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            Down

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        One Year Ago

      

      

      

      The rickety wooden boat swayed slightly as the tall man sat, clutching the edge. He watched as the girl’s body sank lower and lower until it was completely underwater and out of sight.

      She hadn’t been the one.

      He’d been sure she was, but once again, he’d been proven wrong.

      He waited until the bubbles stopped.

      It was over.

      Until next year.

      Then it would be time to find the next girl. Would she finally be the one?

      He grew tired. Exhausted, really. Not enough to stop his search, though. He needed to right the wrong from so many years ago.

      Next year would be thirty years.

      Thirty.

      That was a big anniversary.

      Perhaps next year’s girl would be the one he’d waited so long for. Year thirty could be when he finally received his big payoff. He was starting to get too old for this. His shoulder ached.

      Everything would be made right.

      Next year would be his year.

      All he needed was just a little patience.

      He had a full year to plan everything out.

      The tall man glanced back out at the still lake.

      Another lake, another girl, another year.

      When would all this finally end? Would everything finally be as it should?

      Next year. It had to be next year. No, it would be.

      He grabbed the oars and rowed back to the shore, already making plans for next Halloween.
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        Current Day

      

      

      

      Alex Mercer glanced around the bar.

      His head pounded—not from drinks, but from another tedious day of futility. He tried to convince himself he was doing some good by fixing people’s roofs, but inside he knew his life was going nowhere.

      “Want more?”

      Alex pushed the glass toward Cole with a grunt, wondering what made him more of a loser—his dead-end job or the bartender being his only friend?

      Cole filled the glass and leaned against the counter. “I was thinking about decorating for Halloween. Think I should bother? It’s less than a week away.”

      Blood drained from Alex’s body.

      Halloween.

      He licked his lips and found his voice. “Less than a week away?”

      Cole glanced at his phone. “Yeah. You okay, Alex?”

      Alex ran his hands through his short hair, loose dirt falling to the bar top in front of him.

      He hadn’t missed the most important day of the month, had he?

      Alex swore under his breath. “It’s tonight. Tonight, and I almost forgot.”

      “You got a date?” Cole arched an eyebrow.

      “Me? You know I swore off women.”

      “Yeah, but that can’t last long.” Cole greeted another customer then turned back to Alex. “What’s tonight?”

      Alex’s body pulsed and his head pounded.

      “My daughter’s Halloween party. It’s more important to her than Christmas or her birthday combined.” He finished his drink with a swallow and scattered some bills on the counter. “I gotta go. I’m barely gonna make it with rush hour traffic.”

      Cole’s mouth gaped.

      “What?” Alex jumped from the stool, nearly knocking it over.

      “You have a daughter?”

      “It’s a long story, and I don’t have time. But I can’t show up like this.” He glanced down at his filthy clothes, nose curling from the stench of alcohol.

      Ariana was lucky Alex had given her up for adoption the day she was born. Giving the girl a decent chance at a good life was probably the only virtuous thing he’d ever done.

      Cole shook his head. “I can’t believe you’re a dad.”

      “Barely.” He only made a few appearances a year.

      “Tell me more.”

      Even clipped it could take all day. “Sure. Later.”

      “How old is she?”

      Alex’s blushing cheeks were buried behind his shaggy beard. “Eleven.”

      Cole choked. “Aren’t you only twenty-five?”

      “Yeah. Like I said, long story.” Alex grabbed his coat from a hook, hurried outside before his friend could ask any more unwanted questions, and tripped over a homeless man staining the outside stoop.

      “Got any cash?” The old man was caked in dirt and what was probably dried blood. He had at least four missing teeth.

      Alex opened his mouth, paused, then dug into his pocket and handed the man a ten.

      He snatched the bill, his face turning bright. “Thanks.”

      “No problem.” Alex jogged over to his beat-up, ancient gold Tercel and raced home to his tiny one-bedroom apartment and the stench of something rotten.

      He sniffed, not quite placing the smell. Maybe he’d forgotten to take the trash out again. It didn’t matter. He needed to clean up and pull something together for Ariana’s party. He stepped into the living room and tripped over his coil nailer.

      “That’s where my nail gun went,” he muttered. He’d been looking for that when installing the roof at his job site.

      Alex peeled off his work clothes and left them in a pile on the floor, then he jumped in the shower and quickly trimmed his beard. Zoey would probably still criticize it, but he didn’t care. He wasn’t there to impress her. This was all about Ariana and the fact that she’d be crushed if he didn’t show. She was the one person who actually held him in high regard—for however long that would last. Eventually, she too would see what a screw-up he really was.

      With a towel around his waist, he dug through his closet, looking for something that would work as a costume. Finally, he settled on tattered black jeans—those were easy enough to come by—along with a white shirt and a red bandanna to wrap around his head. Now he was a pirate. Sort of. He found a vest and pulled on some brown work boots. That would have to do.

      He checked the time. With traffic, he’d be a little late, but at least he’d be there.

      As he got back into his beater, his phone buzzed with a new text.

      It was from Zoey.

      You’re coming, right?

      Alex groaned. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.” He could always count on his ex-girlfriend to boost his morale.

      Wouldn’t miss it.

      Good.

      Alex held back an eye roll and didn’t respond to her last text. He started the car and braced himself for the traffic. It was usually an hour drive, but it might take two—and he would definitely be late. Maybe he could slip in, unnoticed. Ariana’s parties seemed to get bigger each year.

      He coasted along the I-5 corridor at twenty miles an hour heading south toward Seattle, though he’d have to drive farther. His mind wandered to everyone he would see at the party. Zoey, of course. Her parents were raising his and Zoey’s daughter as their own, though Ariana knew and understood they were actually her grandparents.

      His parents would be there. They still lived next door to Zoey’s parents. Ariana had always visited them regularly, and they were always first choice as babysitters.

      Alex’s heart constricted. Part of him wished he could be more of a part in her life, but it was better this way. He really had nothing to offer to her. He just worked, went to the bar, and slept. Rinse and repeat every single day, except Sundays when he slept all morning and watched sports in the afternoon.

      He turned up the music and sang along with the song so he wouldn’t have to think.

      Finally, he pulled into the neighborhood he grew up in. His old street was filled with cars and nearly every house had spooky decorations.

      Alex pulled into his parents’ driveway and stared at the tri-level he’d grown up in.

      His stomach twisted into tight knots.
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            Party

          

        

      

    

    
      Alex got out of the car and looked next door at Zoey’s parents’ house. It was the most decorated home in the neighborhood. He could hear festive music playing from speakers in a tree.

      Clementine, his parents’ orange tabby, walked up to him and rubbed against him. Alex kneeled and ran his hand along the cat’s back and relaxed somewhat.

      He rose and cut through his yard to the house that had been his second home growing up. He tried to distract himself with the yard decorations. Playful skeletons pulled at each other in a wagon. Ghosts danced around a tree. Smiling pumpkins lined the walkway. Giant bats and spiders hung from the house.

      It was all cute, and he could see Ariana’s touch behind it all. The girl spent the entire year planning her Halloween party, and she always made sure to turn it into the event of the year, with each celebration outdoing the last.

      Alex stopped in front of the door, pausing for a moment. For so many years, running in uninvited had been the natural thing to do. He and Zoey had continued dating for years after Ariana’s birth. But that had been so long ago.

      He took a deep breath and knocked. Playful Halloween music played inside over the sounds of kids giggling and shrieking.

      The door opened. Ariana stood there, wearing a costume that looked like a cross between a witch and fairy. Ari’s dark brown hair now went halfway down her back, and she’d grown at least a few inches—she already looked like she could be thirteen. How could she have grown up so much in the last few months since her birthday party?

      Her gorgeous brown eyes widened and her entire face lit up. “Dad!” She wrapped her arms around him, squeezing him so tightly that he couldn’t breathe.

      He flinched as he always did at the word ‘dad’ and awkwardly put his arms around her, patting her back.

      Ariana stepped back and looked him over. “I love your pirate costume! I almost went with pirate this year, but I think I’m going to do that next year. Do you like my outfit?” She spun around.

      Alex’s breath caught. She was so beautiful. “I love it.”

      She stopped and smiled, her eyes shining with excitement. “Do you know what I am?”

      “Either a witch or a fairy?” he guessed.

      Ariana squealed. “You figured it out! I’m a fairy-witch.” She grabbed his hand and pulled him inside. “Mimi! Papi! Dad is here!” Ariana called her grandparents ‘Mimi and Papi’ and she called Zoey and Alex ‘Mom and Dad.’ It was how she’d always differentiated her adoptive parents from her birth parents.

      Alex took in the scene before him. Aside from the loud, spooky music and kids running around, fake cobwebs hung from everything, even the furniture. More bats and spiders decorated the walls, and every portrait now had a witch hat added. The tables all had black coverings with skeleton decorations. Festive treats lay everywhere for the taking.

      Valerie and Kenji Nakano, Zoey’s parents, came over to them. Kenji was dressed as a baseball player—hardly a costume since he’d been a professional in Japan when Zoey was growing up. Valerie wore a wedding dress covered in fake blood.

      Kenji greeted Alex with a wide smile and a firm handshake. Valerie barely nodded an acknowledgment. She hadn’t liked him since he and Zoey had broken up. Mother and daughter despised him equally.

      But the joke was on them. No one could hate Alex more for what he’d done than he hated himself. Not that he would admit that to anyone else. The regret followed him around like a shadow, choking him when he gave it too much thought.

      Ariana dragged Alex away, showing him off to all her friends. She introduced him to the ones he’d never met. Then she stopped for a skeleton cookie and handed a bat-shaped one to him. “Want to see my room?”

      “I’ve seen it.” He bit into the cookie, glancing around for Zoey. She had to be avoiding him.

      “No, I’m in Mom’s old room now. We totally redecorated it after my birthday. Please. I want to show you.” Ariana’s eyes grew wide and she folded her hands together. “Please.”

      How could he say no to that?

      He smiled. “Let’s see it.”

      She squealed and her grip around his hand tightened. “Come on.”

      Alex followed her up the familiar stairs and into Zoey’s old room. His heart pounded against his chest as a flood of long-gone happy memories flooded his mind.

      “What do you think?”

      Ariana’s voice broke through his thoughts. Alex blinked a few times and focused on the very pink room. Pale blush walls matched the bedding and upholstered furniture. Dark rose pillows accentuated the light shades of paint and fabric. It seemed so much more mature than her old room filled with cartoon characters.

      “So grownup,” he whispered.

      “I know! Oh, and look at this.” Ariana let go of his hand and ran over to the bed. She picked up a framed picture from the nightstand and showed him.

      It was a picture of him and Zoey from the night of Zoey’s senior prom. She wore a beautiful teal dress, and Alex had on a tux. They looked so happy. They had been so happy.

      Ariana held the frame close and closed her eyes. “I love this picture so much. I even remember that night, but Mimi says that’s impossible. You came over and gave Mom the flower on her dress. Nobody told me that. I remember.”

      “I believe you.”

      Her grin widened big enough to light up the room. She twirled a strand of her rich, dark brown hair around a finger. “You do?”

      Alex gave a slight nod. “You were wearing pink pajamas with kittens dancing in the snow. You said we looked like a prince and princess going to a royal ball.”

      Ariana’s mouth gaped.

      He tapped her button nose. “I think you really believed we were.”

      She set the frame on her bed and squeezed his middle again. “I wish you lived closer.”

      “Me, too.” And he actually meant that—for the moment, at least.

      “Ariana? Are you up here?” came Zoey’s voice from the hallway.

      Before he had time to react, Zoey came into the room. She was dressed as a pirate also, but she had gone all-out with hers. Compared to Zoey, his felt especially thrown together.

      Their gazes locked. He studied her dark eyes. They were the same as they’d been for as long as he’d known her—as far as he could remember. Having messed up with the two people in this room was his biggest regret.

      Ariana released her hold on Alex. “I was showing Dad my new room!”

      Zoey’s expression stiffened. “It’s hardly new. You moved in here on your birthday.” She threw a glare at Alex.

      He turned away, unable to take the guilt and regret.

      “Well, it’s new to him.” Ariana bounced toward the door. “Let’s go downstairs. Time to bob for apples! Wanna go first, Dad?” She batted her eyes at him.

      “Yeah.” Zoey’s brows came together. “Want to go first?” Though her expression seethed anger, he knew her well enough to see the hurt beneath it all.

      He turned to Ariana. “If you want me to.”

      “Yay!” She spun around and bounded down the stairs, skipping every other step.

      “Nice of you to show up,” Zoey muttered.

      “I know what it means to her.”

      “At least you care about someone other than yourself.”

      Alex bit back a retort and recovered quickly. “How’s your boyfriend?”

      Zoey held up her left hand and showed him an engagement ring with a diamond the size of an iceberg. “Kellen proposed.”

      He nearly choked. “You’re getting married?”

      “Next summer.” She stared at him, her glare icier than ever.

      The room spun around him.

      It was official now. He’d lost Zoey forever.
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      Alex stood in front of the bucket of apples floating in water. Kids chanted for him to bob for one. His parents and sister clapped, urging him on. Zoey glared at him, leaning against her blond-haired, blue-eyed, golden boy fiancé.

      He focused on Ariana, who was jumping up and down. “Do it, Dad!”

      Only for her. Alex took a deep breath and bent down. He tried to bite into an apple without getting his face wet, but it didn’t work. He tried again, just as unsuccessfully. The story of his life.

      The shrieks of the kids all around grew louder. Children pressed against him, calling out his name.

      Alex shoved his face into the water and pressed an apple against the wall of the bucket. Water stung his nose as he breathed in. He grimaced, but managed to dig his teeth into the fruit. Once he had a solid hold on it, he stood up straight. Water dripped down his face onto his shirt and vest.

      Kids and adults alike cheered for him. Ariana threw her arms around him and stared at him like he was a hero. “I knew you could do it.”

      He pulled the apple from his mouth and put his arm around her shoulders. “Thanks, kiddo. I think you can, too.”

      She laughed and bent over, getting an apple on the first try. She’d probably spent all year practicing. She stood tall and bowed dramatically a couple times. Everyone clapped and cheered for her.

      Ariana took the apple from her mouth and tapped one of her friends. “You’re next, Em.”

      Alex stepped back and found he enjoyed watching Ariana with her friends as they played the game.

      Someone cleared her throat next to him. Alex turned to see Zoey. She rubbed her finger just beneath her nose. He arched a brow. She rubbed her finger again.

      He ran his finger under his nose and felt something wet. Some snot had fallen onto his face after getting water up his nose.

      “Thanks.” He grabbed a napkin and wiped it off.

      Zoey shrugged. “Thought you’d want to know.”

      A hand rested on his shoulder. Alex turned to see Macy. He and his sister had grown so close in their teen years after she’d been kidnapped, but now they hardly talked.

      She smiled, her eyes kind and concerned. “How are you, Alex?”

      Guilt ravaged him. He shouldn’t have pulled away from her. Not after everything she’d been through. He shrugged. “Gettin’ by. How are you and Luke?”

      The skin around her eyes crinkled as she broke into a grin. “I got a job at a clinic. I’m finally going to be a child psychologist.”

      He looked away and studied a jack-o-lantern. “Sorry I missed your graduation. I…” There was no excuse for it. He’d been drunk and forgotten. “I’m a jerk.”

      “You’re busy, I know. It’s okay.”

      Alex turned to her. “No, it’s not. I should’ve been there.”

      “Don’t worry about it. You’ll make our baby shower, right?”

      His eyes nearly popped out of his head. “What? You’re pregnant?”

      She laughed and ran her hands through her shoulder-length brown hair. “Not yet, but we’re going to try soon. I just wanted to give you some notice,” she teased.

      Luke came over to them and gave Alex a fist bump. His hair was almost as long as Macy’s.

      They made small talk until the game of bobbing for apples was over. Ariana led the kids over to another wall for a round of pin the head on the skeleton.

      Alex snuck away from his sister and brother-in-law and headed for the main snack table. He grabbed a sandwich that looked like a mummy and poured some punch.

      “That’s non-alcoholic, you know.” Zoey took a zombie-shaped cookie and smirked. Her unspoken words rang louder than the ones she actually said. Unlike him.

      He shrugged and turned his attention to Ariana, who was posing for pictures with her friends.

      “When are you going to pull yourself together?”

      Alex ignored the question. He hated that she thought so poorly of him.

      “You’re twenty-five. It’s time to start acting like an adult.”

      He turned to her and narrowed his eyes. “Stop.”

      She flinched.

      “I can’t change the past, but you can stop with the holier-than-thou routine. Maybe it’s time we both grew up.”

      Zoey’s mouth dropped. “I—”

      “Don’t. Ariana pretends not to notice your cutting remarks, but how do you think it makes her feel?”

      Her mouth formed a straight line. “I’d know better than you. I have plenty of experience with an absent father. She and I have far more in common than you’d think.”

      “Except that she doesn’t resent me like you did Kenji.”

      “Maybe she should.”

      Alex took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, counting to ten forwards and then backwards. “Congratulations on your engagement, Zo. I hope you’re very happy.” He spun around and wove his way through the room to get as far from her as possible.

      The kids were now all barefoot and playing a game that looked like spin the bottle with nail polish. A girl dressed as a zombie spun the bottle. It stopped and pointed to bright pink nail polish. She squealed, grabbed it, and painted a nail. Another girl spun the bottle, her eyes wide with anticipation.

      “Alex.”

      He stopped and turned around. “Mom.”

      She pulled some long, now-auburn hair behind an ear and smiled. “It’s so good to see you. I thought you were avoiding me.”

      More guilt. He scuffed his shoe along the floor and played with his bandanna. “It’s not like that. I’m just so busy with work and then I’m exhausted when I get home. These bags under my eyes—they’re not Halloween makeup.”

      His mom frowned. “Why don’t you stay with us, hon? You could get a job with better hours, and you know your room is always here for you, right?”

      Alex sighed. “I know, but I don’t wanna bum off you guys. You and Dad raised me to be independent and take care of myself. That’s what I’m doing.”

      “We don’t mind helping you out, either.”

      Great, pity.

      “You heard that Dad’s book hit the New York Times bestseller list, didn’t you?”

      He gave her a double-take. “It did?”

      Mom nodded, beaming. “Several weeks in a row. It hit some other big lists, too. You wouldn’t believe how much it’s bringing in. He’s worked so hard, and now it’s all paying off.”

      “That’s amazing—it really is. I mean, it all started with his little blog that we all thought was more important than us.”

      She nodded. “Oh, I know it.”

      “And what about you?”

      “I’m having a blast with my little hair studio. I take clients a few days a week, and the other days, I either help Dad with his stuff or we relax together. Macy and Luke stop by a couple times a week for dinner. It’d be great if you did, too. The door’s always open. I know Ari would love to see you more, as well.”

      No one could quite do guilt trips like his mom. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      He glanced at the clock, eager to get back to his crappy life.
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      Ariana Nakano put the last of the purple nail polish on her pinky toe and glanced around. The party had gone perfectly—just as she’d imagined and planned. The notebook she’d been filling in all year had been so worth it. Everything was just like she’d hoped.

      The best part was that her dad had come. She only got to see him a few times a year, and she’d really been hoping he would make it tonight. She sighed happily and twisted the lid back on the nail polish.

      Her friends’ parents were already arriving to pick them up. She couldn’t wait until they all got a little older and her parties could go later. They’d be teenagers in two years. Her parents always said a couple years would go by fast, but to Ari, it may as well have been a hundred years. It felt so far away.

      Emily ran over to Ariana. “Another great party, girly! I gotta go. Mom’s whining that my brother needs to get to bed.”

      Ari hugged her friend. “We’ll do a sleepover soon.”

      “Oh-em-gee. Totally!”

      The two girls squealed and hugged again.

      “Come on, Em,” called Emily’s mom.

      Emily groaned. “I’ll text you later.”

      “Can’t wait.” Ari leaned closer and whispered, “Can you believe Joshua came?”

      “What do you think I want to text you about?”

      They both giggled and Emily’s mom called for her again.

      Ariana turned to some other friends to say goodbye. She was thrilled the party had been so much fun, but bummed about it having to end. Maybe next year, she’d have to turn it into a sleepover. It would take a lot of convincing, so she’d have to start working on her begging speech to her parents the next day. Maybe later after texting with Emily.

      She glanced around the room, trying to figure out who was leaving next.

      Dad was putting on his coat.

      Her heart sank and crashed onto the floor.

      Ariana had hardly gotten to spend any time with him. She would have to think fast to find a way to talk him into staying longer—especially with the way Mom kept arguing with him.

      Ari ran over to Dad and grabbed his hand. “Let me show you the rest of my room.”

      He smiled at her—oh, how she adored that grin—and patted her head. “You already showed me, remember?” He glanced over at Mom. Obviously, he was worried about her harping on him. She was good at that.

      Ariana frowned. She’d need a new plan, and fast. “I can show you some of the decorations you didn’t see yet. Did you see the bathroom?”

      Dad’s grin widened. “I did. How’d you make the ghost jump out like that?”

      “I’ll show you. It took forever! I found this really cool trick online.”

      He gave her a sad look. “I really should get going. Work in the morning.”

      Tears threatened. Ariana blinked them back and swallowed. “Please, Dad. Please just stay a little longer.” She gave him her most pitiful expression—the one that even worked on Mimi if used at the right time.

      Dad flinched. “Oh, Ari.”

      Excitement ran through her. She was making progress.

      “I never get to see you. Can’t you stay a little longer? I don’t want to wait for Christmas.”

      He opened his mouth, but didn’t say anything.

      “Please.” She squeezed his hand with both of hers and stared into his eyes.

      Mom came over. “Don’t bother him, Ari. I’ll help you and Mimi clean things up.”

      Ariana refused to take her gaze from Dad. She shook her head.

      “I do have a long drive,” Dad said.

      She glared at Mom. Why did she have to interfere?

      “Don’t look at me like that.”

      Ari turned back to Dad. It was Mom that he wanted to get away from. “Let’s go somewhere, Dad. Just you and me. It’ll be fun.”

      “But the party cleanup,” Mom said.

      “I have all weekend.” Ariana squeezed Dad’s hand all the more. “Come on, Dad. Please. I know the perfect place.”

      He arched a brow. “Where?”

      “The Ball Palace.”

      “Never heard of it.”

      He hadn’t? She jumped up and down, still clinging to him. “You’ll love it. They turned a huge building into a big ball pit. It has tons and tons of slides—giant ones—and you can joust and play all kinds of games. I’ve been begging to go there, but never have.”

      “I… Don’t you have to be in bed soon?”

      “No! It’s Friday. Please.” She let go of his hand and wrapped her arms around him. “You’ll have fun. I promise. All my friends’ dads love it. I swear.”

      “Oh, all right. If it gets too late, I can use one of my sick days tomorrow.”

      Ari’s mouth dropped. Yes? He’d actually said yes? She jumped up and down. “Let’s go!”

      Mom stepped back with her arms folded. She had a disapproving look on her face.

      Nothing was going to sour Ari’s mood. She and Dad were going to the ball place together. She scrambled for the coat closet and pulled out her favorite jacket.

      “Maybe you should change first,” Dad said.

      Ariana glanced down at her fairy witch costume. If she ran to her room for regular clothes, that would only give him time to think up a reason not to go. “I don’t care.”

      “Nobody else will be dressed for Halloween. I’m going to take off my bandanna and vest, too.”

      “You’ll wait while I change?”

      “I won’t move from this spot.” His expression told her he meant it.

      Ariana scrambled up the stairs, pulling off her wings as she ran. In her room, she threw off the wings and grabbed the clothes she’d worn to school that day. No, she didn’t want to wear them. She just put some leggings under the dress since they’d be running around. There was no time to think. She had to get downstairs before Dad changed his mind.

      She glanced in the mirror. Her face was still covered in makeup and her hair was full of glitter. Not that she cared. She and Dad were going to the Ball Palace!

      When she got downstairs, Dad was talking with Uncle Luke.

      Dad tilted his head. “Don’t want to wash your face?”

      “Nope.” Ari slid on her jacket. “Kids go there with their faces painted all the time. Let’s go.”

      “Have fun, kiddo.” Uncle Luke patted her shoulder.

      She glanced up at Dad and beamed. “I will.”

      Mimi came over and looked at Alex. “Do you know when you’ll bring her back?”

      He glanced at Ari. “I was going to leave that up to her.”

      Ari’s mouth gaped. She’d stay there with him all weekend if he’d let her.

      “Just give us a call if it gets late.” Mimi hugged Ariana.

      She returned the embrace. “Bye!”

      Dad ruffled her hair. “You ready?”

      “Am I ever!” She grabbed his hand just to make sure it was really happening.
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      Ariana’s heart thundered against her chest as she and Dad walked up to the Ball Palace. Shouts and music sounded from the wide-open front doors. Bright lights lit up the path, almost making it feel like daytime.

      “It definitely sounds like people are having fun in there,” Dad said.

      “Wait until you see the inside.”

      He arched a brow. “I thought you hadn’t been in there before.”

      “I haven’t, but I’ve seen a ton of pictures, so I know it’s the most amazing thing in the whole town.”

      They walked in through the huge double doors. Video games sounded from an arcade just on their right. Just behind that, lights flashed from a room filled with games Ariana had seen at the county fair. The enormous ball area lay on their left. From her view, it looked bigger than her entire school. Twisty, bumpy slides ran as far as the eye could see.

      She grabbed Dad’s hand, determined never to let go. At least not until she picked up a jousting stick.

      He led her to the line. When they reached the front, the man behind the counter flicked a nod at Ariana. “How old is she?”

      “Eleven,” Ariana said, grinning. She loved being a pre-teen now.

      The guy looked at dad. “Twenty-five bucks for you two. You can buy tokens for the games by the concession stand.”

      “Okay.” Dad pulled out his wallet and handed the man some cash.

      They walked past the counter and looked around.

      “What do you want to do first?” Dad asked.

      “The balls!” She grabbed his arm and pulled him into the giant room. Kids ran around and shrieked with laughter. Ariana recognized some kids from school, mostly older kids at this hour. A boy ran by them, carrying an armload of tickets.

      Dad gave him a double-take. “He must have been playing all night to get those.”

      “Guess we’ll have to find out.” Ariana grinned.

      “I’d like that.” He smiled, seeming more relaxed than he’d been at the party. “Wow, there’s so much to do. I can’t wait to try that long, twisty slide.”

      “I know! Oh, wait.” She pulled her phone out from her inner coat pocket.

      “Need to call the president?” Dad teased.

      She laughed. “No, it’s my game. Have you heard of Halloween Catch?”

      He shook his head.

      “Oh, it’s so much fun. All month long, you can capture Halloween items. There are different ones in different places. Fun places like this sometimes have rare items.” She slid her finger around the screen and held the phone up, scanning the room. The screen showed the ball pit, but also some digitized Halloween items.

      She tapped one on the screen. “Got a bat with red eyes! That’s new. Oh, and there’s a zombie leg.”

      Dad chuckled, seeming amused. “Is this why you really brought me here?”

      Ari’s eyes widened. “No.” She captured a goblin and then put her phone away. “I just remembered. Let’s play tag.” She tapped his shoulder. “You’re it!” She ran toward a long, twisty tube slide. Her feet sank down into the balls. They went to her knees—it was seriously the best place ever.

      He caught up easily, having much longer legs. Dad reached for her, but missed—probably on purpose. Adults always did that.

      She wasn’t going to argue this time. It only took a minute to adjust to running in the ball pit. The slide she had her focus on was almost within reach. She laughed as it neared. Then she jumped onto the wooden platform and threw herself down, head first. She screamed—the slide took her down and around at a higher speed than expected. Without warning, she was thrown into a huge ball pit. She landed on her butt, and the balls went up to her chin.

      Dad flew out of the slide, flying past her and spraying balls all around her.

      Laughing, Ariana rushed to her feet and jumped away from him. He reached for her again, but missed. She was sure that wasn’t a pity miss that time. He struggled to his feet, but she was already running.

      Ari headed for some foam pads and climbed up. She had to balance on a beam about five feet above the balls below. Dad was already climbing up, not far behind. She stretched her arms out and hurried, knowing he was probably better at balancing since he spent his time on roofs. He was probably the best balancer in the world.

      She was almost to the end. Then she would just have to climb up another platform and she would have her choice of slides. They all went in different directions. If she could trick Dad into thinking she went into a different one, she would gain a better lead.

      “I’m almost to you,” Dad called from behind.

      Ari didn’t doubt that. She glanced back, and sure enough, he was almost close enough to tag her. She hurried, but her right foot caught on her ankle.

      “Whoa!” She overcompensated and tumbled down toward the balls, landing easily. Plastic balls shot out in every direction and then rained down on her.

      Laughing, she tried to find the ground, but couldn’t. She was going to have to ‘swim’ through them to reach the platform.

      “Ready or not, here I come!” Dad squatted and then jumped.

      Ariana squealed and tried unsuccessfully to run. Dad landed near her, sending a geyser of balls flying out everywhere. Laughing, he threw himself down right next to her.

      She gasped for breath and landed next to him, putting an arm around him. He wrapped both arms around her and squeezed. “You know, I honestly don’t think I’ve ever had more fun in my life.”

      Her heart nearly exploded in her chest. “Really?”

      “I mean it.”

      Ari leaned her head against his shoulder. “Me, too.”

      Dad stroked her hair for a moment.

      Her whole life was completely perfect. She had Dad to herself, she was finally at the Ball Palace, and her party had been awesome. The only thing she could possibly ask for would be for him to live closer so she could see him more. But she had this perfect moment, and she wasn’t going to let anything ruin it.

      He gasped for air. “Are you as tired as me?”

      “Nope.” She giggled.

      Dad kissed the top of her head. “That’s good. Do you know why?”

      “Why?”

      “Because I still have to tag you.”

      She shrieked and scrambled away. He laughed and chased after her, having the advantage of being able to touch the floor. She barely made it to the platform before he could tag her. Ari climbed up, her eyes focused on a wobbly bridge up ahead. At least it had rails so she wouldn’t have to worry about falling—just remaining steady.

      Dad teased and taunted her, nearly tagging her. Finally, she reached the bridge. She clung to the sides and ran, barely able to stand up as the bridge swayed back and forth while twisting.

      Luckily, he seemed to have just as hard of a time with it as she did. Finally, she made it to the end. The high platform went in four different directions. She headed to the right and found herself at the top of a line of five tall, steep slides that had big bumps going all the way down.

      Just as she sat down at the top of one of the middle ones, Dad plopped himself next to her and winked. She pushed herself and went flying down. Dad caught up in just a moment, and they went down together. He could have easily reached over and tagged her, but he didn’t.

      They landed in another pool of plastic balls. He reached down and pulled a bunch into his arms. “Maybe we should play tag with balls. If I hit you, you’re it.”

      Ariana gasped in protest. “You can’t!”

      “Why not?”

      She scrunched her face, thinking. “Because it’s cheating.”

      “Are you sure?” He aimed a red ball at her.

      “Yes!” But she ran, anyway. A ball bounced against her back. She spun around to find Dad laughing.

      “Gotcha!”

      Ariana scooped up as many balls as she could, chucking them at him in rapid-fire succession. He laughed and threw just as many balls her way. It was impossible to tell who tagged who with balls bouncing off each other left and right.

      Finally, Dad dropped his pile and held his arms in the air. “I give up. You win—I don’t stand a chance.”

      “If that’s the case…” Ari aimed for him and threw a ball, hitting him square in the forehead.

      His eyes widened and he brought his hands to his chest. “You got me!” He fell backward with his arms outstretched.

      “Funny.” Ariana waited for him to get up.

      He didn’t.

      “Dad.”

      No movement.

      “Dad?” Ariana crept over toward him until she was right next to him.

      He didn’t budge. In fact, he didn’t even appear to be breathing.

      She opened her mouth to speak, but before she could make a sound, he reached out and grabbed her wrists. Ariana fell over, laughing.

      “Gotcha.” Dad grinned, his eyes shining.

      Ari gasped for air. “I’m usually really hard to scare, you know.”

      “Then I must be the master.”

      “I think so.”

      They held each other’s gazes for a moment before bursting into laughter. Dad put his arm around Ari. “You know what? It’s getting late—”

      “Oh.” Ari’s heart sank.

      “So, maybe I should stay in my old room. Then tomorrow we can spend the day together.”

      Excitement ran through her. “Really?” Not just tonight, but the next day, too?

      He nodded. “If I’m going to use a sick day, I may as well make the most of it.”

      Ariana beamed. “Does that mean we can stay here longer?”

      “As long as you want.”

      “I heard it stays open until midnight.”

      His face turned serious. “I think both your moms would have my throat if I kept you out that late.”

      She couldn’t disagree. “Let’s go try the jousting.”

      “Let me just text my boss before I forget.”

      “Okay.”

      He pulled out his phone and Ari looked around. They were at the other end of the building, maybe there were some new characters or items she could find for her game. She grabbed her phone, too, and went to the app, holding the screen up to look.

      Her heart skipped a beat. Near an emergency exit stood a zombie bride. She’d only heard rumors about them. Nobody she knew had actually seen or captured one. Yet there it was, and nobody was close enough to get it.

      “I’m gonna run over there,” she said. “I have to get that zombie bride.”

      Dad nodded, not looking away from the screen.

      “I can go?”

      He nodded again.

      “Yes!” She threw her fist into the air and scrambled for the exit. Nobody else had grabbed it yet, and she also couldn’t see anyone headed that way.

      Ari’s heart felt like it would explode as she made her way over. She watched as the zombie bride paced by the door, flesh dripping onto the ground. It was completely gross—and totally cool.

      Finally, she got close enough to capture it. Ari tapped the screen, and a moment later, the zombie bride was hers! Her screen flashed and played music, congratulating her on such a rare find.

      She couldn’t wait to get to school on Monday and show everyone.

      “Oh, darn,” came a male voice from behind. “I missed the zombie bride. Did you get it?”

      Ari turned around.

      The voice belonged to a tall, skinny man about the age of Papi. He was tan with thin, balding hair. The man smiled, exuding friendliness. “Did you get it?”

      She nodded. “Yeah. I didn’t even know it was real. Do you play?”

      “Who doesn’t?” He arched a dark, bushy brow. His eyes shone with excitement. “Can I see the bride?”

      “Sure.” She held out her screen.

      He leaned closer, studying it. “You’re so lucky. Did you hear that someone saw a pumpkin king out in the parking lot?”

      Ariana’s mouth dropped. “For real?” The king was even rarer than the bride.

      “That’s what people are saying, but the king is fast. Nobody who has seen it could nab it.”

      Ari’s mind rushed. What if she could get it?

      “Want me to show you where it’s supposed to be?”

      She studied the man. He seemed super nice, but she knew all the stranger safety rules. She’d be stupid to go out with him… even if he did know where a pumpkin king was.

      “I should get back to my dad.”

      He nodded. “Of course. Well, if you change your mind, let me know. You can even bring your dad. Maybe between the three of us, we can get that king for you.”

      She hesitated. If he was bad, he wouldn’t tell her to bring her dad to meet him. She glanced over at him. He was still texting. A kidnapper would just grab her and run, right?

      Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad just to go outside—not way out into the parking lot. Just out the door to look. If she could catch the king, it really would be the perfect ending to the most amazing day.

      “Do you want to check?” asked the man.

      Ariana glanced back and forth between her dad and the exit. Part of her was telling her not to go. Lectures from her parents ran through her head, but she really wanted the king. It would only be a minute, then she could run back inside.
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      Alex hit send and took a deep breath. Darren had really given him a hard time about one sick day. It had been well over six months since Alex had used a sick day. His boss could’ve been more understanding, but all he cared about was getting the job done.

      His boss needed to get used to this because Alex was going to start taking more Saturdays off to spend with Ariana.

      He jammed his phone back into his pocket and glanced around.

      Where was Ariana? Had she decided to play hide and seek? She’d said something to Alex while he had been text-arguing with his greedy boss.

      What had she said? Something about…? He couldn’t remember. He’d been too focused on his idiot boss.

      He glanced around again. With all the kids and teens running around, shouting, it was hard to think.

      Why hadn’t he stopped texting for a moment when she was talking to him?

      Alex scratched his head, squinted, and looked around again, this time paying closer attention.

      Some kids shouted on his left, breaking his concentration. Reflexively, he turned in that direction.

      A girl who looked just like Ari from behind was leaving with a balding man in a jean jacket. The girl had the same blueish-green colored jacket as Ariana. The same ponytail, too.

      His heart sank and his eyes widened.

      It was Ariana.

      “No!” He burst into a run, terror seizing him. The stupid plastic balls made it hard for him to find his footing.

      What was Ari doing? Hadn’t anyone taught her to stay away from strangers?

      He had to get to her. They seemed to be walking in slow motion, yet he couldn’t move any faster than they were.

      Finally, he broke free of the ball pit.

      “Ariana! Stop!”

      The man and his daughter turned a corner up ahead. It may as well have been miles away.

      “Stop them!”

      No one noticed him. Or the man walking away with Ariana.

      His throat closed up. He forced his legs to move faster. Everything moved too slowly, except for that man and Ariana.

      “Stop them!” His voice was high and squeaky.

      Alex’s pulse raced, making it hard to breathe. He rounded the same corner they had, but now they were out of sight.

      They could have gone anywhere—the arcade, the food court, or even outside.

      His stomach twisted in tight knots. Beads of sweat broke out on his forehead.

      He released a string of profanities and ran over to the man selling tickets. “Have you seen my daughter?”

      “What does she look like?”

      “You just sold us tickets to get inside! You don’t remember?”

      The dude shrugged. “Do you know how many people come and go around here?”

      Alex swore again. “Did you see a little girl about this high,”—he held his hand to his side, just below his chest—“with dark brown hair full of sparkles?”

      “Maybe.” He played with his goatee. “Not sure.”

      “You’re useless!” Alex ran to the arcade and glanced around. No little girls.

      He ran to the exit.

      “You’re going to have to pay to get in again, you know.”

      Alex would have it out with that little punk later. He ran outside. Thankfully the bright overhead lights made it easy enough to scan the parking lot.

      He saw them.

      At the far end of the parking lot, Ariana held up her phone as if showing him something on the screen.

      “Ari!” he screamed, his voice shrill and cutting his throat. “Ariana!”

      Neither seemed to hear him.

      He burst into a run, his heart pounding against his ribcage. Alex had to dart around parked cars, but finally he neared them. He could see Ari’s profile—it was definitely her.

      Alex studied the man’s face. He was just a tanned, skinny balding guy who looked like he’d been through a lot because of the deep lines around his eyes and mouth. His cheeks were a bit sunken, but otherwise there was nothing striking about the man.

      “Ariana!” He was so close, yet so far. He continued running.

      That time, she turned. The man wrapped an arm around her.

      “Dad!” Ari called, fear in her eyes.

      The man covered her mouth, hoisted her up, and ran.

      Alex’s blood turned cold. “Stop!”

      He didn’t. In fact, he ran around the corner of the warehouse.

      Alex caught up just in time to see the man stuff Ariana into an already-running black SUV. The man jumped inside and slammed the door shut.

      Pulse drumming in his ears, Alex ran faster. He got closer to the vehicle, and closer still.

      He reached for the door.

      The SUV squealed away just as his hand grasped air rather than clasping the handle.

      “No!” Alex tried to make out the license plate, but it was caked in mud. Not one number or letter showed. Even the make and model of the car had been hidden by dirt and grime.

      He ran after it, managing to keep up until it tore out of the parking lot. The tires squealed again as they turned the corner.

      Alex continued running, but the SUV had to be going at least twice the legal speed. It turned onto a main street, going out of sight.

      Determined, he continued running, gasping for air and crying out for Ariana. By the time he reached the main road, the vehicle was out of sight.

      He ran his hands through his hair and looked up and down the street for any clues.

      There was no point.

      She was gone.
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      Alex waved his arms like a maniac, trying to flag someone down. He needed to get into a car and chase down that bastard. Not even a single car slowed to help him.

      He stopped, rubbed the back of his neck, and pulled at his shirt’s collar.

      What was he supposed to do now? If he went back to the ball place, he would be going away from her. But he didn’t know where she was. On the other hand, he could get into his car and try to find the jerk. He knew what the kidnapper looked like and he could easily spot that dirty SUV.

      Alex turned around and ran back to the parking lot. His mind raced out of control. He needed to think clearly.

      The police. He needed to call them. They could put every last one of their men on this.

      He stopped and took deep breaths as he pulled out the phone and dialed 911.

      “Nine-one-one,” said a bored-sounding lady. “What’s your emergency?”

      “My daughter…” Alex gasped for air. “She’s been kidnapped.”

      “What? Where are you, sir?”

      What was the name of that place? He checked the sign on the warehouse. “The Ball Palace.” It was too dark to make out any road signs.

      “Over near Wilson Avenue?”

      “Yeah.” That sounded right.

      “Stay where you are. I’m sending officers over right now. Are you inside or outside the building?”

      “Outside.” Alex started walking again and headed for the entrance.

      The operator asked him a series of questions and Alex described what Ariana looked like, what the kidnapper looked like, and what he could tell her about the SUV.

      By the time he reached the warehouse, he could already hear sirens in the distance. He leaned against a pole, rubbed his arm, and glanced all around.

      This couldn’t be happening. But it was. Ariana had been snatched on his watch—right before his eyes—and he’d been unable to stop it. And to think he’d thought he was a bad father before. Now he took the award.

      “The officers are there,” said the operator. “I’m going to hang up now.”

      “Sure.” Alex ended the call.

      The sirens grew louder and flashing lights brighter as the police cars turned into the parking lot and all stopped around him. There were at least four or five of them.

      Alex ran over to the first officer out of a cruiser. “They went that way.” He pointed toward the main street. “He took her in a black SUV. It was caked in dirt and mud. The man—”

      He pulled out a tablet and slid his finger around the screen. “Slow down. What’s your name? Her name? We need a description and a picture. Do you—?”

      “She went that way!” He pointed again, this time with more flair. “Someone needs to go after them!”

      “Sir, you need to calm down.”

      “Calm down?” Alex shouted. “My daughter has been kidnapped! He could be hurting her right now.”

      A female officer came over and put a hand on his arm. “We need to know this information, sir. It’ll give us the best chance at finding your daughter.”

      “No, chasing down that SUV is the best way to get her back!”

      Why had he bothered calling the cops? They hadn’t helped much when his sister had been kidnapped. What made him think anything would be different now?

      “Sir?” asked the female officer. “What’s your name?”

      Alex threw his head back, hitting the pole. “Alex Mercer.”

      Her eyes widened. “Alex Mercer? You mean the brother of Macy Mercer?”

      “Yes! I’m the brother of the kidnapped girl from twelve years ago. Now, can you get my daughter?”

      A murmur of whispers surrounded Alex as the police officers realized the connection. The only two kidnappings in their small town were both within the same family.

      “Just find her,” he pleaded.
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      Zoey Carter put the last of the leftover sandwiches into her parents’ fridge. At least all the messes were cleaned and the food was now put away. It had been another great party—the only thing that would have made it better would have been if Alex hadn’t shown up. But Ariana had wanted him there so badly, it would have ruined it for her.

      At least she had the memory of the look on his face when she’d shown him her new engagement ring. The shock, the hurt. Now maybe he felt a little bit of what he’d done to her.

      Kellen came in and wrapped an arm around her. “Are we leaving the decorations up, sweetie?”

      She gave him a quick kiss. “Yeah. Ari adores them. She’ll probably want to keep them up until Thanksgiving.”

      He smiled and rubbed her shoulders. “That’s so cute. You ready to go? I’m exhausted.”

      “Me, too, but you can keep doing that.” Zoey closed her eyes and relaxed her head as he continued massaging.

      “There you two are.” Kenji—otherwise known as her dad—came into the room and smiled at the couple. “Another great party, wouldn’t you say?”

      “The best.” Kellen stepped back. “Need any help with anything else? I can take out the garbage.”

      Kenji glanced at Zoey. “This one’s definitely a keeper.”

      Zoey gave him a tired smile. “He sure is.”

      Kellen grabbed a trash bag and headed out the back door.

      Kenji opened the cabinet. “We’re out of plastic bags. Must’ve used them all for the party. I’ll head out to the store.” He grabbed his coat.

      Kellen came in. “Where are you going?”

      “We’re out of trash bags. I’m running to the store.”

      “Nonsense.” Kellen shook his head. “You guys have been working tirelessly on this party. I’ll just run down to the gas station. It’ll only take a minute.” He ran out the door before anyone could respond.

      “Have you two set a date yet?” Kenji asked Zoey.

      “No, we still need to reserve the venue. Once that’s set, we can plan everything else.”

      Zoey’s mom came in and gave Kenji a kiss. “Thanks for all your help.”

      “My pleasure. Koishiteru.”

      “I love you, too.” Mom beamed and then turned to Zoey. “You don’t have to stay and clean everything up. We’ll get the rest tomorrow.”

      Zoey shrugged. “I was hoping to stay until Ari got back. I want to say goodnight to her.”

      “Don’t trust Alex, do you?” Kenji asked.

      Zoey didn’t reply.

      “He’s always been a good kid.”

      “Alex isn’t a kid,” Zoey snapped. “He’s twenty-five and lives like a college frat boy. It’s ridiculous. His life is going nowhere and yet Ariana thinks he’s some kind of superhero.”

      Mom and Kenji exchanged a knowing look.

      Zoey shook her head. “I don’t want to hear it.”

      “There was a time you looked at him like that, too.” Kenji arched a brow.

      “And there’s a reason I don’t anymore.”

      Zoey excused herself and went to the bathroom to get a moment alone.

      When she returned to the kitchen, Kellen had already returned and replaced the garbage bag.

      “Thanks so much for all your help, you two,” Mom said. “It’s late. You guys should get going.”

      Zoey checked her phone. “Has anyone heard from Alex or Ari?”

      “They’re fine,” Kenji said.

      “Since we’re all here without Ari, there’s something I want to talk about.” Zoey sat at the table and pushed aside some Halloween plates.

      “Now?” Mom yawned.

      Zoey’s heart picked up speed. This wasn’t a conversation she was looking forward to, but it was best to get it out of the way. “Yes.”

      Everyone took a seat. Kellen took Zoey’s hand. “What’s going on, Zo?”

      She took a deep breath and then made eye contact with everyone around the table. “Now that I have a solid career and am getting married…” Her voice trailed as she considered her words. She’d already practiced the speech in front of her mirror several dozen times, but that hadn’t been the same. Suddenly, she sat upright. “I want split custody of Ariana.”

      “What?” Her mom gasped.

      “Are you serious?” Kenji asked.

      Kellen stared at her, his shock equal to her parents’.

      “She is my daughter, and I want her to be an active part in my family.”

      Mom and Kenji exchanged a worried expression.

      “What exactly do you have in mind?” Kenji asked.

      “I think fifty-fifty is fair.”

      “Fair?” Mom exclaimed. “For whom?”

      “Everyone.” Zoey cleared her throat. “Ari’s used to living here, but at the same time, I’m her mom and she needs me. So, fifty-fifty is a good split.”

      “It sounds like you’ve put a lot of thought into this,” Kenji said.

      “Yeah, it does,” Kellen muttered.

      Mom slammed her hand on the table. “This isn’t what we agreed to.”

      “When I was sixteen? Things have changed, Mom.”

      “You said you wanted us to raise her. That we would give her the best chance at a good life. To give your dad a chance to raise a child.”

      Resentment bubbled over the surface. “It’s not my fault he chose not to raise me.” She glared at Kenji.

      “We adopted her,” Mom said. “You signed over your rights.”

      “I gave birth to her. No court would deny me custody—especially with the home I could provide her.”

      Tears filled her mom’s eyes. “Court? You want to sue us?”

      “No. It’s not like that. I was just making a point. I’d rather us come to a verbal agreement and carry on.”

      Kenji leaned over the table. “Going from living here full-time to half-time will be a big adjustment for Ariana. Think about her.”

      “We can start small,” Zoey agreed. “Start with every other weekend and add time until it’s every other week by the wedding. That should give us at least a year.”

      Tears ran down her mom’s face. “I can’t believe you’re doing this.” She shook her head. “I never thought I’d see the day. Don’t you and Kellen want to start your own family?”

      Zoey squeezed her fiancé’s hand. “Of course, but we can’t deny that Ariana’s part of that. Right?”

      Kellen nodded, but didn’t say anything.

      Zoey’s phone rang. She pulled it out and glanced at the screen. “Oh, thank God. It’s Alex. Hopefully they’re on their way home. I can’t wait to tell Ariana the good news.”
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      Zoey pressed the paper bag to her mouth, but it didn’t help her breathing. She couldn’t get it under control. Not that it mattered. The only thing that mattered was that someone had stolen Ariana—that Alex had let it happen.

      She would kill him. Kill him. How dare he be so irresponsible?

      Kellen rubbed Zoey’s shoulders. “Try to relax. Ariana needs you calm.”

      Zoey pulled the bag away. “Nobody knows where she is! It doesn’t matter to her how upset I am. Actually, I think she’d be glad to know I’m freaking out. How do you think she’d feel if I acted like I didn’t care that some man threw her into a van?”

      He pulled his hands away. “If you say so.”

      “I do.” She glanced up at Kenji. “Can’t you drive any faster?”

      “Not unless you want me to get pulled over.”

      “All the cops are at that ball place, looking for Ari.”

      “I’m sure not all of them.”

      “They should be! Look, if someone pulls you over, we can chew him out about not doing his job. What could be more important than looking for a lost child?”

      “We’re almost there,” Mom said.

      “I don’t know how you can all be so chill.”

      “Chill?” Valerie exclaimed. “I’ve never been more upset in my life. I’m just trying to hold myself together. Now isn’t the time to fall apart.”

      “Seems like a good time to me,” Zoey snapped. “I can’t think of a better time, actually.”

      “The police are going to question us.”

      “Us?” Zoey shook her head. “We weren’t even there. I just want to get out there and look for Ari.”

      “Don’t you remember when Macy was kidnapped? They questioned everyone she knew, even you.”

      “Especially me.” Zoey didn’t want to think about her best friend’s abduction. Not now. The whole thing was too painful, and it looked like she might have to relive it through Ari, thanks to Alex—the selfish, irresponsible loser.

      “We knew her best. She was like a second daughter to me because of how much time you two spent together.”

      Zoey didn’t respond.

      Finally, Kenji pulled into the parking lot. Lights flashed all around and people milled everywhere. Yellow police tape blocked off part of the warehouse.

      Terror shot through Zoey. What was the tape for? Had they found something to indicate foul play? She took the seat belt off and ran outside without a word. She saw Alex’s parents huddled together and headed for them.

      As she neared the building, an officer put his arm out and stopped her. “You need to stay back.”

      “I’m her mother! The missing girl! Let me get by.”

      The officer’s brows came together. “What’s your name?”

      “Zoey Carter.”

      He slid his finger around the screen of a tablet. “Can you tell me the girl’s full name?”

      “Ariana 
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