picked out a puppy for Clint’s birthday. She’d been on her way to pay the deposit and pick out the little girl from the litter when she’d gotten the call from the hospital about his accident. Now, it seemed as though fate was stepping in.

Minutes later, Eric was sitting at the kitchen table, getting his computer and a half dozen other devices set up around him as Katy wiped the snow from Puppers fluffy coat and paws. Sitting down at the island behind the kitchen table, Katy watched the man work. When her little girl appeared on a dozen different video feeds he’d brought up on the monitor, Katy clung to the creature in her lap. A few of the streams were easy to identify. The bank across the street had a camera along with the schools. Neither had given them a clear shot of the vehicle Chelsea had used as a getaway vehicle. Now though, there were four shots of the little black convertible.

“Wait, what are these feeds from?” Katy asked.

“The first two right here are from houses that have door cameras. People just don’t understand how easy it is to gain access to those types of cameras.”

“All right, but where are the other two signals coming from?”

“Well, this one here is from a police vehicle parked nearby. It took a minute to gain access to it, but overall, the police cameras aren’t that hard to hack into. The last one is from a woman’s vehicle that had a camera.”

“Did Chelsea’s car have an onboard camera we can gain access to?”

Eric sighed. “Yes, but unfortunately, it would be almost impossible to hack into. It’s sad that I can get into a police cruiser’s camera before hers, but that’s the way some of these different manufacturers make their equipment.”

“Damn, it would be so much easier if we could get a line of sight from that car she had. Still, I’d like you to get me as much information on her vehicle as you can. Any images you can pull and print, too.”

“I’ll do what I can. With the access to the cameras we already have, it shouldn’t take very long to clip a few good pictures and print them off for you.”

“Good,” Katy said. “I need to get this information over to Darius as quick as possible.”

“The two of you are actually working together on a more professional level now?”

“Not like I have much choice, unless I want to be taken off the list of people he gives information to.”

“Fair enough,” Eric admitted. “I’ll get this side of things taken care of.”

Setting down Puppers, Katy grabbed her phone and dialed Darius’s number right away. He answered on the first ring. As Katy quickly shared the new information with him, Darius started to question how she’d gotten the information. It wasn’t something she was going to share with him. Katy adored Darius, but if he knew the methods were less than legal, Katy was certain it would create a battle within the man between the law officer’s side of him and the side that loved Becky like his own. He was better left in the dark.

Despite offering to send him the files and photos, Darius insisted on coming to her house in person to pick them up. She quickly ended the call and jogged back to the kitchen to tell the others. Between the three of them, they were able to get all of Eric’s gear moved into her bedroom. The small cubby desk Katy normally used for late-night paperwork would serve a far greater purpose now. Eric stayed behind to start a facial recognition search for Chelsea and Becky while the others raced back downstairs to clean up the rest of the evidence. Just as the two women were putting the table back into the middle of the dining area, there was a knock on the door.
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Seconds later, Eric was jogging down the steps to join the two women. He didn’t look nearly as disheveled as Katy felt. Squeezing past Katy, Eric grabbed Heather’s hand and pulled her over to the kitchen table to sit down as Katy reached for the door. Suddenly, he’d managed to make them look like nothing more than a concerned pair of friends looking at the printed pictures of Becky and Chelsea on the table in front of them.

The only remnant of Eric’s setup was a portable printer he’d already plugged into Katy’s open laptop sitting off to the side of the table. She drew a deep breath and opened the door for Darius. Instantly, Katy was incredibly grateful Eric had gone the extra mile. She’d been expecting her friend, but not the harsh-looking woman in an ill-fitted suit to his right. Darius looked apologetic as he cleared his throat.

“Katy Markwood, this is Agent Carol Oliver with the BAC,” Darius said.

“Hi there, please come in,” Katy said.

She stepped aside, watching the woman as the pair entered. Katy turned to close the door but kept a sly gaze on the agent. The woman was already snooping through the house, looking at everything before moving to the images on the table. She didn’t bother to introduce herself to the pair at the table despite Eric doing his best to come off as a friend.

“How did you get this information?” the agent asked Katy.

Her stomach fluttered, mind racing to come up with a good answer before the lag seemed too suspicious. As her eyes darted to the image in question, Katy smiled at Agent Oliver.

“The Conrads, Hansel and Meredith, live across from the school. My parents have been friends with them for almost fifty years now. They had me help install their door camera last Christmas,” Katy said.

It was mostly the truth. Sam had been the one to help with the installation; everything else was spot on. Whether the images had come from their camera, Katy couldn’t be sure, but it was a good enough answer on the spot. She could text her mom later to get word to Meredith about the possible white lie if the agent sent someone to the Conrads’ to follow up.

“From what I’m seeing here and the events that have already taken place, I’m going to need you to come down to the station and answer some questions,” Agent Oliver said. “You need to tell us everything you know if we’re going to be able to find your daughter. It’s quite the little setup you have here.”

“Absolutely,” Katy said. “I’d be happy to work with you in order to get my daughter back and make the person who took her pay.”

“Oh, don’t mistake my statement for sharing information. We are in no way planning on working with you on any of this. You shouldn’t even have done what you’ve done this far. Now, you’re going to tell me everything I need to know, and then I’ll be placing you in protective custody until your daughter is found.”

“Ma’am, I don’t think it needs to go that far. After all, she’s just been doing what she can to find her daughter, and she hasn’t been breaking any laws,” Darius said. “Are you sure that’s necessary?”

“It’s not just her that I’m worried about,” Oliver said. “Judging by how close you are to the investigation, she’s lucky I’m not pulling you off the force. No, neither one of you has broken any laws, but you’ve both been stretching them as far as you can.”

“He’s only been working with me in a non-official capacity. There’s no need for him to be taken off of anything,” Katy said.

“That’s convenient for you, but that’s not how it works. If I feel like he needs to be removed from his duties, I will do so. For now, I don’t think that’s necessary.”

“What the hell do you expect me to do? You want me to sit around and do nothing while my daughter is missing?”

Agent Oliver scoffed. “That’s actually exactly what I want you to do. You’re a mother and nothing more. From here on out, any information you do come across is to be passed along to me immediately. If I find you’ve been withholding any information, I’ll have you arrested for interfering with a federal investigation.”

Katy was too stunned to speak as the agent instructed Darius to confiscate not only the printer but her laptop as well. She didn’t protest, though Heather wasn’t as level-headed. Immediately, her friend started to berate the agent, but the woman didn’t seem to care, brushing past Katy to wait for Darius in his patrol car.

Her hands were trembling as she closed the door behind the woman. Immediately, Darius started to apologize, but Katy held up her hand to silence both him and Heather. She wasn’t going to let the woman divide the group. Becky depended on them to find her before it was too late before she was out of Katy’s reach forever.

“That’s who you brought in?” Heather seethed. “You did this, Darius Davis.”

“Listen, I didn’t have a choice. We have a protocol at the station, and when we’re in over our heads or there is the probability that the case is going to cross state lines, we’ve got to call them in,” Darius said.

“It’s not his fault, Heather. Just give him my laptop and the printer like she wants,” Katy replied.

Heather and Eric both glared at her but neither argued as they unplugged everything and handed it to Darius. He thanked them, though she knew he was upset over being labeled as the villain in their minds. Katy wasn’t going to let Darius take the fall. She knew what an amazing man he was and how far he’d gone to help her find Becky. As the man turned his attention back to her with the electronics in his arms, the sympathetic look in his eyes said it all.

“Look, I’m really sorry about all of—”

“Just do whatever the agent wants you to do. No need to cause a scene. Take a little time off from this whole thing and then come back to the house,” Katy said.

“Honestly, at this point, I think you should just let the BAC handle the rest of this investigation. This is what they do, Katy. Let them find Becky like they’re trained to do.”

Katy laughed. “They haven’t done anything but harass me so far. What makes you think they’re going to be able to do anything now?”

“That’s what they do. They find missing children. They have a better chance of finding her than we do.”

“Yeah, because they’ve put such good work in so far, right?” Katy said sarcastically. “No, we’re going to be the ones who find her. Not some special unit that hasn’t made a move in that direction yet. I’m not going to give up on looking for my daughter, and I’m going to find her before Chelsea has a chance to take Becky away from me forever.”

“Well, I know I’m not going to be able to talk you out of it, but I had to try it. Just make sure you’re watching your back out there. I hope you find her, but be safe about it. Those agents are going to be watching you and your house,” Darius said.

As she watched her friend head back to his car, where the waiting agent was already warming herself, Katy saw a black car parked across the road. It wasn’t on her property, making it legally parked. Otherwise, she’d have gone out and punctured each of the driver’s tires for trespassing on her land. The two agents sitting in the car were clearly waiting for Katy to make a move, but all she did was wave as she watched Darius go. When he was out of the driveway and headed down the road again, Katy closed the door and turned back to the others.

She knew they were scared and worried about Becky, but taking out that anger on Darius wasn’t going to get them any closer. Eric’s phone pinged, and he quickly fished it out of his pocket, his eyes growing large as he raced up the steps two at a time, shouting behind him to the women that he had a hit on his facial recognition system. Her heart was pounding as they took the steps two at a time to follow Eric.

She knew whatever the system had found, it was likely a false positive. Eric had warned them there would be dozens, but she couldn’t keep her heart from racing with anticipation. If Becky was out there, they were going to find her. When they did, Katy wasn’t going to show any mercy.
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“So,” Eric said. “This is the image it picked up. Now bear with me; it’s not going to be the best quality. It was taken from an ATM camera about an hour ago—”

“Where?” Katy demanded.

“Greenburg, a little under two-hundred miles from the border,” Eric whispered.

“Jesus…” Heather muttered.

Her heart was pounding. The only reason they would be going north was if Chelsea was heading for the border. She and the others knew it as a hush fell over the room. She had no idea what the woman was capable of. As much as she wanted to grab her car keys and race down the road, they had to have more to go off. The video feed jumped up on the screen, and her stomach lurched. It didn’t matter if the recognition system was certain or not; Katy was. It was Becky on the screen with a woman who looked just like Katy. She felt like she was going to be sick.

Watching in stunned silence, Katy saw the familiar black car with her little girl inside pull past the camera and into a car lot across the street. Seconds later, a man stepped in front of the camera to make a withdrawal from the machine. His bulky frame blocked Becky and her abductor from view. Katy cursed under her breath. They weren’t going to get any more from the images, at least not with the man blocking them. As her phone started to vibrate, Katy glanced away from the images down to her screen. It was Darius. She quickly stepped away from the others and answered the call.

If he had new information that could help them put the pieces together, Katy didn’t want to keep him waiting. Still, she was leery of anything Darius told her while under the close watch of the special agent. Nothing about the woman had been warm or friendly. Even the memory of Agent Oliver sent a chill of rage coursing through Katy. Drawing a ragged breath, she tried to remind herself that her friend who was calling wasn’t the enemy.

“Because of how close they have gotten to the border, we’ve just released the briefing to go international. Everything will be out there for the world to see now. Tips are rolling in left and right, with the majority of them being processed through the bureau. I will say that Agent Oliver is not very happy with the whole thing.”

“What the hell is her problem?” Katy asked. “Why doesn’t she seem to want to help my daughter?”

“I don’t think it’s about wanting to help find Becky. The call center is just overwhelmed right now. Though, I think she took it a step too far.”

“What do you mean? What did she ask you to do?”

“She didn’t ask as much as she demanded that you release a statement to the media and ask them to retract the request for tips. She said it’s not worth the call load they are taking in right now.”

Katy laughed. “Well, that’s not going to happen. Even if it takes a thousand calls to get one good lead, it was worth it.”

“I understand how you feel about everything, but I can’t keep being the one in the middle here,” Darius said. “Oliver is watching my every move.”

“I know, and I’m sorry you’re having to deal with the backlash. I’m grateful for you being by my side. Were you able to get any information on the car?”

“As much as I’d like to tell you anything we’ve found, you know I can’t. The roadblocks have been pulled. That’s about it. Oliver doesn’t think she’s still in the area.”

Katy sighed. “Look, I know I’ve put you in a tough position, but I’m not going to go around telling everyone you were the one to tell me anything.”

“It’s not about that. With Agent Oliver watching everything I do, I can’t afford to lose my position on this case.”

“Fine, then. I guess we don’t have anything more to talk about.”

Katy ended the call without another word. She wasn’t upset with Darius, despite knowing he thought she was. He had done nothing wrong. In fact, if it hadn’t been for Darius, Katy knew they wouldn’t be as far along as they were now. The last thing she wanted was to be getting him into trouble. No, they had to move forward without his help and without pulling him deeper into the muck with them.

Guilt surged through her as she glanced back at the other two, still captivated by the feed on the laptop screen. They were whispering to each other, sparks still flying between the pair. Was it wrong of her to pull them into the hunt? Agent Oliver had made it clear that they were to cease all inquiries, yet she was still digging, and so were the others.

Without Darius as their inside man, Katy knew she was going to be asking her friends not only to break the law and go against what Agent Oliver said but to dig deeper into the mystery surrounding Chelsea Enright. Katy would stop at nothing, but was it wrong to drag her friends down the slippery slope with her? She shook off the thought when they turned to her.

“So, what’s next?” Eric asked.

“I can’t ask either of you to keep helping me. I’m going to be breaking at least a half dozen laws…I won’t put you in danger like that,” Katy said.

Heather snorted. “Bitch, I’m not going anywhere, but nice try.”

“Yeah, and I’ve got nothing else going on,” Eric added. “Plus, any chance to stick it to the man, I’m gonna take. Like I said, what’s next?”

Katy smiled at her friends. “Eric, are you able to hack into the DMV database?” Katy asked. “Find out anything that you can about the car and its owner. The quicker we get that information, the sooner we can track its location.”

“I mean, that’s not too hard to do, but I don’t think we’re going to have to do all of that.”

“What do you mean? I need to get that info.”

Eric smiled. “We won’t have to hack the database because my friend over at the NSA already sent me an email. I had him do a deep dig on Chelsea Enright. It took him some time to dig through all the information he could find, but he found an old associate by the name of Leo Evans.”

“What do we know about him?”

“Well, he’s the one who purchased the car. I’m assuming he was in on what she had planned. He paid cash for the vehicle, so it made it harder to track down, but he ended up purchasing it from a drug dealer already under surveillance. Kind of a hell of a way to make the connection, but my friends at the NSA are good at what they do.”

Katy sighed. “Okay. So, we know he bought the car for her, but what else is he going to know about the kidnapping.”

“There’s no telling what she shared with him, but I can tell you that we don’t have much time to use the information.”

“How long before the feds know what we know?”

“Unfortunately, the agencies have to share the report with all the other agencies. The feds will have the information within a few hours,” Eric said. “That’s all the time my buddy over there could give us.”

Katy knew they needed to act fast. The name was one that rang a bell, and she was beating herself up again for not digging into the newcomers to the trailer park sooner. Leo Evans was the second newest member of the park, right after the late Gavin Tucker. While she’d glanced over his file, nothing about him had stood out to her as a red flag. How did he know her twin, and why were the two of them linked? A cursory search of his file had shown him having a stint in federal prison for check fraud. It hadn’t struck her as something or someone that needed following up with.

She grabbed her car keys, stopping just short of the bedroom door as she cursed under her breath. The black car with two agents sitting in it was still parked outside her house. She wasn’t going to make it anywhere without keeping the pair distracted for a few minutes while Katy escaped. Turning back to Heather, she gave her friend a grin. If anyone was good at being a distraction, it was Heather. Coupled with the prescription-strength sleeping pills she still had left over from after Clint passed, they could distract the men with Heather’s charming attributes and a little drugged coffee.

As soon as her friend saw the look in Katy’s eyes, the smile faded from her lips. Heather knew Katy well enough to know when she was cooking up a plan.

“Uh oh,” Heather muttered. “Do I even want to know what this is going to cost me?”

Katy chuckled. “No, probably not.”
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“Are you sure about this? I don’t think you should be letting her do this. What if they don’t drink coffee?” Eric asked.

“They are federal agents. They drink coffee. Hell, they probably live on it,” Katy replied.

“Was the low-cut shirt really necessary?”

“You didn’t seem to mind it when you watched her walking down the steps earlier,” Katy said.

Eric’s cheeks blushed as she rolled her eyes. They were both standing at the front window, hovering around the curtain as they watched Heather talking in an animated fashion with the men outside on the road. There was nothing else they could do until the first phase of the plan was complete. With every passing second, she felt the pressing urgency to get back to the trailer park and talk with Evans. The fact that he’d purchased the car from a man under surveillance told her he wasn’t the brains of the operation. Hopefully, they’d catch a break, and the idiot would still be at the park.

Staying one step ahead of the agency was now paramount in her mind. If Agent Oliver caught wind of what they were doing before she was on the road, it could be fatal for Becky. No matter what it took to get her princess back, she would. It had quickly become apparent to her that the woman had no understanding of what it was like to be a mother, to be terrified every passing second that it might be your child’s last. Katy took a small comfort in knowing that Chelsea hadn’t called, nor had she made any threats. While she’d been careful to cover her tracks, her choice of partners had not been as well thought out.

They would be able to find her thanks to the woman’s lax pick of Leo Evans as an accomplice. Her eyes darted back to the road just as Heather started to jog in their direction. Moving her gaze to the car parked on the road, Katy grabbed her phone and pulled up the camera. She zoomed in on the driver and passenger. Despite the image being blurry, Katy could clearly make out that both of the men were out cold. The pair jogged back downstairs and waited for their friend to approach. They stepped aside as Heather hurried in, turning to give the pair a grin.

“Well, I think I did a good job with those two,” Heather said. “They both drank all of it, and they should be out for a few hours. That part is over; what are we going to do now?”

“It’s not going to matter how long they are out for. Agent Oliver will figure out that we did something before they wake up.”

“How will she know?”

“She’ll be calling to get a status update every so often. When they don’t answer, she’ll come or send someone out to check on them.”

“If that is the case, what’s the plan?” Heather asked.

“We definitely need to get the hell out of here,” Katy said. “You both need to go to Sam and Jean’s house. I’ll have them come over here, just in case any news does come in. That will keep you both off their radar, and we’ll still have someone here.”

“Where do you want us to set up at?” Eric asked.

“You can make a spot in their basement to work out of. It’ll be easier to keep the lights off and stay low while you work.”

“Like a secret agency working an undercover op.”

Katy chuckled. “I think you’ve watched too many movies, but in essence, you’re not wrong. You’ll be able to hide out from the law and keep things moving.”

“Fair enough,” Eric said. “I’ll be able to keep the search up, and everything will be able to keep moving. If we have to stop, something could happen to Becky. I’m not going to let that happen.”

“We’re with you, no matter what it takes,” Heather said.

“Good. Now, I’ll let Sam and Jean know the plan. I’ll keep in touch with both of you. Let me know anything that stands out. This is our best chance of bringing my baby girl back home where she belongs.”

Pulling her friend into her arms, Katy held her close for a few seconds before breaking away and thanking Eric for his help. To her shock, he gave her a quick hug as well. Something in her gut told her that Eric was just as invested in finding Becky as they were. It was heartbreaking to think of why they’d all been drawn together. The new friendships and bonds forming were going to be solid ones. Katy had to get out of there. They all did. She had to keep the head start that she had on Agent Oliver. Rushing out the door, Katy looked around for a split second to make sure there wasn’t a second vehicle they hadn’t noticed.

With the coast clear, Katy raced to her car and jumped behind the wheel. It wouldn’t be long before an APB was put out on the vehicle. She would need to find a clean set of wheels after interrogating Evans. Racing down the road, Katy remembered the roadblocks had been cleared. She couldn’t help but chuckle, knowing Agent Oliver had unintentionally helped her get a head start on them. As soon as she was clear of town, Katy grabbed her phone from her purse and dialed her mother’s number. They needed a heads-up. She was about to turn their world upside down for the second time in as many days. Her mother answered on the first ring, hope still alive in her voice.

“Did you find Becky yet?” she asked.

“No, not yet, but we do have a lead we’re following, and I need both of you to do something for me.”

“Whatever you need, you have our support. What do you need us to do?”

“I’m going to need you and dad to clear out of the house, but you have to leave the door unlocked for a couple of friends of mine.”

“Okay, but where would you like us to go?”

Katy chuckled. “That might be helpful to tell you. I’d like for you to go over to my house and keep an eye on things here. You’ll have to let me know if anything comes across the wire or if there is a call from the kidnapper.”

“No problem. Is this something we should know?”

“I wish I could tell you, but it’s better if I keep you in the dark. The less you know about what’s going on, the better it is for both of you. They can’t hold you responsible for anything I do.”

“You should know Sam and I both trust you with everything we have. We’ll do anything you ask of us.”

“I know, or else I wouldn’t be asking you to do this. Everything I’m doing is to get Becky back home. You’re not in any danger, but if I told you what I was doing, they could charge you.”

Jean scoffed. “Let them try. Whatever you need from us, honey, we’ll do it. Just be careful, okay?”

“I will, Mom. I just need you both to hurry and get over here. We don’t have a lot of time.”

“All right, sweetheart. We’re on our way. We both love you.”

“I love you, too.”

Ending the call just as the trailer park came into view, Katy sucked in a sharp breath. She needed a clear head if she was going to interrogate Evans without beating him lifeless for helping Chelsea first. There was video surveillance at the main entrance that would quickly pick up her car. Instead of driving through, she parked a few hundred yards away from the entrance and grabbed a hat from the back seat. Flipping down the visor, she slipped on the sunglasses that tumbled into her hands. Despite the frigid temperatures, the sun beating down on the fresh snow could be nearly blinding. She always kept sunglasses and a hat in her car.

Moving quickly and carefully, Katy jogged through the entrance and worked her way to the man’s trailer by using the gaps between the trailers. She wanted to stay off the main road as much as possible if it could be helped. Minutes after parking Katy was pounding on the man’s door, but there was no answer. Just as she reached for the doorknob, she heard someone moving behind her. Katy spun around, ready to defend herself at a moment’s notice, but when she saw the man, her heart started to steady.

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

Sloan gave her a sly grin. “You know, I could ask you the same thing. One more question, though, where is your friendly bodyguard this time, Katycat?”

Her stomach lurched, her eyes darting around for any escape. Coming to the trailer park had been a terrible idea.
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“Are you going to stand there, staring at me, or do something?” Katy snapped. “If you’ve forgotten, my kid’s missing, and I’d really like to find her. So, either get out of my way or make your move, dick bag.”

Sloan burst into laughter. “Dick bag? Are we ten years old again? Really, Katy, I thought we were closer than that.”

“Close? I don’t call creeping around after me being close to someone. Do I need to call for backup? Is that what you are waiting for?” she asked.

Sloan gave her a wink. Katy turned her attention back to the doorknob, giving it a wiggle, but it was locked. She cursed and started to rifle through the purse strapped over her chest. From the corner of her eye, she saw Sloan move. Her eyes darted back to the man as he advanced. She backed away, but the man didn’t move in her direction, instead going to the doorknob and slipping a key into the lock. It clicked open. Katy’s jaw dropped, but Sloan simply shrugged and stepped back again to give her some space. She was torn between heading inside and racing in the other direction.

She was fast, but if Sloan followed her into the house, Katy knew she’d quickly lose the upper hand in the small space. Yet her senses didn’t tingle. There was nothing in her gut that told her he posed a threat. Katy hadn’t made it as far as she had by ignoring her instinct. She had to find out what connection Evans had to her daughter’s abduction. Every minute she wasted trying to deal with Sloan, it was more time the federal agent would have to figure out the connection and be at the park herself. Katy was certain Agent Oliver would toss her into a holding cell the second she caught her still working the case.

“Why do you even have a key?” Katy asked.

“Honestly, you probably don’t want to know why I have this, but I will say that it pays to keep tabs on your neighbors. You just never know what kind of things they’re going to be into.”

“You do realize it’s against the law to have the key in your position.”

Sloan smiled. “What are you going to do, arrest me?”

Katy glared at him. “Not yet, but I wouldn’t hold my breath if I were you. I’m curious about what else you might know.”

“Well, I know just about everything about the people around me. I know the only thing you’re doing right now is wasting time.”

Though she already knew she was running out of time to find Becky, she wasn’t sure if she could trust the man standing in front of her. He wasn’t putting off anything that would trigger her not to listen to him, but there was a hesitation inside her mind that she couldn’t get past. As her mind raced and tried to understand what Sloan’s play was in the whole process, she how wondered what else he would know could help her. For a moment, she was going to trust her gut, but she wanted to know more.

“What do you mean?” Katy said. “How is this a waste of time?”

“Leo Evans hasn’t been home in over twenty-four hours. No idea where he is right now, but I know he hasn’t been here.”

Katy scoffed. “How do you know? How do you know anything about these people, and why?”

“It’s just an old habit. When you’re into the things that I’ve been through, you have a tendency to keep track of everything. I have constantly had to watch my back through the years. I’ve just learned that it’s better to know what’s going on around me.”

She cursed under her breath again, knowing Becky would be scolding her for the language if she was there. Immediately, Katy started to rifle through the paperwork on the cluttered table. There was nothing of use.

“You know, if you tell me what you’re looking for, I might be able to help you narrow down the search some,” Sloan said.

“Right, because you’re suddenly a saint?” Katy muttered.

Katy didn’t trust him in the slightest. Sloan wasn’t a man who did things out of the kindness of his heart. There was always an ulterior motive. As much as she wanted to believe he was just being friendly, Katy knew he saw the opportunity to have a county prosecutor on his good side. It took everything in her power not to tell him to get out of there, but she could use someone like him to help her in the next part of her plan. Tracking Evan was going to be difficult enough. She didn’t need to be wasting time by bickering with Sloan.

“I need a car,” she growled.

His brow arched, but he said nothing. Katy turned her attention back to going through Evans’s paperwork. If Sloan didn’t feel like helping, she wouldn’t waste her time paying attention to him. She wanted to find her little girl. When the convict realized she wasn’t joking around, he quickly cleared his throat to get her attention again. At first, she ignored him, but his dramatic sighing became a distraction she couldn’t afford.

Turning to glare at the man, she saw that he was twirling an opened envelope in his fingers. She didn’t know where he’d picked it up from, but his arrogant attitude was quickly ticking her off. Moving across the small trailer, she stormed in his direction and snatched the envelope and letter from his hand. It was addressed to the missing man. Katy ripped out the letter and quickly scanned it over.

“Okay, I know you’re not considering us a team here, but do you feel like sharing what you’ve found there?” Sloan asked.

“Look, I’m grateful for your help, but I don’t think I’m going to need any more of it.”

“All you have to do is share a little with me, and I can help you get the hell out of here.”

Katy sighed. “What in the hell are you talking about?”

“Before I can share this with you, I need you to assure me that this is all going to be off the record. I’d really appreciate it if you didn’t try to have this come back on me.”

“Fine, but that only works if you’re entirely honest with me. What do you know?”

“I’ve got a car registered in my cousin’s name. She’s got a clean record, and she’s a good gal. Usually steers clear of me, which I applaud her for.”

“Well, where’s this car located, and can we get to it easily?”

Sloan chuckled. “Do you really think I would make it hard for myself to get the hell out of here? It’s at the parking garage on the other side of town.”

“So, what do you want from me? What are you getting out of this deal?” Katy asked.

“I’m not asking for the world, but I am putting my ass on the line here. If we’re going to be using my escape car to get you wherever you want to go, I’d like to know where that will be, that’s all.”

“That’s it? You just want to know where I’m heading?”

“That’s all there is to it.” Sloan grinned.

Katy glared at the man. The getaway car was exactly what she needed to continue the hunt without the agents on her trail. Grinding her teeth, she handed the letter to Sloan and quickly headed for the door.

“I’ll need that back when you’re done reading it,” she muttered. “We should go right away. I’m sure the others will be here any second.”

“Huh, well, I’ll be damned,” Sloan said, handing back the document to her. “Don’t forget to wipe down that doorknob in case they dust for prints.”

Her stomach lurched as she glared at the man, but she still did what he suggested. She couldn’t believe she was working with a known criminal. What was wrong with her? It didn’t matter what the others thought or what charges they wanted to press against her. The letter had revealed a small cabin and plot of land that belonged to Leo Evans. It was left to him by his grandfather after the man had died while Evans was incarcerated. It made sense that Evans hadn’t disclosed the property upon his release.

He’d have run the risk of it being seized, given how close it was to the Canadian border. Yet it was the perfect hideout for Leo, Chelsea, and her little girl while they were on the run. While it was a good two hours north of them, Katy was confident she could make it there before the kidnappers went on the move again, as long as she didn’t get stopped by anyone. Tucking the letter into her purse, she followed the convict and prayed she was making the right decision.
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She hated herself for working with the man, but Katy saw no way around it. He had helped her in the trailer, and now, as they sped away from Bellpoint, she was counting on him to help her once again. That didn’t mean she wanted a friendship with Sloan. Katy would keep him at arm’s length the entire time and never let him leave her sight. To some, it might seem like overreacting, but Katy knew better than most just how dangerous the criminal was. He was charming and smart, a dangerous combination. She kept her head down as they raced through town.

His car was nondescript, but he was still a known criminal in a very small town. She didn’t want to be spotted, especially knowing Eric could get eyes anywhere. That meant the federal government could hack into the same security systems, GPS devices, and video feeds. She couldn’t risk someone spotting her and knowing she’d changed directions. Eventually, Katy knew she’d be forced to get ahold of Darius and tell him what she’d discovered, but it was a call that could wait for a while. Before she’d made a run for it from her house, Eric had installed some sort of GPS blocker on her phone.

While Katy made no claims to understand the technology, Eric had explained that, in essence, it would make her invisible to anyone trying to locate her through her phone. When they finally got her little girl back, she was going to give the PI one hell of a bonus. He had truly gone above and beyond to help her in the investigation. The same could be said for her parents, Heather, and Darius. Katy hated that she was putting them all in jeopardy, but they’d never let her search for Becky alone. Her family and friends were truly amazing. Her phone started to ring. She glanced down and answered it as soon as she saw Eric’s name.

“What do you have for me, Eric?” Katy asked.

“Well, I’ve been trying to put together the connection between Tucker and Chelsea. It took a lot more digging than I thought it would, but I finally figured it out.”

“All right, and that connection is what?”

“Turns out that Tucker is actually Chelsea’s adopted brother. His parents passed away, and he ended up getting thrown into the foster system. As far as that part of everything goes, he has the same story as Chelsea. In and out of different homes, but never settling in with the right family.”

“Have you been able to find anything more on Evans? Is there any connection, or are we barking up the wrong tree?”

Eric sighed. “It’s a yes and no situation there. Chelsea always used an alias, but there are records of letters and visits she made to the jail. There’s no way she didn’t know him before that time.”

“That’s good then, right? It means we’re moving in the right direction.”

“Those were my thoughts exactly. I’m going to keep digging through the information I have and see if I can find anything else.”

“Let me know if you find something. It’s not like we have a lot of time here,” Katy said.

“I’m doing the best I can. I wish it would go faster, but I’m going through the information as quickly as possible.”

“I appreciate everything you’re doing for me, Eric. We wouldn’t have gotten this far without the information you’ve provided for us up to this point. Keep on it, and let me know what you find.”

“You’ll know anything I do the moment I know, Katy. We’re going to figure this out and get Becky back where she belongs.”

“Thank you, Eric. I know we’re going to find her. Just keep me posted. I have to go.”

They were pulling into the storage lot. It was an electronic lock, but to her surprise, Sloan had a code, and they moved right in. Making their way slowly past the units, he brought the car to a park halfway down a long line of parked RVs, cars, and campers. Katy followed him to a covered vehicle. When he gave her a wink and jerked back the tarp to relieve a beautiful red sports car, Katy cringed.

“Why am I not surprised?” she muttered. “I don’t suppose you’ve got something like a gray pickup under another tarp, do you?”

“Nope, this is all I got. To be fair, I didn’t pick it out.”

“Of course, you didn’t. I guess I don’t have much choice, do I?”

Sloan shrugged. “Sure, you do. You could always let the government goons do their job and take a step back. Maybe go home, run a bath, put on some smooth jazz—”

“Okay, thanks, but no,” Katy quickly said. “Keys?”

Sloan tossed them to her without hesitation. She didn’t know what to say to the man. Katy knew taking the favor was going to cost her in the future, but that wasn’t something she could think about. Whatever debts she had to pay to get her little girl back, Katy would gladly do so. Even if it meant Katy was tossed in a jail cell for the next twenty years, Becky would be home safe with her grandparents and a community that loved her. She didn’t know what to say to Sloan. He was putting himself at risk, too, just like everyone else who had helped her.

“Sloan, all I can say is thank you. I know you didn’t have to do anything for me, but I’m grateful you have.”

“Honestly, it’s not a big deal.”

Katy hesitated. “All right, now it sounds like you might want something in return. So, what’s this small favor going to cost me?”

Sloan chuckled. “You really don’t need to worry about that.”

“Whatever it is you’re going to ask for, remember I’m not going to break the law for you. I’m not going to do anything illegal, and I certainly won’t do anything that puts my career on the line.”

“Look, you do whatever you have to do for your daughter. Besides, I’ll make a deal with you right here and now, and I don’t go back on my deals.”

“Okay? What’s this deal you’re offering?”

“Well, you take the car and do what you need to do, but just don’t go telling anyone I helped you out on this.”

“Why would you do something like that for me?” Katy asked. “You’re definitely known for making people return on their favors.”

Sloan laughed. “I wouldn’t go believing everything you hear. I’d just prefer you didn’t go and give me a bad name out there.”

“What do you mean?”

“I can’t have people starting to think I’m a good guy now. It’s not a good thing in my line of work.”

Katy laughed. “All right, I can make sure that doesn’t happen. I guess you just need to keep that tough-guy persona. Seriously though, thank you for this.”

“You just get your daughter back, but be careful out there. Good luck, Katy.”

Katy couldn’t believe the man was being so helpful. She understood his desire to keep his bad reputation intact. Helping out a prosecutor without making them return the favor would make him look soft in certain circles. She would take his secret to the grave as long as he kept his end of the bargain and never came calling on her to break the oath she’d taken. Becky’s abduction was the single outstanding circumstance that she’d throw caution and law to the wind for. Climbing behind the wheel of the classic hotrod, she stuck the key into the ignition as she watched Sloan pull away. The massive amount of power beneath the hood roared to life, sending a chill of appreciation for the classic through Katy’s body.

Pulling the seat forward, she checked the address on the letter to Evans’s one last time before slipping the car into drive and heading for the facilities exit. The property was located a few hours away. Katy would have to stop once to get fuel, judging by the size of the vehicle and its age. Everything she did from that moment forward would be watched. Agent Oliver would soon realize she’d gotten the drop on them and put out a state-wide search for her.

If there was anything that Katy could take solace in, it was knowing they’d reach a dead end with Sloan. The man hated the federal government far more than your average criminal. Whatever his personal grudge toward the government was, Katy was grateful it would work to her advantage. He wouldn’t give them anything, not as long as it was Agent Oliver asking. As she flew down the road in the direction of the highway, Katy silently said a prayer that she wouldn’t be too late.
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Katy hated driving alone at that moment. The silence was too much for her to take as the thoughts raced through her mind. She had no idea if she was on the right path. While Katy trusted her intuition, it was different when it came to her daughter. As long as Becky’s life was in the balance, Katy would second guess every move she made, wondering if it was pushing her daughter further out of her grasp or bringing her closer together. The unknowns were making Katy sick as she tried desperately to drown out the possible outcomes in her mind.

It was a torture she’d never known before, one she wouldn’t wish on her worst nemesis. Whatever the woman’s ultimate goal, Katy was certain Chelsea didn’t plan on going down without a fight. Mentally kicking herself for not bringing a weapon with her, she knew she was going to be at a disadvantage as soon as she reached the property. For a split second, Katy considered calling Darius to give him an update in hopes that he might be able to slip away from the agents, but she knew Agent Oliver would never let him go.

Not even if he tried to make a break for it. Her only options were to ask for help from someone else or bring the agents in on what she’d discovered. Knowing their affection for making a big scene, Katy wasn’t going to risk Becky’s abductors making it a hostage situation. No, it was too much to risk. She had to go in on her own, taking out the two captors before they could flee again with her little girl.

Her stomach danced with anticipation at the notion of holding her daughter in her arms again. As her phone started to ring on the seat next to her, Katy smiled when she saw Jean’s name appear on the screen and quickly answered the call. She needed a little of her mother’s positive energy at that moment. Plus, Katy was dying for an update from back at the homestead.

“Hey, Mom. Tell me you have some good news for me,” Katy said.

“I wish that was the case, sweetheart. It’s been busy around here. The feds swarmed the house and took every electronic they could find, though it wasn’t much. I’m pretty sure Heather and Eric cleaned most of it up before they left.”

“What about you and Dad? Are you guys all right?”

Jean sighed. “We are both perfectly fine. They really left us alone for the most part, but those agents are rude as hell.”

“Well, they work for the government, so I doubt they had very good manners.”

“That’s true, but I offered them some coffee, and they refused to take it.”

Katy laughed. “It’s not your fault they wouldn’t accept it. I’d just forget about it and move on. They aren’t worth your time.”

“I know, honey. Though, I’m wondering how things are going on your side of things.”

“Right now, I’m following a lead. Hopefully, I can get some solid information that takes me to Becky. I appreciate the two of you holding down the fort. I don’t think I would’ve gotten this far without you.”

Jean chuckled. “That’s what we’re here for. I’m just glad we can help in one way or another.”

“Well, either way, glad I have both of you to watch my back.”

“Speaking of which, you should know I overheard a conversation between a few of the agents before they left the house.”

Katy sighed. “Great, what were they talking about doing now?”

“I think they are planning on doing a sweep of our house next. It might be a good idea to warn Eric and Heather that they might not be in the clear,” Jean offered. “I’m not sure how long it will be before they make their way over there next.”

“I appreciate the heads up. I better get ahold of them. Thanks, Mom.”

“Be careful, sweetheart. We love you.”

Her heart was racing as she started to dial Heather’s number. While she knew her friend and the private investigator would be careful, it wasn’t just the local law they were hiding from. By now, they had to know the two were helping Katy with her plan. There was no way around it. They had taken steps to ensure they would be safe. For starters, the old bomb shelter beneath her parent’s tool shed was not only hidden from view, but it had internet and Wi-Fi access. The agents would likely trace the signal back to her parent’s property.

Their ace in the hole was Eric’s experience with hacking. If he couldn’t scramble the signal, he would at least make it appear as if he was. They’d searched the home and property, but with some luck and skills, they’d assume the duo was nowhere within miles of the land. The only other wild card she could think of was the puppy. Hopefully, Heather left the ball of fur behind with Jean and Sam before taking shelter in the bunker. It was a relief to know her parents had already been interrogated and cleared.

They didn’t deserve to be put in the middle of the mess Katy had created. She hated that she wasn’t capable of sitting at the house and staying put like the agent had instructed. With the agents hot on their tails, all she could do was pray the pair had gotten to safety. After several rings, Heather finally answered.

“Heather, how’s everything going over there?”

“Well, Eric and I are hiding out in the bunker and have everything going here, but the agents are still all over the property doing whatever it is that they do.”

“Do you have anything new for me?” Heather asked.

“No, nothing at all yet, but we’re still working the process. Agent Oliver and Darius keep calling me. They’re calling Eric, too. It’s nonstop harassment at this point, blowing up our phones.”

“I figured they’d be trying to find the two of you or at least figure out what you know.”

Heather laughed. “Yeah, but it’s ridiculous. Anyway, are you at the trailer park? I overheard Agent Oliver talking to one of the other agents on the phone, and she said your car was spotted over there.”

“Nope, I’m on the move right now,” Katy said. “How did you overhear the call between Oliver and her agent?”

“Well, Eric did some work and was able to hack into their phones through a program on the computer.”

“That’s good stuff right there. I’m happy to know Eric is on our side. Who knows what he’d be learning about us if he was searching through our past.”

Heather chuckled. “You’re not wrong about that. I’m happy to be working with him, too.”

“Well, let me know when you have something good to go off of. I need anything you can find right now.”

“I’ll make sure to send you anything we think will be useful. You just keep yourself safe. I don’t want to be looking for you next.”

“Will do. Thanks for everything.”

“Don’t thank us until we get Becky home.”

Ending the call just as she passed the mile marker indicating the halfway point of her journey, Katy tried to keep herself calm. She had to focus on what was going to come next. All the skills she’d learned over the years would now come into play. In the back of her mind, she made a mental note to thank her father again for insisting she learn not only basic survival skills but also self-defense. Knowing her daughter’s life was on the line made it ten times more crucial that she not make any mistakes. It was at that moment that she regretted not doing more to prepare her daughter for emergencies.

Becky was smart and would be looking for any way to escape her captors. She wouldn’t believe the lies she was fed in that instance. No threat against her mother would make her complacent for the kidnappers. By now, they had to realize she wouldn’t go along with whatever twisted plan they had to flee the country and become a happy family on their own with her little girl. Rage surged through her as she pressed down on the gas pedal a little more. Her speeds were already topping seventy, but she knew the hotrod could handle more.

Given how far she still had to go, Katy kept her eyes peeled for a fuel station that was run-down enough that she wouldn’t run the risk of it having cameras. It went against all of her instincts to search for such a location. After all, for years, she’d been taught to stay in well-lit areas, but now, Katy was working on the other side of the law. She had to change her way of thinking.
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“Iknow, Dad,” Katy hissed. “Just stay put for a little while longer. They aren’t going to trample your flowerbeds.”

“Bullshit,” Sam growled. “I can see them stomping all over the place from here. What the hell are they looking for? This is against the law, you know. They’ve got no right to be on my land.”

“Please just let it go, Pops. I promise any damages, I’ll pay to have them taken care of.”

He snorted. “That’s not the point. I don’t want you spending your money. I just want them off—”

“I have to go, Dad,” Katy said. “I love you. Let me know if anything changes.”

She ended the call just as the gas nozzle shut off. While she’d paid cash for the fuel and carefully scoped out the station before pulling in, Katy knew she couldn’t be too cautious. She had left her sunglasses and hat on for the brief encounter with the station attendant, but the sharp car still drew the young enthusiast’s attention. After making it obvious she didn’t want to talk with him, Katy raced to get her fuel and leave the area. With just under an hour still to go on her journey, every second counted. Each mile that brought her closer to Becky made adrenaline course through her body despite knowing she couldn’t survive on it alone.

It was going to sap all her energy if she wasn’t careful. Climbing back behind the wheel, she headed for the road once again and left the station in the dust. There was a bitter chill in the air that worried her. Who knew if the cabin and property were outfitted for the harsh night they had coming. It was predicted that the temperatures would be dipping well into the negative digits. Her phone rang next to her, Darius’s name appearing as her stomach lurched. She couldn’t keep ignoring him. He had to be worried sick.

“Hey, Darius, how’s everything going?”

“Don’t hey Darius me, Katy. I need you to get back as soon as possible. Where are you right now?”

“I can’t do that. I’m following a lead, but I’m safe. I can’t tell you where I am or where I’m going because I don’t want Oliver to know.”

“I understand you want to find Becky on your own, but I need to know where you are. You have to trust me on this.”

“You’re the one who needs to trust me, Darius. I can’t just tell you anything. It’s better for you and for me.”

Darius sighed. “Fine, but if anything happens, I’m going to burn the place down to find you.”

“I know you will.”

“Look, you need to be careful in everything you do right now. Agent Oliver is on a war path because of you. Hell, she already put out a warrant for your arrest.”

Katy chuckled. “Honestly, I’m surprised it took this long. I’m not worried about any of that. I’m going to be getting Becky back soon, and then it’s all going to be over with.”

“Wait. What do you mean by that?” Darius asked.

“Don’t worry about it. Just know Becky will be home soon. I’m going to find her.”

“If that’s the case, then let me help you. Where are you going?”

“Nice try. I’m not going to tell you where I am, but I’m glad you don’t give up easily,” Katy said. “It’s safer if you don’t know what’s going on. If Oliver is willing to put out a warrant for the mother of a kidnapped kid, imagine what she would do to a cop who’s gone AWOL.”

“I can handle whatever repercussions she has for me; I just want to help you in any way I can.”

“Help me by holding down everything there and not worrying about me. I have things under control.”

Darius sighed. “Please, Katy, just tell me where—”

Katy ended the call despite Darius pleading with her on the other end to reconsider. While she wasn’t going to let him know as much, Katy was a little shocked that Agent Oliver had gotten a warrant for her arrest. She could understand her wanting to bring her in for questioning, but taking it to a judge for a warrant was another ballpark altogether. She couldn’t help but wonder who the agent had gotten to sign off on it. Katy doubted that anyone local would do it. Despite everything that had been happening, she knew people trusted her judgment.

Now that it was public knowledge she had an evil twin, the locals had proof Katy hadn’t been behind the random attacks on their persons. As far as she could tell from the gossip with her mother, they had since banded together in an effort to find Becky. Between her parents running things at her house and the community organizing searches not only locally but around the state, she was touched by the outpouring of support. While it was a little late in the game, she couldn’t blame the community for having their doubts.

It had taken proof that she had a twin before Katy herself had believed the story. Yet the woman had to have been watching Becky and Katy for some time. Whatever her twisted mind saw in Becky, Katy was convinced it was her fault. For some time, she had been a public figure in the area and state. She had taken high-profile cases and made calls that had her name splashed across national news on more than one occasion. The trill ring of her phone snapped her out of the daydream. Before she could stop herself, Katy answered the call on instinct alone before checking the caller ID. When Agent Oliver started in on her immediately, she cringed.

“Look,” Katy said, cutting her off mid-sentence, “I don’t care what in the hell you say or do. I’m going to do whatever it takes to find my daughter. It’s as simple as that.”

“If that’s the case, then you’re going about it all wrong. Let me help you,” Agent Oliver said. “That’s all I’m trying to do here.”

“So, is that why you put out the warrant for me because you want to help me? I don’t know what kind of help you think that will be to me, but I think you’re the one doing things wrong.”

Agent Oliver chuckled. “Okay, well, that might have been the wrong thing to do, but it wasn’t a real warrant. I lied.”

“You lied because you knew Darius would let me know about it, and you hoped I would come in to face the music,” Katy said.

“I was hoping, but you’re more hard-headed than I realized. Listen, we know Sloan helped you to escape, but we can’t get him to talk about anything. I just want to help, and I think it would be better if we work together to get your daughter back.”

“Tell me something, Agent Oliver. Are you still trying to trace where I am?”

Oliver sighed. “Yes, we are. We need to know what you know if we’re going to be able to help you with anything.”

“You know trust has to work both ways, right? I tell you what, good luck with finding me. I’m not going to fall for your bullshit.”

Ending the call, Katy tossed her phone back onto the seat as rage surged through her. The agent wanted to preach about unity and working as a team, yet the very nature of the call had been in a vain attempt to trace Katy’s location. She was no fool, though, and neither were her friends scrambling the signal. The only thing that could give her away now was Sloan. Not even her parents knew what vehicle she was in.

Hopefully, the man’s conscience would hold out and he wouldn’t end up trading what he knew for a better plea deal. Even if he did, though, she couldn’t blame him. She had a good enough head start on the agents that Katy knew she could reach her daughter before it became a hostage negotiation. From what she’d seen of Chelsea’s accomplices and the woman’s behavior, Katy was almost certain that any sort of standoff between the woman and the law would result in her taking Becky’s life before her own.

She obviously wanted to punish Katy, but why? Was it because she’d survived? Had a good life with a wonderful family? While Katy wouldn’t let the questions consume her, they still nagged at her. If it came down to it, though, she’d kill the woman before getting answers if it meant protecting Becky. Her body trembled as the GPS on her phone indicated her exit was a half-mile away. From there, she would travel another three before reaching the property.

“Hang on, Becky. Momma is coming for you.”
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She didn’t want to pull all the way up to the address in question. It wouldn’t do any good to let the culprits know she was coming. Moving quietly, she killed the car’s engine a mile away from where the GPS said the cabin was located. It wasn’t going to be fun moving through the forest to the house. She wasn’t dressed for the harsh climate, but it wasn’t bitter enough yet to cause her any real harm. All she would combat was the cold that would quickly settle inside her. Zipping up her coat and tugging the hood over her hat before pulling it tight to keep her ears from getting frostbite, Katy shoved her phone and the car keys into her pocket before getting out.

Using only the dimmed light of her phone to guide the way, Katy moved quietly through the thick forest in the direction of the structure. She couldn’t see it, but the image on her GPS was clear enough. It was the only cabin for miles around. From the satellite feed, Katy couldn’t tell what kind of shape it was in. Every step she took was carefully calculated. In her mind, Evans didn’t pose much of a threat. Now that she knew a little more about the man, she was certain he had no mastermind skills hidden below his dull surface. If Katy had to guess, she’d gamble that Leo was picked not for his charms but for how complacent he was.

The pair weren’t going to get far in their twisted fairytale, though, not with the fatal mistake they’d made. Of all the options, the children they could have on their own, they had to take her little girl. Moving closer to the location in question, she saw a glowing light ahead and knew she was almost to the clearing shown on her phone. Suddenly, her phone started to vibrate, and Eric’s name appeared on the map. Katy quickly ignored the call, going back to her slow progression in the direction of the structure. When Eric called a second time, she ignored him again, but on his third attempt, Katy answered, ready to rip into him.

“What?” Katy whispered. “I can’t really talk right now.”

“Okay, well, I’ll do most of the talking if I can. I’m curious to know if you’ve seen a classic red muscle car?”

Katy cursed under her breath. “Yes, I actually have.”

“All right, then, I have some bad news for you. It turns out that you’ve been picked up by the feds because of social media. Turns out, the gas station attendant really liked the car and snapped a picture. After he posted it online, the feds were able to spot you in the background using their facial recognition equipment.”

“Dammit, I just can’t catch a break from these guys. I’m assuming the feds are on the move now?”

“Seems like it. I have a trace on Darius’s phone right now. Looks like they’re heading your way and in a hurry.”

“That doesn’t give me much time here.”

“No, it doesn’t. I’ll keep you posted on where they are and how close they get to you, but they’re about twenty minutes out, judging by the looks of it.”

Katy sighed. She knew there wasn’t going to be much time to do what she needed to do. Though she was thankful to have the car that Sloan had loaned to her, it now crossed her mind that stopping for gas in the open, like she did, wasn’t the smartest move on her part. Eric was saving her in ways she hadn’t expected, but now it was time to tuck her tail and run or push forward. She had no idea what Oliver would do once she tracked her down, but she wasn’t about to sit around and find out.

“Thanks, Eric. I appreciate the heads up.”

“That’s what I’m here for,” he replied. “You just keep yourself safe out there. I’ll let you know if anything else comes through over here.”

She was out of time to make a move. The agents were right on her tail. Quickly doing the math in her head, Katy calculated she had less than an hour before they got there. If she wasn’t out of there with her daughter in thirty minutes or less, there would be problems headed their way. Quickening her pace, she turned off the flashlight on her phone as she crept closer to the house. It was now a mere two-hundred yards from her, half of that being forest while the clearing started midway.

Scanning the area around the cabin, she couldn’t see any indication that the land had been well tended in many years. The grass was several feet tall. Only a lone bulb dangling from its wires above the front porch offered any illumination. Her gut churned. If they were inside, they were doing a good job of keeping hidden. Moving closer, Katy crouched behind a pile of rotting firewood ten yards from the clearing.

She couldn’t tell if the windows were shuttered or boarded up from the inside, but it didn’t look like anyone was home. Her stomach rolled. She couldn’t help but wonder if she’d been wrong about where they were headed. Not wanting to wait to find out if she was right, Katy made a beeline for the house. Her gaze was trained on the structure’s front door and the two windows that faced her. If there were anyone watching the woods, she would know.

Though there wasn’t any movement as she crossed closer to the clearing, she never stopped watching. Katy knew her only chance was to get as close as possible without being seen. Step by step, she moved silently, never looking down at the ground. Time was of the essence, but the chance of getting caught weighed on her mind as she took another step toward the clearing between her and the house.

Suddenly, she felt a sharp pain radiating through her foot. Katy nearly cried out before putting her hand over her mouth and dropping closer to the ground. Without hesitating, she lifted her foot. She couldn’t see anything through the dark, but she pulled her phone out and shined it toward the ground.

Without a clear view of what was on the ground, it didn’t take long to find the old barbed-wire fencing that was now flat in the dirt. One of the barbs from the fencing had punctured her shoe and into her foot. In the back of her mind, she knew she should have grabbed her boots before setting out to find her daughter.

Katy couldn’t be sure how much damage had been done to her foot, but she didn’t have the time to worry about it. Leaning down, she tightened her shoelaces as tight as she could without cutting off all the circulation to her foot. She cursed as she pulled the laces tight. Now wasn’t the time to worry about her foot when her daughter was still out there. She stood back up and looked back to the windows at the side of the house.

Despite the pain now searing through her foot, Katy knew she had to keep moving. Limping the rest of the way to the clearing, she kept her position low as the house grew closer. She tried to keep her breathing steady and low so she could hear anything from the building. There was nothing that indicated people were inside the structure. Moving closer, Katy closed the rest of the distance between herself and the cabin until she was crouched beneath the two windows she’d been watching earlier.

Now that she could see them, it was clear they weren’t boarded up, but the dark curtains made it impossible to see what was happening inside. Her entire body froze when she picked up a slight noise coming from inside. With a racing heart, Katy inched her way onto the porch. Every rotten wooden step threatened to give away her approach as she moved at an infuriatingly slow pace to keep her approach a surprise. When she finally reached the porch that was no more than five feet wide, Katy pressed her ear against the cold door.

Using every last ounce of concentration she had, Katy closed her eyes and listened for any movement on the other side. She reached slowly for the doorknob as she stood back up and prepared herself for whatever came next. With no weapon, the only thing she had was her speed and the element of surprise. Katy knew she had to be ready for anything, even for the bullets she was certain would soon be raining down on her. Drawing a ragged breath, she silently said a prayer that her little girl would make it out of the cabin alive.
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The knob moved slowly but didn’t catch as she’d expected it to. What sort of criminal mastermind left the front door unlocked? Especially in the heart of the bear country. Anything could happen. Drawing a ragged breath and once more asking for a little grace, she turned the knob the rest of the way and burst through the doors, her eyes quickly scanning the small room for any signs of danger. What she saw, though, was the last thing she’d expected to find in the small space. There was nothing, and no one was there.

Immediately, her eyes darted to the other side of the room, where two doors both stood closed. There was no sound or signs of life coming from the other side of them, but that didn’t mean she was going to let down her guard. Katy was devastated that her daughter wasn’t in the room, but she wasn’t going to give up hope. Off to the right, Katy saw a large butcher knife sitting in the sink. She quickly grabbed it, noting that it was clean but not wanting to think about why it was out.

Katy went to the first of the two doors and slowly turned the knob. It was unlocked as well. She burst into the room with as much fury as she had the main door but once again was disappointed to find it empty. It was nothing more than a small bathroom. Moving back into the main area to the second door, Katy prayed she would have better luck the third time. Her hands trembled, the implications not lost on her after hearing no sounds from the other side. Was it possible she was too late? Did she really want to know what she would find on the other side of the door? She had no choice but to open it.

After taking a deep breath, she turned the knob and opened the door. Katy was stunned when she saw Leo Evans tied to an old wall-mounted radiator. She quickly noticed the man was unconscious. Her mind started to race, and her heart began to pound loud enough to ring through her ears.

The man was beaten badly. Though she wasn’t sure what was going on, she knew if he wasn’t dead already, he was close to it. Not wanting to put herself into another bad situation, she kept her distance from Leo at first. Her main goal was to find her daughter, and she was running out of time. With Agent Oliver not far off her trail, she immediately started to search the room for any sign of Becky.

Katy rushed to the closet to see what was inside. Clothes were hanging and lying on the floor, but she didn’t recognize any of them as her daughter’s. Suddenly, at the bottom of the pile of clothes, she moved a blanket and found Becky’s coat, along with the rest of her clothing. Her heart dropped.

Aside from the clothes, there were no other signs of her daughter. Becky wasn’t there, and she was instantly filled with rage. The only clue she had left was tied to the wall and unconscious. The man was still out cold, but she was going to find out what he knew, one way or another. As she sucked in a deep breath, she stormed over to where the man was tied up. The rage inside of her was growing out of control. Katy glared at Leo.

She could see the man’s chest slowly rising and falling. There was a suspicious hitch to it, though, like he had several broken ribs. Katy didn’t care about his suffering. In all honesty, she would likely cause him more unless he answered the questions she had. Lifting her right foot, she kicked the man’s leg.

“Hey, Evans, wake up,” Katy growled.

The man didn’t stir. If it had been her twin that had worked him over, she would have done a surprisingly good job, given her size. Katy didn’t want to know what that implied for her daughter. Every second that passed, her rage grew exponentially. Using more force, Katy kicked the man again. This time though, she moved farther up to his thigh. If it came down to it, she would start kicking ribs until she found the broken one and the man woke up screaming in agony. She didn’t have the time or the desire to be gentle with him. After all, he was an accomplice to the woman who had stolen her child.

If he left the cabin still alive, Katy would count him as lucky. If she was going to find out where her daughter and Chelsea were, she needed to move quickly. The federal agents were right on her tail, and something told her they weren’t going to approve of her interrogation techniques. Katy couldn’t risk being caught until she had Becky back safely. Agent Oliver wouldn’t make the mistake of letting Katy out of her sight again if they had the chance to catch her. The man groaned, his eyes fluttering open after she landed one final blow with her foot to his hip. She crouched to his level and glared at him.

As she watched the man breathing in and out, his eyes started to flutter. He began to wake up. When Leo finally opened his eyes all the way, he looked right at her. Katy watched the man go from confused to panic in a heartbeat. Looking all around the room before his eyes met hers.

“Look, please. Just let me go. I already did everything you asked me to do. I did everything I was supposed to do. I promise I won’t tell anyone about this. Just please don’t hurt me.”

“What in the hell are you even talking about?” Katy asked. “I didn’t ask you to do anything.”

“I’m sorry. Just let me go,” Leo pleaded.

“Who do you think I am? What is my name?”

“Your name is Chelsea. What’s going on here? Please, I already told you I wouldn’t say anything. Just let me go with Becky. We can figure out something.”

Katy was filled with rage. No matter how hard she looked at the man in front of her, the only thing she saw was red. She wanted to burn the world down to find her daughter, but dead ends were the only thing she could find. Her heart ached to hold Becky back in her arms. Still, there was time. Knowing there wasn’t much of it, she shifted her thoughts back to Leo.

“My name is not Chelsea. It’s Katy.”

She could see the fear growing in the man’s eyes. Knowing she had struck a nerve, Katy wanted to use that fear to her advantage.

“I don’t know anything—”

“You know more than you’re letting on, but I promise you one thing, Leo. You should be far more afraid of me than you are of your ex-girlfriend.”

Katy watched as the man’s terrified look shifted to one of resignation. He seemed to be piecing together the puzzle on his own, but she wasn’t going to wait around all day for him to realize that his girlfriend had tricked him into helping her escape with Becky, only to leave him behind for the police to find. Chelsea was proving to be a far better villain than Katy had originally given her twin sister credit for. Once she got her hands on the woman, Katy would show no mercy. With the time she had left, though, before the agents arrived, Katy planned on getting as much information as possible out of Leo.

Moving back to her feet, Katy quickly glanced around the room. She needed to find something she could use to show the man she meant business. If he thought for a split second that her twin had done a number on him, he had another thing coming. Katy despised the idea of hurting another human, but it was a small price to pay if it meant she got her daughter back. While she had no intention of actually torturing the man, she was hopeful the threat alone would get him talking. He had already dealt with trauma at the hands of Chelsea. She could use that fear to her advantage.

With a coat hanger in one hand, and a menacing grin, Katy turned back to Leo. His eyes darted from her instrument of torture to her face and back again. The ruse was working. She quickly glanced at her phone and saw she had seventeen minutes before she absolutely had to be out of the cabin. That was plenty of time for her to get answers out of Leo before leaving him for the agents to handle. While her head start would be a slim one, she would still be ahead of them.
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Katy had to make Leo understand that the only chance he had for not spending the rest of his life in a jail cell was going to be to cooperate with her. While it would be crucial that he worked with the FBI and abducted child unit, she wasn’t going to tell him that right away. Katy wasn’t there in any sort of official capacity, but those were details Leo didn’t need. The only way she was going to get him to cooperate would be under the threat of the power she pretended to carry. Now that the man had calmed down some and believed that she wasn’t Chelsea, she could see the pain was starting to take its toll on him. It seemed like every other breath he took was a struggle. Katy could use the knowledge to her advantage.

The more he suffered, the more he questioned whether he would ever again see the light of day and the more complacent he would become in giving her answers. If Chelsea had divulged any information about her plan to Leo, Katy needed to know about it. They were only a few hours away from the Canadian border. If Chelsea managed to make it across, Katy questioned if she would ever see her daughter again. Knowing that the man had been there, though, spending time with her little girl, at least told her that Becky was still alive.

She had to remind herself that Becky was a fighter as she glanced around the room. Sitting on the end stand next to the bed was a half-full bottle of water. Standing up, Katy crossed the room and retrieved it before returning it to Leo and kneeling down again. His eyes darted immediately to the bottle as he licked his cracked lips. His arms were still restrained. She would give him leeway to take the drink only after he cooperated with her questioning.

“Look, Chelsea is crazy, all right. I had no idea the two of you were different people until it was too late,” Leo said.

“I don’t believe that for a minute. It’s impossible you didn’t know she wasn’t me and I wasn’t her. You had to have known, Leo.”

“I swear I had no clue.”

“Are you really going to sit there and tell me you really thought I would date you?”

“Maybe or maybe not. I don’t know. I know it’s my fault all of this is happening. I was truly blinded by love.”

“Okay, so how’d she get you to go along with any of this?”

Leo sighed. “Chelsea told me her ex was crazy and she needed to run away with Becky. I’ve never been a big fan of women being mistreated by men, and that was the story she spun.”

“So, she just gave you a sob story, and you did everything she asked you to?” Katy asked.

“Basically, yeah. She used me to get what she wanted. The woman is nuts, I’m telling you. I had no clue who she really was until I got here.”

“How’d you figure it all out? How’d you know when you got here that she wasn’t who she said she was?”

“Well, when I got here, Becky told me who she really was. I have to admit I messed up, but I didn’t know any better until she told me. That’s when I knew I had really fucked up, but it was far too late to do anything about it.”

Getting the confirmation that her little girl had been there, despite having seen the proof herself, made Katy’s heart start to race once again. Leo had spent time with her daughter, getting to know her and learning about who she was. She had to keep her head in the game, though. She had to keep her focus on asking questions. Every fiber in her body wanted to break down and cry, to cling to her daughter’s clothing and pretend as if she were holding her once again. It wasn’t an option, though, not when Becky needed her. Glancing at her phone, she made a mental note that they had twelve minutes left.

In the back of her mind, Katy knew the thirty-minute marker she had given herself was likely a narrow one. The agents probably wouldn’t reach the area for at least another forty minutes, but she wasn’t going to risk crossing paths with them. Something told her that agents all over wouldn’t mind getting a few shots off at her as she fled the scene. There was no reason to make an already bad situation worse. Still, she had time to interrogate the man properly and learn everything she could about the crazed woman that had taken Becky away.

Knowing where they were heading was just as important as knowing what she was going to be walking into when she did find them. Her mind and gut were still undecided about Leo and the role he had to play in everything. She wasn’t yet sure if she could trust him or if he had been a willing participant all along. Yet she couldn’t shake the joy of knowing that at least her little girl was still alive. That alone gave her the hope she needed to continue on. Her instincts had been right, at least so far.

“If that’s the truth, Leo, then I need you to tell me everything you know.”

“Whatever you want to know, just ask. I’m not going to lie about anything.”

Katy scoffed. “We’ll see. Now, tell me what in the hell Chelsea wants with Becky. Why did she take my daughter?”

“Honestly, I have no idea. The woman has lost her mind, and she really didn’t tell me anything. The one thing I know for sure is she was obsessed with you. Everything about you, she wanted to know more and be like you.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“She’s been watching you for years, Katy. Learning how to walk like you and do everything else like you. Chelsea studied your favorite places and any other routines you had. She was doing all of that to prepare for whatever she has planned.”

“See, I have a problem with that story. You say that you weren’t in cahoots with her, but you know all of this. How do you know she did all of this surveillance on me if you weren’t a part of it?” Katy asked.

“I don’t think you’d believe me if I told you,” Leo muttered.

“Maybe not, but if you don’t try to convince me now, you’re going to be in a world of hurt. Far more than you could ever imagine.”

Leo sighed. “Chelsea told me what she did to get to this point. Almost like she was bragging.”

“Why would she tell you?”

“Probably because once I figured out who the hell she really was, I tried to get out of here. She tackled me to the ground and beat the hell out of me. I think she was leaving me for dead, but she told me everything she did to prepare. Once she told me who she was, I knew it was over.”

Her instinct took over, Katy searched his eyes for any sign that he wasn’t telling her the truth, but she found none. The poor bastard had genuinely thought he was helping Katy—not Chelsea—escape from a bad relationship. She hated knowing he was going to be incarcerated nonetheless, despite being nothing more than a fool. Grabbing the knife she had found earlier with the intent of using it as a weapon, Katy leaned forward and cut one of the man’s hands free.

Just like she had told Agent Oliver earlier in the evening, trust was a two-way street, and she knew she had to show some to Leo if she wanted to get any in return. She handed him the opened bottle of water and watched as he quickly drank it down. Katy wanted Leo to be comfortable with her. She wasn’t done interrogating him just yet. It was only the tip of the iceberg. While she now understood who Chelsea was and what she was willing to do to get her own way, it still didn’t give her any guidance as to where she might be taking Becky.

Without a new heading and a direction to follow, Katy was no closer to finding her little girl than she had been the day before. She couldn’t fathom spending another night without Becky at home. They were quickly running out of time, though; she couldn’t wait any longer to get to the bottom of things. Leo was the closest connection she had to Chelsea now that her adopted brother had taken his own life to help Chelsea in her plan. He was going to have to be enough.
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“You understand that you were still an accomplice in all of this, correct?” Katy asked.

The man sighed and nodded, rubbing his free wrist with the hand still bound to the radiator. She didn’t feel bad about keeping him restrained. Despite believing his story about Chelsea deceiving him, Katy couldn’t take any chances. Leo had information about her daughter’s abduction, along with what possible outcome Chelsea could expect. It was imperative that Katy found out everything she could before the agents and police arrived.

“I never meant for anyone to get hurt. So, old Gavin is really gone, huh? You should have seen him when he found out that he had a family. He was tickled pink.” Leo chuckled and shook his head. “A lot of good it did him, right? I can’t believe he went that way.”

“Listen, I’m sorry you were caught up in the middle of this, but I don’t have time to reminisce with you about your convict friend. Chelsea is still out there with my daughter, and I need to know what her plan is. She may have left you behind, but I don’t think that was always her intention.”

Katy wasn’t going off any evidence she had found in the dilapidated cabin. It was another gut instinct. Chelsea, along with her behaviors up to that point, didn’t come across as the type who enjoyed being alone. Katy felt safe in assuming that Chelsea had intended to take Leo with her for the duration of the visit. His shock over being deceived must have been a snapping point for her. After all, Chelsea coveted Katy’s life. The rejection she felt at Leo’s reaction had to be a cataclysmic event in her fragile headspace. Everything he knew might be of value to her.

“I really need to find my daughter. Do you have any idea where she was going, or did Chelsea happen to mention what she was going to do next?” Katy asked.

“Not really, though she said something about having some property by the border.”

“By the border? Did she say whether it was on our side?”

“Yeah. Chelsea definitely said it was on the U.S. side.”

“Any idea where that property might be? Becky’s life could be on the line here. The faster I get to her, the better chance she has of pulling through this.”

Leo sighed. “I wish I could tell you more, but I really don’t have any—”

“Don’t lie to me, Leo. I’m tired, worried about my daughter, and I’m running out of time. Don’t you dare start lying to me now,” Katy seethed.

“I-I already told you everything I know. I wouldn’t lie to you. I didn’t even want to be a part of this, but she tricked me.”

Katy sensed he was telling the truth, but she wanted to be sure that everything he told her was the truth. Time was running out on finding Becky, and she knew it. Looking into Leo’s eyes, she knew he was being honest.

“I wish you knew something more. I don’t know what I’m going to do unless there is anything you can remember that might help me,” Katy said. “Are you completely sure she didn’t mention anything else?”

Leo thought about it for a minute, then his face lit up. He grinned. “Actually, something is coming back to me now. Chelsea did say something in passing that could be useful to you. She said the property was near a town called Harrisburg.”

She knew of the town but wasn’t familiar with it. It was another hour north, right on the border with Canada. The small strip of land that touched the neighboring country was a funnel for activity. It was a border community, much like the others. A shudder of fear coursed through Katy. Chelsea had proven she had no problem being cutthroat in order to get her own way. If she reached the border and Becky didn’t cooperate with her, Katy didn’t want to think about what the repercussions for her little girl would be.

They were almost out of time before Katy knew as she would have to leave and hit the road again unless she wanted to risk being trapped by the agents and police officers. It was eating away at her that she was going to have to leave Leo there, plus she was going to have to ask him for one more favor. She needed a little head start, and that was something only the felon in front of her could provide. Before she took off again, though, Katy wanted to make sure she had gotten every last ounce of information out of the man in front of her.

Kneeling in front of Leo, Katy met the man's haggard gaze. She needed him to understand the severity of the situation he was in, along with how good it would look for him to be helping her. Katy already had every intention of speaking up on the man’s behalf at his next hearing. Now though, her daughter’s fate rested in his hands. He had to understand the weight of his words and actions. Every time she thought she had a picture painted of Chelsea in her mind, she was fed new information that made her question everything. If the woman was as dangerous as she thought, Katy had to be prepared.

“I appreciate all the help you’ve given me so far, but I need to make sure I know everything you can tell me. Now, is there anything else at all I need to know?”

“No, not that I can think of. I’ve told you everything I know. Whatever else she had planned, I don’t know about it,” Leo said.

“So, Chelsea never said where they were going at the end of all of this?”

“Like I said before, the woman was crazy as hell. The way she talked about Becky, and life in general, it was easy to see she wasn’t all there. Hell, any time I asked her what the plan was, or where she was going, she would just get this far-away look in her eye and then say it was a special place. Look, I’m sorry about all of this, but that bitch is off her rocker in more ways than one.”

“Well, if there was ever a line that sounded more ominous, I’ve never heard it. Any clue what the hell she meant by that?” Katy asked.

“I don’t know. It was something she would get lost in thinking about. She’d get starry-eyed and smile in this creepy way that made me sick to my stomach.”

“What do you mean by that? Do you think she had something planned I should know about?”

“Listen, I don’t have a lot of experience with things like this, but I’ve watched enough movies to have an idea of what I think she might be planning.”

“I don’t understand where in the hell you’re going with this.”

Leo sighed. “She made it sound like she was planning something for both of them, and I couldn’t help but think she was going to pull some kind of murder/suicide.”

Katy felt like she was going to be sick as his words lingered in the air. Thus far in the investigation, she had felt relatively safe knowing Chelsea was pretending to be her and take care of her daughter. Now that she knew about the crazed woman’s ultimate plan, a chill ran down her spine. She had to find her daughter before it was too late. Whatever the woman had planned for Becky, Katy understood just how critical time was now. Leo pleaded with her to set him free when she tied his wrist back to the radiator. She apologized, promising him the federal government would be along soon to free him.

While she had originally planned on asking Leo to cover for her, she couldn’t bury him any deeper. Plus, she had reached the point where she wasn’t sure she could take on Chelsea by herself. With only the butcher knife to defend herself, Katy would have to act quickly if she wanted to get the drop on her twin. The woman was armed and dangerous. Her mental state was obviously shaken as well. Grabbing her keys and the butcher knife off the floor next to her, Katy raced back out the front door and quickly pulled it closed behind her.

Before she left, she made sure to lock it to slow the officers down just a little more. Glancing at her phone, she saw she had no time left. Moving quickly despite the wound on her foot, Katy raced through the forest in the direction of her borrowed car. Silently saying a prayer that her little girl could hold on just a little longer, she focused all of her energy on making it to the car and getting out of the area before the others arrived.
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She kept her eyes glued to the road on the right side of the forest, keeping a close watch for any signs that the federal government and officers had arrived. When she finally reached the waiting car, Katy slipped behind the wheel and gunned it down the road without hesitation. She moved quickly, programming the neighboring city into her GPS as she wove her way down the hillside. With the horsepower beneath the hood, Katy struggled to keep the beast from fishtailing on the gravel road. By the time she finally emerged onto the highway, she was able to take a deep breath and steady her nerve some. She had done it. She had gotten away from the cabin before the agents arrived.

Now, she just had to get to Harrisburg and find the property where Chelsea was holding her little girl. It wouldn’t be easy, and Katy knew she would have to break a few more laws in the process, but there was no line she wouldn’t cross to get Becky back home safely. She had only been on the road for a few minutes when her phone started to vibrate. It was a relief when she saw her mother’s name appear on the screen. Jean Markwood always had a way of calling at the perfect time. Katy needed her mother at that moment.

“You have no idea the chaos that’s been going on,” Katy said to her mother.

Jean chuckled. “Something told me you could use a boost. Plus, it had been a few hours since we had talked. There is nothing new here, though I suppose no news is good news, right?”

Katy agreed with her mother, carrying on the conversation for a few minutes. She felt the tension easing from her shoulders and mind as they spoke. The call was a short one, but it was everything Katy needed to remind her why she was fighting so hard. Even as she flew down the road, she kept a close watch on her surroundings to make sure she wasn’t being watched or followed. Hopefully, Sloan hadn’t given the agents anything they could use against her. She had considered giving the man a call but hated the idea of him having her personal number. Sloan could be a conniving convict when he wanted. Still, Katy hated being in the dark. Taking a deep breath, she dialed the number she had memorized hours before.

“Hello, Katy. What do I owe the pleasure of this call to?”

“You know I’m just checking in,” she replied. “What’s going on over there?”

Sloan chuckled. “I was already well aware of what they were going to try to pull, so I went ahead and had my lawyer on speaker when they tried to talk to me. They asked me a bunch of questions, but I was warned not to answer any of them. So, I didn’t say a damn thing to the agents. Finally, a good use for an attorney.”

Katy laughed. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say that might have been a jab at me.”

“Nope, that was a poke at all the lawyers of the world. I’m pretty sure most of them, not including you, are far worse criminals than I could ever be.”

“I don’t know about that. Though, I’m thankful you knew better than to say anything to them. Thank you, Sloan.”

“I wouldn’t go thanking me just yet,” he said. “They took the time while they were here to search my car.”

“So, they know about me having the car, then?”

“They sure do. As soon as they ran the GPS, they knew everything about it.”

“Either way, I’m going to do what needs to be done. They’re not going to stop me from finding my daughter. I’m just going to have to be more careful with what I do.”

Sloan chuckled. “That’s the Katy I’ve always known. You know, the first time I ever saw you, I knew you’d be a valiant opposition.”

“This doesn’t make us friends, Sloan. Just because you’ve been helping me doesn’t mean we’re suddenly on good terms.”

“Maybe not, but we’re moving in the right direction. Just be careful out there and do whatever it takes to get the feds off your trail. They got a hard-on for you right now. Go get your daughter back.”

Moving down the road, Katy pressed the pedal a little closer to the floorboard. There was no time to waste. Plus, with the exception of a few clusters of trees, it was nothing but miles of empty fields all around her. She flew past a small grove of pine trees without thinking, her mind miles away. Suddenly, there was a pair of headlights behind her and the telltale flashing of blue and red lights. The distant siren quickly approaching sent a chill through her body. If Agent Oliver had managed to get an APB out on her, everything was over. There was no way she would be able to talk her way out of being a wanted person. Hopefully, he was only pulling her over for speeding.

Katy knew she had to think fast. She had no idea if anything on the hot rod was legal. Grabbing her phone, she quickly looked up the address of an apartment complex in Harrisburg. The other details wouldn’t matter. All she needed was a basic cover. Quickly unbuttoning the first two buttons on her shirt, she tugged the tie from her hair and shook it out. Giving herself a few quick pinches on the cheeks, Katy did her best to look distressed but still cute. The officer slowly approached the driver’s side as she rolled down the window, forcing herself to shed a few tears.

“Hey there, ma’am. Could I get your license and registration, please?” the officer said.

“I’m so sorry, Officer. I wasn’t paying attention to how fast I was going, and my boyfriend just dumped me,” Katy said, bursting into tears.

“Well, I don’t know anything about you, but that guy sounds like an idiot.”

“You have no idea.”

“Judging by the tears in your eyes, I think I do. Men can be pigs, but that doesn’t give you the right to speed down the road.”

“I know. I was just in such a hurry to get away that I wasn’t paying attention. How fast was I going, Officer?”

“Fast enough for me to pay attention,” he chuckled. “Look, I don’t normally do anything like this, but I think you’ve had enough heartache for one day. Tell me, though, where are you heading?”

“My sister is having a party in Harrisburg. She has an apartment up there, and I’m just trying to get there and forget everything that’s been going on.”

“I understand that. Do you have an address to where you’re heading?”

Katy nodded and gave him the address she had looked up just a few minutes earlier before he pulled her over. The officer wrote down the address and smiled. She let the tears roll one more time, just to pour on the emotions one last time.

“Now, I’m going to let you off with a warning, but don’t make me regret it. Slow it down and keep yourself safe out here.”

“Thank you, Officer.”

“Don’t thank me yet. Slow down and follow the speed limit. I might just stop by this address later.”

She gave the man a dazzling smile before slowly rolling up the window and pulling back out onto the road. Katy was absolutely blown away that her plan had worked, but she wasn’t going to wait around to see if the officer changed his mind. She was only twenty minutes away from Harrisburg now. She didn’t want to risk getting stopped again. The only way she was going to help Becky was if she was on the free side of the law. Getting tossed into a jail cell wouldn’t do any of them any favors.

With every move she made, Katy had to think about the possible dangers and repercussions for Becky. When she reached the speed limit, she popped on the cruise control and drew a ragged breath. Grabbing her phone and quickly searching nearby locations, Katy found her destination and programmed it into the GPS. It was only a few miles away from her, but security at the facility would be tight. It would take not only Katy but Eric as well to get her safely in and out before anyone noticed.

She dialed her friend’s number and waited for Heather to answer. When there was no response on the other end, Katy cursed and quickly called Eric instead. Despite how late it was, one of them should have answered the phone, yet no voice came. Her stomach plunged. Was something wrong? When she dialed Heather’s number again and she answered in a groggy voice, relief surged through Katy.
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It was pure luck that the county office of public records was situated in Harrisburg. She knew Eric would be able to find the owner of the property through his back channels, but she didn’t have time to waste. The most direct information would come straight from the source computer. She was counting on the fact that it was a county records office and not a federal building. Katy had a decent amount of knowledge about the basic structure, along with her prosecutor’s ID badge. While her arrival wouldn’t go unnoticed, she would at least have a little time to find out where Chelsea was holding Becky before the police arrived. By then, Katy planned on being long gone.

Knowing the FBI had her vehicle information, Katy parked several blocks away from the building in question. At the very least, if they found the vehicle, it would take them a little time to discover her true whereabouts. She gave her surroundings a cursory glance before grabbing her purse and tugging it over her head. It made more sense to wear it as a strap across her chest than the way it was intended. After all, she wasn’t having afternoon brunch. She was breaking into a government facility. Drawing a ragged breath, she zipped up her coat and prepared herself for the bitter cold outside before jumping out of the car and making a run for the neighboring alley.

Now that she knew what the government and even private investigators were capable of finding, she wanted to avoid every possible camera— private and public—in the area. While the route was not the most direct to the clerk of court’s office, it was by far the safest. When the building finally came into view, Katy was out of breath but relieved she had made it that far. The final step was crossing the main road to the back entrance. Glancing around, Katy checked that the coast was clear before making a mad dash for the building.

As soon as she reached the building in question, Katy snuck around to the backside and up to the door. Trying her luck, she turned the knob but found it was locked. Cursing under her breath, she pulled out her prosecutor ID badge and slid it through the door jam. She wasn’t as well versed as Sloan, but she managed to do just enough to hear the lock click, and she slowly opened the door.

Knowing she might need a quick escape, she took a notebook out of her purse and carefully propped open the back door. If she needed to get out, it would be easier to push open the door rather than fight with the lock again.

Katy looked around the building and tried to find the records room. It didn’t take long for her to spot the sign for the direction she needed to go. The office wasn’t very big, and judging by the size of the town when she first looked it up, it would be easy to dig through the records.

After making sure she had an easy way out and finding the direction she needed to head, Katy took a deep breath. The adrenaline pumping through her veins was making her heart race. She had never broken so many laws in her life, but finding Becky made it all worth the risk. Getting caught breaking into an office like that would put her job and freedom on the line, but her daughter was in danger. Risking it all would be worth it if she could get to her baby girl before the woman who took her could do any harm.

Katy blew out the breath she had taken and moved quietly toward the records. She hoped nothing would slow her down. The agents looking for her were hot on her trail. Not wanting to waste another moment, she continued her careful steps through the small office.

Making her way to the computer in the back of the cramped office, she quickly toggled the mouse and watched the monitor jump to life. The harsh glow stung her eyes after spending so much time in the dark. It didn’t take long for her to get into the system and start her search. Chelsea had been careful, but she hadn’t anticipated the amount of support Katy would have in finding her daughter.

Scanning the recent purchases in the area, Katy quickly saw a name stand out against the rest. Chelsea hadn’t used her own, instead using her deceased adoptive mother’s instead. It was only because of her parent’s honesty and Eric’s help that Katy knew to look for the name at all. She quickly snatched a sticky note from the desk and jotted down the address. As an extra precaution, she took a picture of the screen with her phone as well. With the information in hand, Katy quickly closed out of the program and shut down the computer once again.

Her heart was pounding, adrenaline coursing through her as Katy crouched back down and headed for the door leading to the main hall of the building once again. She could almost smell the fresh air and freedom as she carefully opened the door and turned to close it behind her. Suddenly, the hall was flooded with light, and a man behind her called out for her to freeze. Katy couldn’t breathe. The exit was within sight and reach. When she heard the telltale click of a gun’s safety being released, though, she knew she had no chance but to reason with the officer. Cursing under her breath, Katy slowly lifted her hands and turned to face the man.

“Keep your hands up and get on the floor,” the guard said.

“It’s okay. I’m not armed, and I’m not going to do anything that endangers either one of us.”

“Then do what I asked and get down. I’m not going to ask you again,” he said.

Katy heard the obvious sound of his radio clicking as she started to move toward the tile. She knew he was preparing to call in the intruder, but she didn’t have the time to be arrested and let back out before her daughter would be gone forever. She let out a sigh before trying to talk to the man.

“There’s no need to call this in. I have identification. I’m going to reach down slowly and take it out so that you know who I am.”

“Don’t make a move. I know exactly who the fuck you are.”

“What does that mean?” Katy asked.

“You’re the bitch who shot my partner in the arm last week. Did you really think I would forget about that? You’ve been on the run ever since.”

“Sir, I don’t know what in the hell you are talking about. This is the first time I’ve been here.”

“What? Am I just supposed to take your word for it? I don’t think so. Now, quit moving around and get down on the ground.”

“Look, I think you’re mistaken about who I am. Chelsea is my—”

“Just shut the hell up before I have to gag you. One more word out of your mouth, and you’re going to regret it.”

Katy knew there was no point in trying to reason with the man. He had obviously already made up his mind that Katy and Chelsea were the same people. Not that she could blame him. They were identical twins, after all. Knowing her twin sister was evil enough to shoot a police officer, though, didn’t sit well with Katy.

She had proven once again just how dangerous she was. Katy had no idea how she was going to get out of the situation, but she knew she couldn’t sit and rot in a prison cell while Chelsea had her daughter. Leo’s words danced in her head as the officer quickly approached and took her bag, handcuffing her as he did. When he started to read Katy her rights, she silently prayed she would find a way out of the situation before it was too late for Becky. The poor bastard had no idea what he was doing, and Katy knew he wouldn’t listen to her, either.

The investigation was at a standstill until she could get herself free. As the man radioed in the arrest to his dispatcher, Katy realized he had none of her information yet. It was still possible for her to fly under the radar, but she would have to play her cards right. While the man was temporarily distracted, Katy slipped her hand into her back pocket and pulled out her driver’s license along with her prosecutor’s identification card. When the man turned to pick up Katy’s bag, She quickly dropped both cards into a nearby planter box. Hopefully, it would buy her just enough time to get free.
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Katy was loaded into the back of a police cruiser and driven a few blocks away to the local police precinct. She knew she was in trouble. With no way to get ahold of her friends or accomplices, Katy was trapped. Before long, the local law would take her fingerprints and realize she was actually a prosecutor. Not that it was going to do her any good, they were convinced she was behind the shooting earlier in the week. It was starting to look like Chelsea was making a name for herself across the state. The problem was that it was Katy’s reputation taking the hit.

She was tossed into a small jail cell, watched by a half dozen local officers at all times as she took a seat on the bench. At least they had taken off the cuffs. It wasn’t as if she could go anywhere. It wasn’t going to do her any good sitting around and watching the men glare at her. Katy knew the law well, and she was owed a phone call. With a renewed rage, she jumped to her feet and stormed to the door of the cell. One of the men had to understand they were breaking the law by not allowing her to have her phone call.

Katy wasn’t going to talk to any of them until she had an attorney there. The more she thought about it, the more Katy wondered if she needed to get ahold of Sloan again and find out who he kept on retainer. It wasn’t legal counsel that she was going to call, but the officers at the station didn’t need to know that. No attorney could help her break out of jail in the next twenty minutes, and that was all Katy needed. Finally, she was able to flag one of the men down and get him over to the cell.

“What do you want?”

“I’d like to get my one call if that’s not too much of an inconvenience,” Katy said.

The officer chuckled. “There’s no chance I’m going to let you out of that cell. It’s just not going to happen. Now, you can try to get one of these other guys to jump on that for you, but it ain’t going to be me.”

“You don’t even have to let me out. If you could just let me use the one that’s right there on the desk, that’s all I need. I’m not trying to pull anything; I just need to make a phone call.”

The officer glared at her for several moments. Katy knew Chelsea had been causing a stir in her area, but now this had changed everything. While the officer continued to size her up, she was formulating a plan in her mind. One way or another, she was going to make sure Becky was found. Her daughter was the most important thing in her life. A little time in the slammer wasn’t going to faze her.

Finally, the man turned to reach for the phone sitting on the desk just a few feet away. In what seemed like a flash, she reached through the bars and carefully pulled the man’s phone from his pocket. Though she was careful, it happened quickly. Her heart was racing the entire time. When the officer picked up the phone, she hurriedly tucked the cell phone into her pocket before he turned around. She looked back up to see his outstretched arm trying to hand her the phone.

“You know what? I’m not sure I want to waste my one phone call yet. I don’t mean to be a pain, but I have to make sure the call I get goes out to the right person.”

The officer groaned and then shrugged. She watched him turn around and hang the phone back up. Without saying a word, he continued walking to where he was heading before she got his attention.

She quickly sat back down without being noticed by the man. Sliding the phone out of her pocket, she glanced down at it and quickly keyed in Darius’s number. Stripping off her jacket, Katy stretched out and pretended like she was going to sleep while using the fluffy jacket as a pillow. Just as she laid her head on the pillow, she slipped the officer’s phone beneath her ear. Darius was already on the other end, demanding to know who was on the line.

Katy didn’t hesitate to whisper to him that she was there. She knew the others were watching her every move, and things wouldn’t be much better on Darius’s end, either. Before she could get a word in edge-wise, he was already berating her on the other end of the line. She didn’t have long before the officer noticed his phone was missing and set his investigation on her. She had to get Darius to shut up and listen to her. Without a little outside help, there was no way she would get away from the officers and the precinct.

Every minute she was trapped, there was possibly a minute Becky was suffering. The rage surging through Katy had become a familiar sensation. Everyone was determined to stand in the way of her getting back her little girl. She was getting fed up with it. Why was it so difficult for them to understand that she was her daughter’s best hope? Why were they all being so stubborn? It was going to mean her daughter’s demise if something didn’t change.

“I swear to God, if you don’t shut up and listen to me, Darius, I’m going to lose my cool…” she hissed.

“What phone are you calling from?” Darius asked. “The name isn’t anything I’ve heard before.”

“It doesn’t matter right now. Where the hell are you guys right now?”

“Right now? We’re at the cabin finishing up everything. We’ll be heading out for Harrisburg in a few minutes.”

“Okay, I have an address I think Chelsea and Becky are at. I’ve really gone out of my way to figure this all out, so I need you to listen to me.”

“Just tell me what’s going on, Katy.”

Katy sighed. “Chelsea has help. I thought she was doing this mostly on her own, but she has more help than I ever imagined. There is at least half a dozen armed guards, and it’s not looking good.”

She felt bad for a moment about lying to him, but getting to her daughter was the only thing she cared about. Katy thought for a second that she should come clean, but that would do nothing for Becky. She needed to stick to the plan she had come up with, and this was the only way she knew she could get it to work.

“What do you mean? How’d you get the address to where they are?”

“It doesn’t matter right now. It’s the fact that I have it and that I’m sitting outside of the building right now.”

“You need to wait for us. It’s going to be too dangerous—”

“Darius, I need you to call the local police here, now. I can’t see anything inside, but I just heard screaming.”

Immediately, Darius ended the call. Katy felt terrible for lying to her friend, but she didn’t see any other way around it. She knew he would jump into action to keep Becky safe. Not even five minutes after she ended the call with Darius, a broadcast went out throughout the station’s intercom calling all officers into action. Katy turned, looking around in mock confusion, pretending to have no idea what was going on. The poor officer she had stolen the phone from was still desperately searching for it, but now he was out of time.

It was a small favor that would come in handy. She would be able to use the officer’s phone at least until she left the area. Eventually, they would figure out that she had it and be able to track her. She couldn’t risk that happening. Darius and the other law enforcement agents would be in Harrisburg within the hour. Katy had to act fast if she was going to get free and find Becky. By the time the last of the officers had gone racing from the building to their waiting cruisers, a mere fifteen minutes had passed.

She couldn’t believe how quickly they had jumped into action, leaving the station and Katy both alone to fend for themselves. Instantly, she was on her feet, pulling a bobby pin from her hair as she reached through the bars. Thankfully, it was an old jail cell and still had a mechanical lock perfect for picking. Katy was optimistic that she would be free from this station in a matter of minutes. Whether Darius would ever forgive her was another question altogether.


39
[image: ]


“Come on, you son of a bitch,” Katy growled.

She wiggled the bobby pin in the outside of the lock once again. It was infuriating that she couldn’t seem to pop open the old fixture. If Sloan had been there, he’d never let her live it down. Gritting her teeth, she was determined to get rid of the criminal’s voice in her head, telling her she was destined to fail. She refused to accept that was going to happen. It wouldn’t be long before the officers figured out the tip had been a bad one. She felt a little bad for whoever lived at the residence getting such a startle, but it was the only way she was going to get out of there.

After what felt like an eternity, the lock popped open. Immediately, she darted for the commander in charge’s office. She had seen her arresting officer take her bag in there moments after he had dropped her in the cell. It was still sitting on the man’s desk. The door stood open after their rush to leave the station. Katy quickly grabbed her things and darted for the exit. Before she reached the front doors, though, Katy skidded to a stop next to the station’s gun locker. Again, in their haste, someone had dropped the ball and left the key still dangling in the lock.

It was impossible not to be tempted, knowing what awaited her when she found her little girl. Katy had broken a handful of laws thus far, but she wasn’t going to steal an officer’s gun. Instead, she saw a riot bag that would suit her needs. Inside, she knew she would find a pellet gun, pepper spray, and a Taser. Each of the non-fatal means of subduing Chelsea would do. Katy wanted the woman to have her day in court, then spend the rest of her life rotting behind bars. She quickly glanced outside to make sure there was no one on the other side before racing out of the building and around to the back alley that would lead her to her car.

When she reached the crossroad with her car on the other side, Katy skidded to a stop and cursed. There were two police cruisers, one on either side of the hot rod. Parked in front of it was a tow truck. Katy was going to have to find another means of transportation. Suddenly, she felt her purse vibrating, and her heart started to race. They hadn’t gotten around to taking her phone out of her bag at the station. At least now, she would be able to call someone and hitch a ride. It was Darius’s name on the screen, and she quickly ignored the call.

“You know, when that thing rings, you’re supposed to answer it.”

Katy gasped and spun around, grabbing the Taser from the bag as she did. As her eyes adjusted to the dark and she saw the familiar man towering over her in the dark, Katy let out a huge sigh of relief.

“What in the hell are you doing here, Darius? You nearly scared me to death.”

“I didn’t mean to frighten you, but I’m pretty sure I’m here, saving your ass,” Darius said. “Agent Oliver made me put that call you gave me on speaker phone. As soon as she heard what you told me, she commanded me to stay behind while the agents went to arrest Chelsea and save Becky.”

“Then what are you doing here if she told you to stay back?”

“Something about that call just didn’t sit right with me. It all seemed a little too convenient for my liking. After Oliver left, I gave Eric a call and had him trace the number you called from. It didn’t take him long to track you here. Plus, I was already heading to Harrisburg.”

“I don’t know what to say. I needed to figure a way out of the situation I was in so I could find my daughter.”

“So, you thought you could just lie to the feds and they weren’t going to do anything about it.”

Katy scoffed. “I don’t really care what they do to me. As long as I get the chance to save Becky and bring her back home before they do. What about you?”

“What about me?”

“Are you going to arrest me and take me to jail?”

“You know I should. You’ve been playing the rogue cop this whole time. It wouldn’t take much to throw you into a cell and keep you there for a bit to cool off, but I’m not going to.”

“What are you going to do if you’re not going to arrest me then?” Katy asked.

“I’m going to take you back home, where you should have been this whole time.”

Katy hesitated. “I’m not going to do that, Darius. My daughter needs me here, and I’m not leaving until I find her.”

A tense silence filled the air between them as Darius glared at Katy. She knew it wasn’t the answer he had wanted, but it was the truth. Even if it meant tazing her friend or resisting arrest again, Katy wasn’t going to give up on Becky. She had an address, and she knew where her little girl was. Waiting on the federal agents to arrive might be too late for her daughter. Thankfully, Darius let out an exasperated sigh and rolled his eyes, jerking his head to motion for her to follow him. Katy quietly whispered her appreciation to him as they jogged down the dark alley in the opposite direction of where she had parked the borrowed hot rod.

Katy was relieved when she saw Darius’s Jeep parked just around the corner. She quickly climbed into the passenger seat, tossing her bag and purse into the back seat as she typed in the location from the clerk’s records into her phone. Seconds later, it brought up directions for a property plot twenty miles outside of Harrisburg. She could tell Darius had questions, but he said nothing as he quickly started to follow the route it had laid out. As soon as they were safely away from the police precinct and incoming agents, she would tell him everything. Katy needed Darius on her side and next to her for the rest of the mission. She couldn’t do it without him.

“The whole thing doesn’t make sense to me,” Darius said.

“What are you talking about?”

“Well, the whole idea of you calling in fake tips like that. What is going on, Katy? I need to know if we’re going to keep moving forward.”

Katy sighed. “I know where Chelsea really is with Becky. The thing is, if the feds or cops go marching in on her, she will kill my daughter. I can’t take the chance of the police showing up in a large force if I want to save her.”

“I get that, but I think we should have some kind of backup if we’re going to barge in on her. What if it gets out of hand?”

“Even with the chance of that happening, it’s better than what will happen if she spots a bunch of people trying to sneak up on her. My daughter deserves the chance to get out of there without the feds screwing it up.”

“Are you sure they can’t help us in some way? I mean, I think if we just talk to her, she’ll understand. Agent Oliver can be a pain in the ass, but I think she would get it.”

“No, she won’t. Please don’t relay this information to her. She’ll make this a whole big ordeal so she can get herself on the news. We can do this without her help.”

Darius sighed. “You don’t have to worry about that. I really am on your side here. Whatever you need me to do, just ask. I just want to make sure we’re doing this the best way possible, even if that means it’s just you and me.”

Katy couldn’t believe the overwhelming amount of weight that seemed to be lifted from her shoulders, knowing she was no longer alone in the hunt for Becky. With Darius at her side, and her family and friends handling things at home, Katy knew they could save her daughter. She reached out, taking Darius’s hand and offering him a gentle smile before slipping away again.

The simple and brief touch was all either needed for the passion to be ignited. When it was all said and done, Katy promised herself she would give a relationship with Darius a chance. They both deserved that much. She wanted to be happy again. The only way that was going to happen was with Becky back home. Her heart lurched as she watched the mile markers fly past. They were close.
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The pair rode in comfortable silence for several minutes as they both thought about the path ahead of them. They had both broken the law on numerous occasions in the pursuit of the kidnapper who held Becky. She could tell Darius didn’t mind bending the law to find her little girl, but she hated that he was going to face repercussions because of it. He didn’t deserve the potential fallout coming for them. Her career could withstand the hit. After losing Becky, she might retire altogether. Darius, on the other hand, loved his work. She would never forgive herself if his career was cut short because of her.

Still, his loyalty was touching. It was strange to have someone with her. When Darius’s phone started to ring, Katy reached for her own out of instinct. However, when she saw Agent Oliver’s name appear on the man’s screen, she was relieved it wasn’t her phone ringing after all. To her surprise, Darius gave her a wink and held up his finger for her to be silent. He answered the call, putting it on speakerphone as he greeted the agent in charge of the investigation.

“Where the hell are you?” the agent hissed. “That tip you gave us was a bust. Just what are you playing at?”

“Shit, I sure am sorry about that, Agent. I didn’t want to sit around the station being useless, so I figured I would get out on the road and look for Katy. I know all of her old haunts; I might be able to locate her. I know how much you want to bring her in,” Darius replied.

“I guess since there is nothing else useful you can be doing, that’s fine. You just make sure you check in with me. I don’t want her corrupting you, too. If anyone is going to find that little girl, it’s going to be us, but I don’t know that it’s much of a mother we are sending her home to,” Agent Oliver growled.

Katy’s jaw clenched, but she kept her mouth shut. Her eyes darted to Darius, who looked just as irritated by the comment as she felt. To his credit, he managed to keep his cool throughout the conversation and quickly brought it to an end. When they were alone again, Katy couldn’t help but admire his ability to bluff.

“I think you just took me by surprise,” Katy said.

Darius chuckled. “What do you mean?”

“I don’t know. I guess I just never saw you as much of a good poker player. That bluff was one of the best I’ve heard.”

“Well, believe it or not, I can bullshit with the best of them. You know, back at the academy, I used to piss off a lot of people because they thought they’d let me into the card games and then take my money.”

“I’m guessing they never got much of it.”

“No, it never went their way. Still, as long as it’s for a good cause, I don’t mind playing a few mind games here and there.”

Katy smiled. “I’m certainly glad you think this is a good cause.”

“Honestly, I’ve been on your side this whole time. I just had to play Agent Oliver’s game until I could get away. I don’t agree with much of what she has done so far, but at the end of the day, I’m still a cop and have to follow orders.”

“So, you were just playing her games until you got the chance to get out.”

“Basically,” Darius said. “I knew keeping her busy and having her close by would be good for whatever you had to do. I want nothing more than to get your daughter back to where she belongs.”

“I’m not going to lie. You really had me going a few times.”

“Like I said, I just had to make her believe I was following every last one of her orders. Granted, if we need her help for any reason, it’s nice to know I still have some pull with her, even if you burned that bridge on your end.”

“I’m glad you’re here now. It makes me feel better that I have someone on my side in this.”

“I just wanted to give you enough time to find your little girl.”

“Well, let’s go find Becky.”

She was completely blown away by his kind words and equally touched that he had so much faith in her ability to locate Becky. Darius had put his career on the line. He had put all the metaphorical eggs in the basket that was her instinct. No matter what happened, she would always be grateful to him for that. Glancing at the GPS on her phone, Katy noted they had roughly five minutes of their journey left. While it was only three miles away, the terrain was hilly, and the road was full of curves and gravel. They needed to take their time and approach cautiously. She couldn’t help but worry about being too late.

It wouldn’t matter if they had a teleporter that would bring them there faster. In the split second that trip would take, Katy would still stress about Becky. Darius reached across the center console and took her hand, giving it a gentle squeeze as she smiled up at him. Her stomach erupted in a flurry of butterflies. The drive continued in silence, slowly but steadily through the forest until finally, the GPS showed them a little less than a mile away from the property in question. The only structure on the land appeared to be a dilapidated cabin, obviously not inhabitable by people. Hopefully, it was now offering some sort of protection against the harsh climate for her daughter.

“I have to ask you something,” Darius said. “If I tell you to stay put for your own protection, would you listen to me?”

Katy smiled. “No, I don’t think I would. Though, I appreciate that you’re trying to keep me safe.”

“Fair enough, but I had to know. What about Chelsea? Is there anything about her that you know and would like to share with me now?”

“I don’t know much more than you do, but I have an idea she’s lost her mind and wants to kill Becky and herself. I’m not going to let that happen.”

“That’s definitely not something that the feds know about. Unfortunately, there was a suicide note left where Gavin was found. From the way it sounded, he felt guilty about how bad Chelsea had gotten, and he blamed himself.”

“I didn’t know about that. Still, I don’t think it’s his fault in any way. I believe she has just been through hell, which created the monster she is now,” Katy said.

“Sadly, that’s exactly how he saw himself. The reason behind her insanity. His note said that he was going to go to Canada to off himself. It’s a dirty way to go if you ask me.”

Katy nodded. “Agreed. I don’t know what difference it makes now. We need to get to Chelsea before she does something to Becky. Do you have a plan?”

Darius shook his head, reaching behind him and pulling a tablet from the back seat. It flickered to life and revealed a satellite image of the area. It was considerably more clear than the image on her phone but still didn’t provide them with much. Just as she had suspected, the cabin was dilapidated beyond repair. Obviously, it needed to be torn down. Nonetheless, she could see a faint glow emitting from the interior through a hole in the roof. Her heart started to race.

“How long ago were these taken?” Katy asked.

“A little less than half an hour ago. I was surprised to get it, and at the time, I had no idea what it meant. It looks like your friend Eric sent it to me. He must have figured out what you were going to do and how you were going to find the property and hacked a satellite to get the image. I really don’t wanna know how many laws he broke to find this.”

Katy chuckled and shook her head. “I don’t want to know, either. He’s a smart man, though, going to you when he couldn’t get ahold of me. He must trust you a great deal.”

“Well, what do you say we put this knowledge to use? We know someone is in there now. Let’s find out if it’s Chelsea and Becky,” Darius said.

“I like the sound of that a lot,” Katy said.

As the pair readied a plan for attack, Katy couldn’t believe she was finally going to get her little girl back. In no time at all, she would be holding Becky in her arms once again. When that time came, Katy planned on never letting it go again.
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Just as she was about to kill the light on her phone and open the door, she felt the telltale sensation of someone watching them. The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end as she quickly glanced around. A figure standing inches away from her window made Katy jump. The agent bent over at the waist, knocking on the glass ominously as she glared at the pair in the Jeep. Immediately, Katy looked at Darius, but the man appeared just as shocked at the agents' sudden appearance as Katy was. However, she managed to track them down. Katy’s friend wasn’t behind it.

With her daughter’s life hanging in the balance, she had no choice but to surrender and try to reason with the woman. Somewhere beneath her cold exterior, Agent Oliver had to have a heart that could be turned from the frosty block of ice it was into something more. Outside the vehicle, though, when Katy felt the chill of the wind, her hope waned. The structure on the property wasn’t suitable for the bitter temperatures. There was no way her little girl would survive the night. Her options were limited. She could make a run for it, but given her state of exhaustion, she was confident the agents would apprehend her long before she made the trek to the cottage.

It was strange that cuffs hadn’t been slapped on her yet. Agent Oliver waited as Darius jogged around the Jeep to join them. Instantly, he was trying to cover their tracks, but the agent didn’t appear to be buying it. If Katy didn’t act fast, the pair of law enforcement officers were going to rip each other to pieces. It wasn’t a dynamic they could survive for long. Katy cleared her throat with a dramatic flourish, cutting the bickering between the two short as they both turned to glare at her.

“Look, after we get my daughter back, you can do whatever you want with me, but leave Darius out of it. He hasn’t broken any laws, and he’s only doing what is best for the safety of my daughter.”

“It’s not about whether he broke laws. He’s not following the rules. You need to back down and let my agents handle this,” Agent Oliver said.

“There’s not a snowball chance in hell of that happening. The only way Becky stands a chance is if we go in there with the element of surprise. Chelsea is completely insane and has lost her sense of what is real and what is not. She’ll murder my daughter as soon as she realizes her plan is falling apart.”

Oliver sighed. “I believe you, but I still can’t have a civilian go tromping through the woods alone. I’d lose my job if anything happened to you and they discovered I was aware of you being out here.”

“Then, why don’t you just move along and pretend you never saw me. I’m not going to back down on this. Her only chance of getting out of there is by using stealth and not letting Chelsea know we are here.”

“I can’t do that, Katy. I want to get your daughter out of there safely, just like you. The problem is that I can’t have your death on my conscience. I can’t legally let you go in there by yourself.”

“To be fair, Agent Oliver, she’s not going to be out here alone. I’m going to be with her the entire time, and I’ll make sure ] nothing happens to her.”

Oliver paused for a moment but glared at both of them. She couldn’t help but wonder what the woman was thinking. Several moments passed as she continued to stare. Katy’s thoughts came flooding in, and her heart started to race. Would the woman bend the rules and allow Darius to be her liaison?

Katy knew her words had gotten through to the agent. Whether they were strong enough to sway her away from protocol had yet to be seen. With every passing second, Katy’s worry for Becky’s fate became more overpowering. She didn’t know what else she could do to make the agent understand that her approach was the best chance they had at getting Becky out alive. Immediately, her eyes darted to the woman’s sidearm. She could easily reach it and make the entire situation a standoff, but at least it would give her time to get to her little girl.

Shaking the thought from her mind, Katy reached for her phone instead and opened the image gallery. Scrolling back several years, Katy found the video she wanted to show the agent and quickly turned her phone while hitting the play button. It was one of her favorites. Clint had his arms wrapped around Becky, and both of them sat astride a pony as they rode slowly down the Colorado trail they had taken on vacation that year. When the brief video came to an end, she quickly scrolled up several years to an image of Becky standing next to her father’s headstone.

Tears rolled down her cheeks as Darius wrapped a comforting arm around her, and she looked back at Agent Oliver. Becky was all that Katy had left of her late husband. He would be with her forever, in her heart and in Becky’s eyes. She couldn’t lose her little girl, not when she was so close to getting her back. Tucking her phone back in her pocket, Katy cleared her throat and turned her attention back to the agent.

“I have to say that I don’t agree with doing things this way. There are reasons we have to follow the rules, even as law enforcement,” Oliver said. “I’m going to allow the two of you to move forward with your plan, but you’re not doing it entirely alone. The best I can do for you is a fifteen-minute head start.”

“That’s more than enough, though I’d ask you to hold off a few extra minutes if we don’t have her after that time.”

Oliver scoffed. “That’s the best you’re getting. I’m putting my faith in you, Katy, but the first sign of any trouble, I’m sending in the troops. From here on out, I expect your full cooperation. Do you understand?”

“Yes, I promise I’ll do whatever you want going forward. I can’t thank you enough for doing this my way. I know it will be safer for Becky if we go in stealthily.”

“Good. Now, the only thing I need from you is to get your daughter to safety. Becky is our number one priority, but I don’t want Chelsea to get away, either.”

“She won’t,” Katy said. “I have a plan for getting Becky out, and it will stop Chelsea in her tracks.”

“I don’t want you to worry about that woman. Watch your ass going in, but your only job is to get Becky out safely. After that, my team and I will take care of the rest. Chelsea will be handled by my agents, and I promise you that she won’t be a problem ever again.”

At that moment, Katy would have agreed to anything the agent said in order to get to the cabin faster. She gave Darius a quick smile of victory before the conversation switched gears back to the rescue mission. The government agents would surround the cabin at a safe distance. Giving Katy a chance to slip inside and get a hold of her daughter while assessing the situation. She would be happy to have Becky in her arms by the time the officers took control of things. Katy didn’t care about getting revenge on Chelsea any longer. Her sole purpose in life had always been Becky, and now it had returned to that once again.

Suddenly, an agent appeared and whispered into Agent Oliver’s ear. The woman quickly pulled out her phone and unlocked it, opening an app to review a live feed from what appeared to be a drone. Katy had seen enough of the feeds from raids submitted into evidence at trial to understand what she was seeing. There were three heat signatures. One was obviously an adult, one that had the same glow as a small fire would, and a third, small and weak, but there in the corner. Her heart was pounding.

Becky was there and alive, but she could see that the heat signature was barely there. Chelsea was doing nothing to keep Katy’s precious little girl alive. Rage surged through her as she tried to keep her emotions under control. They had to move and fast. Darius had seen the feed as well. He quickly grabbed Katy’s arm as they headed in the direction of the structure. Finally, the long wait was over, and soon, Becky would be safe with her again. Her heart pounded; her body flooded with adrenaline as they broke into a jog. Becky just had to hang on a little while longer.
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They moved slowly into position, working their way through the forest. Thankfully, it was a well-kept plot of land since, until recently, it had been up for sale. The undergrowth was well tended, making their approach nearly silent. The snow crunched underfoot, but there was little else that slowed them down. She couldn’t believe Becky was finally within reach. She was never going to let her little girl out of her sight again. Katy tried to keep her head in the game, to focus on the faint glow of the crackling fire ahead.

She could feel the cold wind air fighting through her thick jacket. It was hard to fathom how cold Becky had to be. The house was so incredibly dilapidated that she could make out the two figures and glowing fire inside. She was running on pure rage and fear for her child’s safety as she crouched outside the hut. The walk had taken nearly fifteen minutes. Inside, Katy could hear Chelsea talking, but her words were muffled as if she were talking more to herself than she was to Becky.

When she heard her child whimper, Katy had to fight the urge to burst through the door. Darius had taken up the position to the left of the door across from her. He had his gun drawn. If there were anyone she trusted to keep her daughter out of the crossfire, it was Darius. Pulling out the stun gun she’d stolen from the police station, she gave Darius a nod, indicating she was ready to follow his lead. He moved swiftly and quietly up the steps, but they groaned beneath his weight, nonetheless.

Suddenly, the conversation inside stopped. Her eyes darted to Darius, but it was too late. A single shot rang out, shattering the wood door and sending the man soaring off the porch. Katy gasped, the footsteps inside quickly approaching. She wasn’t going to risk her daughter’s life. Shoving the Taser back into her inside pocket, Katy stepped out, her hands raised in a show of surrender. Behind her, she could hear Darius moaning, but at least he was alive. Chelsea stepped into the frame, glaring down at Katy with a menacing smile.

“You…” Chelsea growled.

“What in the hell do you think you are doing, Chelsea?”

“Whatever I want to, Katy. You, though, you shouldn’t have come here. You’re not going to like what comes next. What I have planned isn’t for the weak-minded.”

“Why are you doing this? I don’t understand what you have to gain by any of this,” Katy said.

Chelsea chuckled. “You just don’t see it, do you? I’m owed all of this and everything you had that I never got the chance to have. It is my right, not yours. While you got the perfect family and life to go along with it, I was left with nothing and no one. You know, you weren’t even supposed to survive.”

“You make it sound like I asked for all of that. It wasn’t my fault. None of the things that happened to you was my fault.”

“Oh, I disagree. See, if you had died as a baby, as you should have, I would have gotten the life you received. Why do you think it happened the way that it did? Why did you get a perfect life while I had to fight for everything I ever had?”

“I don’t know, Chelsea,” Katy replied. “I didn’t ask for any of that.”

“No, but it happened all the same. Now, you get to pay for what you’ve done to me.”

“I didn’t do anything to you. Let me see my daughter.”

Chelsea laughed. “I suppose I can make that happen, but it’s going to cost you.”

“What in the hell do you want from me?” Katy asked. “I have nothing to give you.”

“Oh, dear sister, you have everything to offer me. You see, I’ll bring your daughter to you, such a pretty girl at that. Then, I’ll kill both of you, and I’ll finally have everything I was meant to have from the start.”

The woman jerked her head for Katy to come into the structure. It didn’t matter to her at that moment if the woman made a move. All she could think about was her little girl. As soon as Katy saw Becky curled up on the floor next to the fire, she ran to her. The tears started to fall as Becky stirred, barely able to move because of the cold. Her shoes had been removed, the tips of her toes cold to the touch as Katy ripped off her coat and quickly bundled up the child. She drifted in and out of consciousness. Once again, she was filled with fear and rage.

Through her tears, she glared up at the woman, unable to form the words needed to tell Chelsea what a monster she truly was. When Chelsea unzipped the thick winter coat she’d bought for herself but not the hypothermic child, Katy felt a wave of nausea course through her. Strapped to Chelsea’s chest were several sticks of explosives, all wired to one flashing center. Her eyes scanned the length of the woman's torso to her left hand. In it, she held a detonator. The bomb changed everything. If she tried to overpower the woman, it would mean death for all of them. What they needed was a miracle.

“You don’t want to do this. Becky hasn’t done anything wrong…she’s just a little girl. She needs a doctor—”

“Oh, please, just shut up already. I’m so tired of hearing your voice. It’s no wonder you haven’t dated since your husband’s death. God, he was taking the easy way out. The lucky bastard,” Chelsea muttered.

“I just don’t understand why you’re doing—”

“I asked you to shut the hell up. You can’t even do that,” Chelsea said. “You know, there’s only one thing I regret more than the miserable life I’ve had to live, and that’s the fact that you’re going to die here. I would have much preferred that you live in the same suffering I’ve had to endure. Then, and only then, would you be able to know what suffering really is?”

“Look, you don’t have to hurt Becky. She’s done nothing to you. This whole thing is between you and me,” Katy said. “You could kill me. You want me to pay, right?”

“I do, but what does that have to do with letting your daughter live?” Chelsea asked.

“You can keep her alive and raise her as your own daughter. You’ve already mimicked my life. I don’t think it would be that difficult to add a daughter to it and continue on as me.”

Chelsea scoffed. “Holy shit. You’re even smarter than I gave you credit for. I can’t believe I didn’t think of that.”

“You have to make sure she lives for that to work. We need to get her warm, or she’s going to die.”

“You’re absolutely right. I shouldn’t allow my new daughter to die because of the pain you’ve caused me. I have a car hidden outside. It’s under a tarp to keep it from being seen. We can use its heater to warm up Becky.”

“That’s a good idea. It shouldn’t take long to warm her back up,” Katy muttered.

Katy moved slowly, lifting Becky as she went. She didn’t know what her plan was. In earnest, she was making it up as she went, but at least she was able to get Chelsea outside. Hopefully, the agents would see that the woman had a bomb strapped to her chest and not try to take a shot. If her body reflexed and squeezed the trigger, it would spell doom for them all. Becky was slowly starting to come back around for longer stretches of time.

The slow warmth of the car outside would help to acclimate her even more. If they moved fast, she wouldn’t have any permeant loss of use in her toes or fingers. Giving Chelsea a wide berth, Katy followed the woman to the far side of the cottage, where she pulled a tarp off a green sedan. Instantly, she barked out orders for Katy to put Becky in the trunk. It popped open, and she moved to the rear of the car, carefully setting her little girl on the cold ground.

It broke her heart to leave Becky there as she wrapped several large chunks of rotting firewood into the jacket before setting it in the trunk and closing the top. Whispering to her shivering little girl that it was going to be okay, Katy stood and jogged to the passenger door. Had it not been for the absence of Darius’s body in the yard, Katy never would have gambled with Becky’s life. Yet he wasn’t there. That meant the agents already were. Becky’s life was in their hands now.
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They barreled down the narrow driveway. Every bump made her wonder if the crazed woman was going to lose control or hit the detonator by accident. There was peace despite what was happening around her. Katy knew her daughter was finally safe, away from the lunatic at her side. Whatever happened now, she could meet her maker if it came to that, knowing Becky was fine. That didn’t mean she wasn’t going to fight for her survival any less. She needed to come up with a plan before Chelsea did. Plus, if the woman figured out that Katy hadn’t placed Becky in the back as instructed, there would be hell to pay.

Perhaps it was still possible to reason with the woman. It was going to take every last ounce of self-control that Becky had. In all honesty, she wanted to grab hold of the wheel and send them both plunging over the approaching cliff. At least then, she would know Chelsea could never again touch her child or the people she loved. Katy wouldn’t know what the outcome was, though, until she tried. As Chelsea started to slow down, Katy understood she was out of time. Her mind raced.

“Don’t you want to know about me? Or what about Becky? If you are going to step into my life, you’ll need to convince everyone that you are me.”

Chelsea snickered. “Nice try, but I’ve been watching you for a long time now. I’ve already fooled most of the people you know at least once. I’ve been impersonating you for months now, and you were none the wiser. Hell, I even had your kid fooled for a minute. Don’t worry, I think I’ll be just fine. Although…I don’t know how much longer Mom and Pops are going to last…”

A chill ran down her spine. “What do you mean?”

“Well, it’s easy to see how nosey your parents can be. The last thing I need is for them to start asking questions and blow my cover. No, I think I’ll have to take care of them sooner rather than later.”

“They haven’t done anything to you. You can take Becky and move away from there. You should start a new life with her. There’s no need to hurt them.”

Chelsea smiled. “Oh, you shouldn’t worry about them right now. I’ll make sure they go out in a blaze of glory. It will be an honorable death for both of them. After all, I wouldn’t want to upset my little girl. They’ll die from a tragic fire, most likely. Never can be too careful with the wiring in those old houses.”

“I don’t understand why you would do something like that,” Katy said.

“It’s going to be all right, Katy. I can’t have the people who have been closest to you ruining my new life. Besides, I thought you’d be more upset to find out what happened to that cop friend of yours. It’s a real shame, honestly. He was hot for an officer.”

“Becky is never going to go along with your plan if you do those things. She needs more stability than that.”

“I promise you, Katy, this is for her own good. If you’d like for her to continue to be safe, you better sell it to her. If not, she will receive the same fate you’re going to get.”

“All right, I’ll do whatever you say to do. Just please, don’t hurt my little girl,” Katy said.

“Then you better make this right.”

“What in the hell do you want me to do?”

Chelsea chuckled. “Glad to hear you’re coming to your senses. Now, get the hell out of the car and pull Becky out of the back.”

Katy’s stomach flipped. She knew the agents had to be close by. As much as she wanted to believe they wouldn’t let anything happen to her, Katy couldn’t be positive beyond a shadow of a doubt they had even made it to the overlook yet. She moved slowly for the door handle, climbing out and taking her time as the trunk popped open. In a matter of seconds, Chelsea would realize Becky wasn’t with them. Her eyes scanned across the surrounding, struggling to adjust to the darkness as she looked for any sign of coming help.

There was none. If they were hiding, they were doing an amazing job of it. With a pounding heart, Katy pulled out her jacket and slipped it back on, the stun gun still in the pocket as she clicked off the safety and pulled it out. She had no idea how powerful the bomb Chelsea had created was. Would she still be in the trajectory of the aftermath if she was five feet away? Would it take ten? Possibly one hundred? It was too much of a risk. The only way she was going to defeat the woman was with the Taser.

When she closed the trunk and saw Chelsea getting out, the look of shock on the woman’s face was priceless. It quickly turned to one of rage. Suddenly, Chelsea produced a gun that Katy hadn’t seen her have before. She must have already had it waiting in the vehicle for them. There was nothing Katy could do now as the weapon was leveled at her chest. She was kicking herself for not taking Darius’s advice and putting on a bulletproof vest like he had. Now, there was no one left to help her. At least Becky was safe.

“You know, there’s no need to make this a sad occasion, Katy. I mean, it’s unfortunate that you’ll never see Becky again, but she’s quite safe with me now. I’ll make sure she is well taken care of.”

“She’s never going to be safe as long as she’s with you,” Katy seethed. “You’re a danger to anyone around you, and for as long as you’re still breathing, Becky will never be safe.”

Chelsea chuckled. “I guess you’re never going to have to worry about that, will you? You’ll be far beneath the dirt of this world, and your daughter is now mine. I’ll see to it that she never remembers what it was like to live with you. I’ll be her savior and protector.”

“You think it’s over, don’t you? Well, I hate to tell you that it’s not going to be as easy as you think. The feds already have this whole place surrounded. I’m sure they will be moving in soon to take you in. You see, I’ve got my own backup plan.”

“I guess we’re just going to have to see about that. If you want to die knowing that Becky will not join you, I expect you to tell me all you can. Otherwise, they’ll be burying both of you.”

“There’s nothing to tell. I don’t know what their plan is, but at the very least, you’re going to rot in prison. I think the only chance you have of surviving this ordeal is to surrender and let them take you in.”

Chelsea chuckled. “I don’t think I’m going to be doing that. I’m not surrendering to you or anyone else who might come along.”

Katy watched as the woman kept the gun leveled at her chest but started to unzip the vest containing the bomb. When it was off her shoulders, Chelsea said it on the ground between them before backing away again. She motioned for Katy to put it on, but Katy wasn’t about to comply. As soon as it was on her chest, Katy knew Chelsea would detonate it and try to take over her life. Chelsea was completely crazed. No one was going to believe she was Katy. None of that seemed to matter to Chelsea. Her plan was obvious. Katy still had the Taser in her hand, but she wasn’t convinced she could get a shot off before Chelsea managed to fire at her.

The only chance she had was to take cover behind the car and pray it would protect her from the bomb and the bullets. She only had a split second to make the decision, her mind racing as she glanced around her surroundings one last time. There was still no sign of help anywhere on the horizon. With the sudden lurch, Katy darted to the right behind the vehicle as Chelsea started firing off shots. If nothing else, the noise would alert the authorities to their location.

“You know you are just wasting time, right?” Chelsea yelled. “Maybe I’ll just blow us both up and be done with it, sister!”

Katy ground her teeth. If she was going to go out, it wasn’t going to be without a fight. Moving slowly around the vehicle, she took aim at the woman’s back. She only had one shot. If she missed, there would be no plan B for survival.
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Taking a deep breath, she steadied her hands and focused on making the single shot she had count. While Chelsea had set the trigger to the bomb on the top of the vehicle, she still had both hands wrapped around the loaded gun. Katy was going to give away her hiding spot the second she fired the shot. Silently, she quickly said a prayer that God would extend her just a little more grace. Squeezing the trigger, she watched the prongs move across the hood of the car and into its target. The woman jolted, her body hitting the ground as the gun tumbled away.

Katy raced to the other side of the car, toppling onto Chelsea as she groaned and ripped the prongs from her arm. Of course, the blast of electricity hadn’t knocked the woman out. Katy could tell that as soon as she saw the low charge on the device. Like many rural areas, they were terrible at keeping their equipment fully charged. It was starting to look like a miracle that she’d been able to overpower Chelsea at all. The woman had a good amount of strength despite how frail she appeared. It wasn’t long before Katy realized the error of her ways. She should have gone for the gun first.

Just as Chelsea landed a stiff right hook, Katy toppled off her and rolled across the ground. The gun was in her hands within seconds, but Chelsea had taken the lapse in time to grab hold of the detonator again. Katy knew she couldn’t risk shooting the woman and the bomb going off. That didn’t stop Katy from keeping the gun leveled at the woman’s head. If she made any move, at least Katy would get the satisfaction of watching her demise before she was blown to bits. There was no way the agents hadn’t heard the shots, but the area still appeared empty.

Granted, it was a narrow trail that led to the overlook. If the agents were still in the rental cars she’d seen earlier in the day, they would have to make most of the trek on foot. Katy’s hands trembled slightly, the chill in the air nearly enough to make her want to flee. She cocked the gun, though, refusing to let the cold get to her. One way or another, Katy had to put distance between herself and Chelsea if she had any chance of seeing her daughter again.

She wasn’t going to let that happen. Chelsea had already stolen enough from them. It wasn’t only that she had abducted her daughter. She had robbed them of safety and security for the rest of their lives. If anything happened to Becky or Darius because of Chelsea, Katy would never forgive herself. She had the power now to end it all, even if it risked her own life in the process. Taking a few steps away from the woman and the bomb, Katy kept her ears trained on her surroundings. She didn’t want to be caught by surprise if Chelsea made a move or if the agents arrived.

Almost immediately, Chelsea realized what Katy was doing, though, and she raised her finger over the detonator. It was clear she wasn’t going to let Katy out of the blast zone as long as the woman had a gun pointed at her. The only angle Katy had left was going to be to buy enough time for the agents to arrive and help her. She had to stall and keep the woman off guard.

“Come on, Chelsea, it’s over now. Just give it up if you want any chance of surviving this.”

Chelsea grinned. “It’s far from over. The only thing that’s different now is the spin of it all. Nothing has changed. I’ll just tell them all that you are me. I’ve made it my life to live as you, and it has gotten me this far.”

“You know as well as I do that it’s never going to work,” Katy said. “The whole place is surrounded by the feds. You have nowhere to go, and there’s no way anyone is going to believe you are me. You’ve failed at your attempts to become me.”

“That doesn’t change anything. It doesn’t matter that they have us surrounded. I know their playbook, too. They would never do anything that would risk killing you. I still have the upper hand here.”

“You don’t know the head agent as well as I do, then. The fact of the matter is, she’d probably enjoy taking a shot at me right now.”

“Even if she wanted to, her rules wouldn’t allow it, and there would be too many witnesses. You’re my golden ticket to getting across the border, Katy. I thought you’d be thrilled to hear that you’ll be living a little while longer.”

Katy scoffed. “I’m not going to be your ticket, Chelsea. It’s all over for you and your plan. Why don’t you just give yourself up and let them take you in?”

“That’s not going to happen. This ends only when I say it ends and not a moment before. The plan has not changed. As soon as we get Becky back, we’ll be crossing the border, far from the reach of the American government.”

“Becky isn’t going anywhere with us. I’ll make sure you never see her again. As soon as I get the chance, I will take you down. Just take the easy way out and give up.”

Chelsea smiled. “I’ve never had a single part of my life go easy. I’ve never done anything easy, and I don’t plan on changing that now.”

“Why? Why push yourself toward a goal that’s already gone?”

“Because Becky is all I have now. She’s the only bright spot in my life. You said it yourself.”

“She’s not your daughter, Chelsea. You’re delusional, and it needs to stop now.”

“No, I don’t think you’ve been listening to me. Why can’t you just listen? Becky is not yours. She’s mine. Nothing you ever had belonged to you. It was all supposed to be mine. I was the one who was supposed to live and have a perfect life. The daughter you had should have been mine as well. You stole my life, and I plan on making you pay for taking it all away.”

“Just because you didn’t have the life you think you should have, doesn’t mean I deserve to die. Why can’t you open your eyes to the truth?”

“It’s your version of the truth,” Chelsea said. “Every lie sounds like the truth if you believe it. Do you not think I deserved better? You should have died long ago. None of this would be happening if it wasn’t for you.”

“My God, Chelsea. What in the hell is wrong with you? They said you were losing your mind, but I’m just now seeing how crazy you really are,” Katy said.

“You haven’t begun to understand the level of my craziness. When I have Becky by my side again, we’ll live the life you could never give her. I’ll give her the father who will actually stay around.”

“No matter what I say, you will never hear me. It’s over for you, Chelsea. The feds are already here.”

As Chelsea started to look around frantically, believing the ruse Katy was feeding her, Katy saw her only chance. She didn’t hesitate as she lunged for the woman one last time, knocking the detonator out of her hands and using every last bit of energy she had to pummel Chelsea while she was down. The woman didn’t go down without a fight, though, clawing against Katy in an effort to reach the detonator a few feet away. Katy screamed at the woman, as much as to alert the agents, as to let out her own rage over what had happened to her daughter.

She wasn’t going to let Chelsea get away again. For days Katy had lived with a terrible pit in her stomach, wondering if she would ever get to see her little girl again. Knowing Chelsea was the reason for all of her suffering, and all of Becky’s, she couldn’t stop herself as the blows continued to land. It wasn’t until she felt the skin of her knuckle breaking that she finally stumbled away from Chelsea. Despite the wounds Katy had inflicted, Chelsea still wasn’t going to stop. She lunged for Katy, gaining the upper hand against the exhausted mother.

For every blow Katy had delivered to Chelsea, the woman seemed determined to get in one of her own. Thankfully, she had completely forgotten about the weapon and the detonator. Despite the pain that surged through her, Katy fought against Chelsea with every bit of strength she had left. When she saw movement in the corner of her eye, a wave of relief washed through her. They were no longer alone.
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She had never been so happy to be surrounded by federal agents. But it was the man in the police uniform that made her heart start to flutter again. As quickly as Chelsea had taken control of the situation, the agents had her tackled to the ground and in handcuffs. Katy couldn’t believe Darius was still standing and alive. Despite the blood on his arm and the bandage wrapped around it, he seemed mostly unscathed. Immediately, she was on her feet, rushing to him and wrapping her arms around him without care over who was watching. Darius had once again come through for her, and she would not soon forget that.

“Becky?” she asked.

Darius smiled. “They already took her to the hospital. It’s only a mile or two down the road,” Darius said. “She’s in stable condition right now. It looks like she’s going to be just fine. The girl was conscious and talking as they loaded her into the ambulance.”

“Oh, thank God. I was so worried about her, but I had to make sure she got away from Chelsea.”

“That was some pretty quick thinking on your part.”

“What do you mean?”

“Leaving Becky behind like that. I don’t know that I would have thought about doing it, and I have experience with chasing the bad guys.”

“I’d love to debate tactics all day, but I really need to get to her.”

Before he could answer, Agent Oliver appeared and started to walk her way. Katy knew she was going to have to answer for the things she had done, but she wanted nothing more than to hold her daughter in her arms again.

“Katy, I’m going to have to ask you a few questions before I can cut you loose.”

“Can’t it wait for a bit? My daughter is on the way to the hospital, and she’s going to need me there.”

“I know you want to get there as soon as possible, but I promise she won’t be alone for long. Jean, Sam, and Heather are all on their way to the hospital as we speak. I put the call into them as soon as she was in our custody again.”

Katy hated the idea of being apart from her daughter any longer but knew how important it would be later on for Chelsea’s trial that she gave her statement immediately after the events happened. She didn’t wanna risk the woman ever setting foot outside of a jail cell again. To the agent’s credit, she kept her promise and made the questions quick. It helped that she had a recorder on her and was able to make it a conversation to be transcribed later on. Fifteen minutes after the agents had apprehended Chelsea, Katy was buckling herself into the passenger seat of Darius’s Jeep as they sped down the dirt road. She couldn’t believe it was finally over. When Darius reached for her hand, she didn’t hesitate to lace her fingers through his.

“Since the day I laid eyes on you, you’ve constantly surprised me,” Darius said. “Yet, you seem to have amazed me even more with your bravery today. I don’t know many people who would have taken the risks you did. You’ve managed to blow me away completely.”

“Thank you, but if I’m being totally honest right now, I was scared to death. I didn’t know what would happen to Becky if I didn’t try to do something, and I wouldn’t have been able to do any of it without you.”

Darius chuckled. “Sounds like you and I make a pretty good team.”

“I think you’re right,” Katy replied with a smile.

“So, does that mean you’re finally going to let me take you out on a date? I mean, I’ve only been asking for what feels like forever.”

“That’s a fair question, but I’m not sure you’re going to like the answer.”

He groaned. “Seriously? Even after all of that, you’re not going to go on a date with me? You must have some pretty high standards if that’s the case.”

Katy laughed. “I never said the answer was no. My standards are really high, and I have to make sure you’re willing to date me, even if there’s a third wheel. It’s going to be a long time before I let Becky out of my sights again.”

Darius chuckled. “I think I can handle that stipulation. After all, I think I like her as much as I like you.”

“That’s good. If you’re sure you’re all right with that, then I don’t see a problem with it. Hell, I’m already looking forward to it.”

“I’m glad you’re finally accepting my request. It only took breaking a few laws, putting my badge on the line, and damn near getting knocked out for you to agree to it, but that was the easy part.”

“What’s the hard part then?” Katy asked.

“The hard part is keeping me away from the two of you. I don’t think I want to let either one of you out of my sight.” He smiled.

When they pulled up to the emergency room doors moments later, Katy raced through and was quickly directed to her daughter’s room. As soon as she burst into their room and saw Becky sitting up in bed, her color returned, and her family surrounding the little girl, she disintegrated into tears once again. Running to the hospital bed, Katy wrapped her little girl in her arms and held her tight. Darius followed into the room after Katy and the family treated him as if he was one of their own.

Even Becky seemed delighted at the man’s presence, solidifying the decision Katy had made moments before in the car. She felt whole in a way that she hadn’t in many years. It was finally over, and Becky was safe at last. They could move on with their lives for the first time in a long while.
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Katy’s entire world was spinning around her in a way she never thought possible. The last six months seemed to fly by for her since her daughter was kidnapped. Now, with her daughter on one side and Darius on the other, she was happier than she had ever been. Becky had begged her to go to the fair, though it didn’t take much.

Darius had already asked Katy to accompany him to the county fair, which was one of the largest in the state. The increasing love between the two was never something she thought she could have again. He had been there before Becky’s kidnapping, but the way he carried himself and helped her to find her daughter brought with it one of the strongest bonds she had ever felt.

As happy as she was, Katy was glad to see the ride coming to an end. The dizziness she felt was nothing in comparison to the happiness growing inside. Not only was she with the two people she loved more than anything in the world, but they were also together. After more fair food than she could handle, the rides seemed to push the food right back out of her. The spinning ride had sent her struggling to catch her balance as she and the others climbed off.

Katy smiled as her daughter stumbled, getting off the ride. Darius caught her just before she fell to the ground, and all three of them laughed. It was the greatest moment in her life up to that point. It had been six months since the kidnapping, and Becky had been flourishing since that time.

The day brought even more joy when they got word earlier in the morning that Chelsea had been convicted on every count. There would never be a time in Becky’s life when she would have to fear being in the woman’s presence again. Chelsea had been sentenced to life in prison without the possibility of parole. Though her daughter had been through hell, Katy was glad justice had been served.

Leo, on the other hand, only got six months added to his parole for his role in the taking of her child. Though his part in kidnapping Becky had been proven beyond a shadow of a doubt, he genuinely was sorry for having any part in it. She knew she would have had more issues finding Chelsea if he had refused to help. So, in her gratefulness for his honesty, she stood behind him in court, begging for the most lenient sentence allowed by the law. Darius, too gave his word that Leo was full of regret and that without his help, they may have never found Becky. Their word together brought mercy from the judge. Leo was thriving in his new life, and he was nearly set to be released from his parole because of his help in cracking the case.

Sloan, being the man that he was, completely went off the rails after he was released. Not a soul had heard from him since that time, but Katy knew he wasn’t a threat to her or her daughter. Along with the news of Chelsea’s conviction, she had received a bouquet from the man. The birthday flowers came with a card postmarked from Puerto Rico. After doing a little digging online, Katy found the arrangement of flowers cost nearly five-hundred dollars. Something she had never seen before, and she was grateful for Sloan’s help, along with the newfound kindness she had found in the man.

As the three of them left the fair, they headed in the direction of Heather’s house. Her best friend was dog-sitting so they could enjoy the rides and food the fair had to offer. Puppers had grown into a perfect pet. Katy smiled as she thought about everything that had been going on since getting her daughter back. Looking over at her two favorite people, she couldn’t help but think about how lucky she was to have both of them in her life.

Becky looked up at her mother, a giant grin on her face. On one side of her was Katy, gripping her hand tightly, while Darius held her other hand. She couldn’t think of a more perfect moment. The man she loved walking her and her daughter home. Chelsea was gone from their lives forever, and Katy had a birthday bouquet from a man she never thought she’d see eye to eye with.

As Katy thought back to six months before, she couldn’t believe she and Darius had been dating that long. As they reached the front door of Heather’s house, she opened it and stepped inside. Much to her surprise, everyone in the house shouted “happy birthday” to her. Katy was in shock, as no one had ever thrown a surprise party for her.

Her face turned a bright red as she looked around the room to see everyone she cared about in one place. Katy couldn’t believe they had pulled the wool over her eyes and were able to catch her off guard. Grinning larger than she ever had before, she looked over at the man she had grown to care for.

Darius smiled. “I figured you would appreciate this.”

“I’m touched, truly. No one has ever done anything like this for me before.”

“Well, things like this are going to happen a lot with me around. I enjoy watching you smile the way you are right now, and I want to do it even more. I love you, Katy.”

Katy blushed. “I love you, too.”

“Hey, I love you guys, too,” Becky said.

“Oh, you know we love you more than anything,” Katy replied.

“That’s right. We both love you,” Darius said.

“Well, I just wanted you to know I was here.” Becky laughed. “Besides, I’m happy we are all together. I know Daddy would be happy for us, too.”

Katy couldn’t believe the amount of love within the room. Though things hadn’t been perfect, they were getting there slowly. Heather was touched by the scene unfolding, and she walked up to join the three of them. She couldn’t help but smile as she watched her friend waddle up to her. There was no denying that the woman was pregnant, and she was followed by the man she had fallen in love with.

Eric approached from behind Heather, smiling the entire time. Katy was happy for the couple. Heather would make a good mother, and Eric was going to be a proud father.

It seemed like the party was just getting started as Becky wrapped her arms around her, and Darius followed suit. Before she knew it, Eric and Heather had joined the group hug, too. Katy laughed when her parents joined in shortly after. They had the strongest family she had ever known. Knowing her daughter was forever going to be in good hands, she felt assured that nothing could stop any of them from doing anything. Finally, there was peace in Avondale, and Katy’s family was whole again.
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