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      Everything had been quiet so long. Too long. Something wasn’t right. It had to be a trick. But even if it was, Ayla needed to try and make an escape. She tugged on both sides of the blindfold. It was not only super tight, but it wouldn’t even budge. It had been glued to her hair and scalp.

      She’d have to get away with it on.

      Ayla tried to pull the fabric up and then down, but it was so tight. Scratchy. It hurt, but she’d gotten used to it. Kind of. She definitely wanted it off. But that would have to wait. Especially if she could leave.

      She felt around the shag carpet. Her finger bumped the dinner plate and the fork on it made a really loud noise. Ayla held her breath and froze in place. Waited.

      Nobody came.

      She released her breath and felt around again—this time, not so rushed. Part of the carpet was soggy. She didn’t want to think about why. He’d made her stay in the room for so long and hadn’t let her leave for anything.

      Fresh air would be so nice. She held on to that thought as she felt around some more. Just carpet. The shaggy kind like her grandparents had had when she and her parents had traveled on a plane to visit their house, back when Grams and PopPop were still alive.

      Ayla pushed aside thoughts of them. It usually made her heart hurt thinking about never seeing them again, and now it was so much worse. Tears stung her eyes, and she blinked them away as best she could with the tight fabric.

      She crawled on her hands and knees, breathing heavily. Her left knee ached, but it was nothing compared to her throbbing cheekbone and mouth. Or her arms from when she’d been shoved into the small trunk of that car.

      The thought sent a shiver down her spine. Goosebumps formed, hurting where she had cuts and bruises.

      Was her mom okay? The last time she’d seen her had been in that trunk. Well, not seen. They’d already been blindfolded. But she’d been there. Mom had held her close and whispered for her to stay strong. Said not to give up—if she didn’t give up, she’d survive.

      The words were supposed to have helped, but they only scared her. Could she be strong? How long would she have to keep going without giving up?

      Mom kept saying that over and over during the bumpy ride. That and how much she loved Ayla.

      She bumped into a wall and pulled herself from her thoughts. No, it wasn’t a wall. She pressed her palm on it. It felt like a door. Her heart pounded as she reached up. Higher…

      A knob, cold metal. And it jiggled.

      Her pulse pounded in her ears. Ayla waited for it to stop. She needed her ears more than ever because of the blindfold. Once she could hear again, she twisted the knob. Slowly. Once it went as far as it would go, she paused.

      Would the door open? If it did, would she find freedom? Or something worse than her current situation? That wasn’t likely. Before, she’d thought Shana telling everyone she still played with dolls was the most horrifying experience. But she’d been wrong—so very wrong.

      She hesitated. Didn’t want to get beat up again. But it was a risk she had to take.

      Mom’s words ran through her mind.

      Ayla needed to be brave for both of them. What if her mom needed help? Who was she kidding? Of course Mom needed help, wherever she was. They both did. They’d been separated since being yanked out of the trunk.

      She shuddered at the thought, then took a deep breath. They would escape.

      Ayla would make sure of that.

      Holding her breath, she pulled on the knob. The door moved. It actually opened!

      She cocked her head and listened. Her pounding heart made it hard to hear anything, but she was sure everything else was silent. Other than her wild heartbeats, there were no other sounds. Nothing!

      What she wouldn’t give to see. But there was no removing the fabric. Not without scissors. Maybe not without cutting her hair. She loved her hair, but it was a small price to pay for freedom. Everything else had changed. Why not her hair?

      As stupid as it sounded, thinking about a haircut gave her something to focus on—something after this nightmare.

      Ayla pressed her palms on the doorframe and slid them out to the wall. Listened for anything. Expected someone to scream at her. Knock her to the ground.

      Everything was still quiet. Everything except the sounds of her breathing and the slight movements of her palms against the bumpy wall.

      She wanted to call out for her mom, but didn’t dare. Not when it could alert him of her whereabouts. Her mouth dried at the thought. She silently begged God to keep him away, to let her escape and find help.

      Ayla groped the wall, creeping along. The paint was scratchy, like it was chipped or like something had hit it a lot. She shuddered, hoping other people hadn’t been forced to stay in the house like her and her mom.

      Bump!

      She froze in place. Pressed herself against the wall. What had made that noise?

      Bump! Thump!

      The noises were muffled, like they were in a room behind a closed door.

      Were they Mom? Or were they him? Her body tensed at the second thought.

      She couldn’t risk heading toward the sounds. Mom would want her to get away. To find help. Police or firefighters could break down the doors and save her.

      Ayla was weak—starved and beaten. Her sore knee gave her a slight limp. She was in no shape to try and fight off a grown man. Even if she was at her strongest, she couldn’t beat him.

      Nothing else sounded. No more bumps, no more thumps. They’d been behind her—or at least, they’d sounded that way. She kept going in the direction she was already headed.

      Her fingers came to a protrusion in the wall. It was ridged and went up and down.

      A door frame.

      She stepped around it, careful not to brush her hands against the door itself. If someone was inside, they might hear her—and her knees nearly gave out at the thought.

      Ayla found the other side of the frame then continued down the hall, feeling the wall as she crept along.

      Thump!

      The noise sounded farther away this time.

      Relief washed through her. With her sight useless, she was sure her hearing was better. She was more aware of the direction and distance of the noises. Or maybe it was only her imagination. Could her other senses take over so quickly? She wasn’t sure how long it had been since the blindfold had been forced on her. Could’ve been five days or even a week. It was so hard to tell how much time went by when blindfolded.

      She continued down the hall, listening. The only sounds she heard were her fingertips along the wall and now her bare feet along the carpeting. She hadn’t noticed that before. It was more obvious now.

      Hopefully, he couldn’t hear any of it.

      If she was going to get away, she had to bank on that.

      Ayla came to another door frame. She moved past it quickly and soon came to a corner. She felt the wall extra carefully. It was just as bumpy and chipped as the other one had been.

      Her hip bumped into something. It wobbled. Made noises, like things tipping. She reached for it. Some sort of end table, maybe. Her arm brushed against something long and skinny. A vase? Maybe a thin lamp?

      Crash! Tinkle! Crack!

      Blood drained from her body. Her heart leaped into her throat.

      There was no way that could go unnoticed.

      She stepped over the mess, feeling along the wall.

      Shouting sounded. It was muffled, but it was him. She could never forget that voice.

      Another door. Ayla found the knob and turned. She leaped into the room and closed the door, careful not to make a noise.

      Her heart thundered worse than before. She felt around. This room was full of stuff. Something long and stiff, covered in fabric leaned against the wall. A mattress?

      Footsteps thundered out in the hallway. More shouting.

      Ayla moved around the mattress and pressed herself against the wall. A pile of clothes or blankets were next to the wall. She slid down to sitting and pulled them over her. They smelled like a mix of cigarette smoke and beer. She gagged, but held as still as possible.

      The doorknob jiggled.

      Crash! The door banged into something.

      “Are you in here, brat?”

      Ayla’s breathing stopped.

      “Where are you?” He thunder-stomped around.

      She prepared herself for the worst—for him yanking off her covers and finding her. Making her pay for trying to get away, for knocking over the table.

      “You think you can get away from me?”

      His footsteps came closer.

      Her hands shook. Stomach lurched. Tears soaked into the blindfold. But she held her body still. Made sure he didn’t see the pile of clothes or blankets moving.

      “You’d better come to me, because if I find you, you’re going to pay! Do you hear me? I’ll do things to you that you never thought possible! Come out, you stupid child!”

      Ayla swallowed and willed herself to remain motionless. Held her breath. Squeezed her eyes shut as the stream of tears poured out.

      He thunder-stomped around some more, calling her things she’d never heard before but could tell were horrible insults. Then his footsteps moved toward the door, which slammed shut.

      Ayla didn’t budge. What if the slamming door was a trick? He could be waiting in the room, waiting for her to come out. She struggled to breathe without making a noise. Her breaths were coming out in gasps and she was crying even harder now.

      He shouted again. It was muffled. Out in the hall.

      Her entire body relaxed. She wasn’t safe yet, but at least he was gone from the room.

      She moved the blankets from her face and took in a big gulp of fresh air. Or at least, fresher air. It was stale and gross, like the rest of the house, but better than the smoke-beer odor.

      Another door slammed shut out in the hall. His yelling farther away.

      Ayla’s whole body went limp with relief.

      Then cries sounded.

      Mom.

      He was making her pay for what Ayla did.

      Her lips trembled, and even more tears came, making her face hot.

      Mom shrieked and howled.

      Ayla shuddered. She never should’ve tried to get away. But it was too late. And he was distracted.

      She had to get out now, before he did something even worse to Mom.

      Ayla pushed off the covers and forced herself to her feet. Mom was still hollering, her tone higher.

      “I’m so sorry,” Ayla whispered. “I’ll send for help.”

      She felt around the mattress and found the door. Opened it. Listened.

      Mom wailed, and he yelled.

      Crash!

      Ayla jolted then stepped into the hall. Something sharp dug into her foot. She winced but managed not to cry out, then stepped around the debris and raced as fast as she could, feeling her way along the wall. The shouts and cries continued.

      She came to another door. This one had a deadbolt. That meant it would lead outside.

      To freedom. She could find someone to help Mom.

      All she needed to do was get out there.

      She flipped the deadbolt. It clicked. Her heart pounded harder. She fumbled with the knob. It had a twisty lock. She released it then twisted the knob. Pulled on the door.

      And it opened!

      Ayla stepped outside and gulped in fresh air. Then she closed the door behind her and took another step. She stumbled down a stair, then another. Crashed onto the ground. The air knocked out from her lungs.

      She scrambled to her feet, trying to breathe. Dirt and tiny stones stuck to her arms. Twigs dug into her feet.

      Howl!

      Ayla turned her head. Listened.

      An owl hooted overhead. Something howled again.

      She yanked on the blindfold. The stupid thing still wouldn’t budge.

      Something crashed inside the house.

      Ayla ran.
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      Captain Nick Fleshman took a deep breath as he stared at the shaking envelope in his hand. Actually, it was his hand shaking. He’d put this moment off long enough. Found every excuse in the book and made up some really lame ones to boot.

      But it wasn’t doing anyone any good. He needed to know the information held inside. More importantly, if it was bad news, so did Parker. If the paper inside revealed everything was fine, then his son would never even have any clue the question of his paternity had come up.

      Yet it had. And here Nick sat in his office on his lunch break, staring at an envelope he knew by heart at this point.

      Maybe this was a bad idea. Everything had been going just fine until Corrine brought up the fact that Parker’s paternity was questionable. Okay, things hadn’t been fine, but at least Nick had his family. The rest of the world had been crumbling, but at least he had his kids.

      Technically, he still had them. With Corrine and Dave both in jail—and with Nick as Parker’s legal parent—custody wouldn’t change. Nick would remain Parker’s dad no matter what genetics said. He’d raised him, and he definitely loved him as much as his daughters, and no piece of paper could change that. Nothing could change the way he felt about his son.

      His son. No matter what.

      Nick drew in another deep breath. All these thoughts were nothing more than putting off the inevitable. He dug out his letter opener from the middle drawer of his desk.

      The moment of truth.

      The results wouldn’t change anything.

      Or they could change everything.

      Beads of sweat broke out on his forehead.

      His cell phone buzzed in his pocket.

      Nick dropped the envelope. It floated on top of a stack of papers on his desk. He set down the letter opener and pulled out his phone.

      Genevieve. His whole body relaxed seeing her beautiful picture on the screen.

      He cleared his throat as he accepted the call. “How are you?”

      “Are you okay? You sound stressed.”

      There was no hiding anything from his fiancée. “I was about to open the envelope.”

      “Right now?” she exclaimed.

      “Probably bad timing, huh? I should do this at home. On a weekend, when I have plenty of time to deal with the bad news.”

      “If it is bad news. But there’ll never be a perfect time, and you’re only going to feel worse the longer you put it off. Do you want me to open it for you this evening? Then I can break it to you, whichever way it goes.”

      “I appreciate it, G. Really, I do, but I need to do this myself.”

      “If you want, I can take the kids for the night so you have the house to yourself.”

      Nick stared at the envelope and sighed. “That’s sweet of you—it really is—but Parker has a study group and Ava’s going out with her friends. That just leaves Hanna.”

      “And Tinsley would love to spend the evening with her. It’s perfect. I can pick up Hanna from your parents’ house after work. That’s where she’ll be after school, right?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “But nothing. It’s settled. Put the results out of your mind for now, okay? Tonight’s your night. If you want me there after, I’ll bring the girls over. We can play with them or just sit quietly while they’re outside.”

      Nick’s heart warmed. “You make it hard to say no.”

      “Everything’s going to be fine, Nicky. I promise.”

      That was a nickname he typically hated, but there was something about the way it rolled off her tongue that made him smile. “I hope you’re right.”

      “Genetics aren’t what make a parent. All the years and love you’ve invested in him, that’s what makes you his dad. If the genetics are there, all the better. But if not, you two will work through it.”

      He tapped his finger on the desk. “Thanks, G.”

      “Well, I’d better get back to work. I just wanted to hear your voice before I dig into my stack of paperwork.”

      “Thanks for calling.”

      “I love you.”

      “And I love you.” He ended the call and glanced at the time.

      Ten more minutes until his lunch break ended. He eyed the envelope. Ten minutes was more than he needed to break the seal and check the results.

      His desk phone rang. Maybe it was a sign to forget about the envelope for the time being.

      He picked up the receiver. “Fleshman.”

      “Captain Fleshman, this is Sergeant Hoffman in Spokane.”

      Nick wracked his mind, unable to think of a case clear across the state. Must be something new. “What can I do for you?”

      “You have an Officer Alex Mercer on your force, don’t you?”

      Nick’s stomach twisted. Alex was his best friend and one of the precinct’s newest officers. He’d gotten himself into a lot of trouble in the days before becoming an officer of the law but had done a complete one-eighty. The last thing they needed was an old problem derailing all his progress.  “I do. How can I help?”

      The Sergeant cleared his throat. “We have an unusual case involving a victimized child. She can’t remember anything about her ordeal, nor can she tell us who she is or who her family is, other than she has an Uncle Alex Mercer.”

      “Uncle?” Nick scratched his head. At least Alex wasn’t in trouble, but this made no sense.

      “That’s what the girl says. I looked him up and showed her a picture I found of him online. She confirmed your officer is her uncle.”

      “Now I’m confused. His only sister has a baby boy, no other children.”

      “I’m going to email over a picture of our girl. Can you ask Officer Mercer to have a look? They might know each other some other way. She’s highly traumatized, and like I said, can’t even tell us who she is.”

      “He’s out on lunch. I’ll speak with him the moment he returns.”

      “I’d appreciate that.”

      They exchanged contact information, and almost as soon as the call ended, Sergeant Hoffman’s email came in.

      Nick opened it, curious to see if he knew the girl. His stomach twisted at the sight of her picture. No matter how long he’d been on the force, it never got easier seeing a child hurting. The girl looked to be about twelve years old. She sat in a hospital bed covered in bandages, stitches, and bruises. Her lower lip and one eye were swollen.

      One thing was certain—Nick didn’t recognize her. That left a burning question.

      How did the traumatized girl across the state know Alex?
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      Alex Mercer sipped his peppermint mocha as he sat at his desk to start working on the always-growing pile of paperwork. For every moment of excitement the job held, it gave him twenty minutes of drudgery.

      As he reached for the top file, a text came in. It was from Nick.

      Nick: Need to see you now.

      Alex’s stomach lurched. Was he in trouble? He thought over the events of the day and couldn’t think of anything he’d done wrong.

      He picked up his coffee and headed over to the captain’s office. Nick waved him in. At least he didn’t look upset. Maybe Alex had jumped to the wrong conclusion. He stepped inside and closed the door. “What’s going on?”

      Nick gestured to the chair on the other side of his desk. Alex took the seat and sipped on the mocha.

      “Long night?” Nick glanced at Alex’s drink.

      Alex yawned. “The twins have colds, so they were up all night. Zoey tried to take care of them without waking me, but I couldn’t let her stay up all night.”

      Nick nodded. “I hope they feel better soon.”

      “Thanks. So, why did you call me in here?”

      He leaned back in his chair. “Do you have a niece I don’t know about?”

      Alex choked on the mocha. “What? No. Not unless Macy’s been holding out on me. Why?”

      Nick tapped on his desk. “There’s a twelve-year-old girl in a hospital in Spokane who claims you’re her uncle.”

      Alex gave him a double-take. “What’s her name?”

      “Nobody knows. The social workers haven’t been able to get anything from her other than your name. She can’t remember what happened to her, or even who she is. But she thinks you’re her uncle. She named you specifically.”

      Alex put his coffee cup on the desk. “I don’t know why. Did she see my name on the news recently? I had that interview about the car crash. Maybe that’s the only thing she can remember and somehow thinks I’m her uncle?”

      Nick turned his computer monitor toward Alex. “This is what she looks like. Do you know her?”

      He recoiled at the picture. The girl looked like she’d been severely beaten, and he definitely didn’t recognize her.

      “Nothing?” Nick frowned.

      Alex shook his head, but scooted closer and studied the girl’s features. There actually was something familiar about her.

      “Do you know her?”

      Alex squinted and tried to think of how he might’ve known the girl from Spokane. A friend of Ariana’s? She looked to be about the same age. Or someone he met on the job? Or—

      Alex froze.

      He did know her.

      “What?” Nick leaned forward. “Who is she?”

      Alex studied the image, his stomach tightening, before turning to his friend. “I’m not her uncle, but her cousin. Well, her mom is my cousin. I stayed with her family for a while when she was little.” Then a thought struck him like a slap to the face. “She called me Uncle Alex when I was there. I was messed up and surly, but she wasn’t put off by any of it. The kid adored me for some crazy reason.”

      Nick’s eyes grew wider by the moment. “What’s her name? Who are her parents?”

      “Ayla Stevens. Her parents are Robin and Brock Stevens. Robin’s my cousin. Where are they? Are they okay? They aren’t with her?” Alex’s heart thundered.

      Nick shook his head. “I need you to write down all of their names to make sure we have the right spellings. I’m going to call Sergeant Hoffman so he can start looking into it immediately.”

      Alex wrote the names and handed the paper to Nick. “I’m calling my parents. Maybe they know something.” He fumbled his way over to the couch and called his dad.

      “Hey, Alex. I’m on the phone with my agent. Can I call you back?”

      “Dad, this is important. Do you know where Robin and Brock are?”

      “Robin and Brock? Why? Is something wrong?”

      “Yes! Ayla’s in the hospital, and nobody knows where her family is.”

      “Let me call around, and I’ll let you know what I find out.”

      After his dad ended the call, Alex remembered he had numbers for both Robin and Brock in his contact list. He called both numbers, and as expected, got voicemails. He told them both to call him back but doubted they would. If their daughter was in the hospital and they were nowhere to be found, that could only mean something was wrong. Possibly deadly wrong.

      He called a few more cousins, but nobody had heard from the family or had any clue that something could be amiss.

      Nick waved him over to the desk. “Did you find anything?”

      Alex shook his head, his mind spinning and his pulse drumming in his ears. “Nobody’s heard anything, but my relatives are calling others.”

      “Officers are heading to their house now to assess the situation.”

      Alex’s stomach lurched. What were they going to find there?

      “There’s something else you should know.”

      “It gets worse?” Alex clenched his fists.

      “I don’t know about worse, but the hospital is close to discharging Ayla. If she doesn’t go to a family member, they will have to enter her into the foster care system.”

      “And I’m the only person she can remember.”

      Nick nodded. “If she spends time with you, it might help jog her memory. Are you willing to take her?”

      “After her family took me in? Of course. Not to mention all it looks like she’s been through. I can’t make her go through more by going to strangers.”

      “Okay, good. I’ll call over to Spokane and get the details, then we can head over.”

      “We’re going there?”

      “They won’t be flying her over. It’s a four-hour drive, if I remember correctly. You’d better call Zoey and fill her in.”

      “And make sure she’s okay with this.” Alex rose and pulled out his phone. “Wait just a minute before calling.”

      “Sure thing.”

      For privacy from the rest of the squad, Alex called her while he was still in Nick’s office then filled her in on everything he knew. “Is it okay with you if we take Ayla in? Nick and I would drive over there to get her, and we’d get back pretty late. After eight or nine. You going to be okay with the twins that long?”

      “Do what you need to for that poor girl, Alex. We can either pull our couch into a bed or I’m sure my parents will let her stay in the guest room upstairs.”

      “My parents might be willing to help out, too. I’ll have to talk with them. My dad’s calling around right now to see if anyone knows where her parents are.”

      “I love that you want to help her. Do what you need to. We’ll make it work. I’ll let my parents know what’s going on.”

      “Thanks, Zo. I’m not sure why I’m the only one she remembers, but I want to be there for her.”

      “Zander just started crying. I’ll call you later. Love you.”

      “You too.” He ended the call and went over to Nick’s desk. “It’s a go.”

      Nick set his phone down. “Glad to hear it. I just got word that the girl’s house has been empty for a while. Newspapers are strewn around their yard and the mail is falling out of the mailbox.”

      Alex’s stomach knotted. “That can’t be good. We’d better leave.”

      “We’ll take my car. I’ve got one thing to do real quick, then I’ll meet you in the lot.”

      “Okay.” Alex picked up his coffee, his mind now too wired to drink any more of it.

      What had his cousin been through? And were her parents still in danger?
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      Alex’s stomach rumbled.

      Nick chuckled and glanced over at him. “Maybe we should stop off for some dinner. It’s possible the traffic will thin out by then.”

      Alex looked over at the road sign. “We’re not that far from Spokane. We should get to the hospital and pick up Ayla.”

      “That’s going to take time. Think about the paperwork and dealing with the social workers. Plus, they’re going to want to see if she’ll open up to you about the ordeal. You’ll need a full stomach, or at least shouldn’t be running on fumes.”

      “Can’t argue with that logic.” Alex’s stomach growled again, and he couldn’t deny feeling a little lightheaded. He really should’ve had more for lunch.

      Nick turned on the blinker and made his way to the offramp. “How long has it been since you’ve seen Ayla?”

      “Years. I’m not sure she was even in kindergarten then. Honestly, I’m surprised she remembers me—much less over anyone else.”

      “You must’ve made an impact on her.”

      “I’m not sure how. I was a mess back then. Wasn’t even involved with my own daughter at that point.” Guilt stung thinking about how much of Ariana’s early life he’d missed. But the important thing was that he was there now. Had been for more than two years.

      Nick pulled off the freeway then drove down a two-lane road until they came to a few places to eat. “What sounds good? A greasy-looking diner or a greasier-looking diner?”

      Alex snickered and checked out their two choices. “How about the one with more cars out front? It must have the better food.”

      “Good point.” Nick pulled into the parking lot, and once they were out, he clicked the alarm on his prized Mustang twice.

      “Don’t trust the area?” Alex teased.

      “Not really.”

      They walked up the creaky steps to the diner that looked like it had at one time been a mobile home. One of the steps felt like it would give out any moment.

      Alex glanced at Nick. “Sure you don’t want to head up the freeway and find something a little more… familiar?”

      “Nah. I’m sure this place is fine.” He pulled open the door, which squeaked like it was dying.

      “Right.”

      They stepped inside, and it was better than he had pictured. It was no Four Seasons, but it wasn’t too bad. There was some peeling paint on a few walls and the floor needed to be swept, but otherwise it looked like a place where people could eat food and survive. And the aromas made Alex’s mouth water.

      A lady behind the counter—in her sixties with blonde hair and a pink-striped apron—greeted them with a tired smile. “Welcome. Have a seat wherever you’d like. I’ll be with you in a few.”

      “We appreciate it.” Nick nodded, then headed to a table by the window with a perfect view of his Mustang.

      Alex sat across from him. They picked up the menus and looked through them, which only made Alex hungrier.

      “You ready, officers?” The waitress set glasses of lemon water in front of them.

      Nick put his menu down and ordered a chicken salad.

      Alex lifted a brow. “Salad?”

      He rubbed his midsection. “Gotta fit into that tux.”

      “And for you?” The waitress turned to Alex.

      He ordered a double cheeseburger. “I’ll work out longer tomorrow.”

      Nick chuckled. “The best man has to wear a suit, as well.”

      “I’m too hungry to think about that right now. Besides, everyone will be looking at you and Genevieve.”

      “Mostly her, I’m sure.”

      They made small talk as they waited for the food, until Nick cleared his throat. “I still haven’t checked the results.”

      “I was wondering about that.”

      Nick drew in a deep breath. “I almost did today while on lunch.”

      “But?”

      “Phone rang. Had to answer it. Turned out to be about Ayla, so it’s a good thing I took it.”

      “When are you going to check?” Alex asked. “It’s going to drive you crazy until you do. I’m dying of curiosity, and they’re not even my results.”

      Nick sipped his water. “I want to know, but at the same time, I don’t.”

      “If anyone can relate, it’s me.” Alex thought back to discovering that one of the twins wasn’t his—thanks to Zoey’s abduction. Dave, the same man who might be Parker’s dad, was the biological father of Alex’s infant son. “But the good news is, that psycho’s never getting out of prison. Not after everything he’s done.”

      Nick clenched his fists. “Why did Corrine ever have to bring that man into our lives?”

      Alex frowned. “I’m sure she didn’t expect things to play out as they did. I highly doubt she wanted to end up in prison for life.”

      “No, she didn’t. I remember how full of dreams she was when we were young. Wanted both a family and a career, and she was sure she could pull it all off. She had such a light in her eyes when telling me her plans.”

      Silence rested between them.

      “Maybe you should look at the results.”

      Nick gave him a double-take. “Now? Here?”

      “Why not? Just get it over with—it’ll be like ripping off a Band-Aid. And besides, we still have a lot of driving ahead of us. It’ll give you time to process everything before you get home tonight.”

      “You might have a point.”

      “Might?” Alex gave him a mock-offended expression. “Of course I do. I assume you have it with you?”

      Nick nodded.

      “Do it. Rip that sucker off.”

      Color drained from Nick’s face.

      Alex felt bad for his friend, but knew it would be best for him to stop putting it off. “I’m here. You can yell at me if it’s bad news.”

      He shook his head. “You really think I should look at it now?”

      “It’s better than putting it off day after day, week after week.”

      Nick reached into his coat’s inner pocket.

      Alex’s heart raced. He could only imagine how Nick felt.

      He pulled out the envelope and stared at it. Glanced up at Alex, then back at the envelope. “Probably should do this.”

      “It’ll be okay, no matter what the results tell you.”

      Beads of sweat formed along Nick’s hairline. The stress in his eyes was almost enough for Alex to tell him to forget about it. But his friend needed to do this, to stop putting it off. Alex and Zoey had survived the news about Zander’s paternity. Nick would also live—no matter what Parker’s paternity was.

      Nick pulled out a pocketknife. For a moment, Alex thought he was going to cut the tension in the air with it. Instead, he sliced the envelope’s seal. Then he paused before pulling out the piece of paper.

      Alex realized he was holding his breath.

      “Here’s your food, officers.” The waitress set the food in front of them. “Anything else I can get you?”

      Alex shook his head, still focused on Nick.

      “Enjoy your meal.” She left for another table.

      “Well?” Alex asked.

      Nick put the paper back into the envelope. “We’d better eat. I’ll look at that later.”

      Alex’s heart sank. “Really?”

      “Yeah. We need to eat and get to the hospital.”

      “You have to look at it eventually, you know.”

      “Oh, I know. Believe me, I know.”
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      Ayla’s heart thundered in her chest. The adults were all talking outside of her room like she didn't know what was going on. Obviously, they were talking about her. Who else would they be discussing? Somebody other than the girl who’d stumbled out of the woods, blindfolded, bloody, and scared half to death?

      A girl who couldn’t remember anything. Just one uncle. Her only memories were of her Uncle Alex playing with her when she was little. He’d held her high in the air while making airplane noises, and she’d squealed with excitement. Uncle Alex had pushed her higher on the swings than her parents ever let her go, and she’d loved every moment of it. He’d bought her ice cream before lunch and told her how to deal with a preschool bully.

      But that was all she could remember. Not how high her parents would push her on the swing. Not who the bully had been. Not even what her parents looked like. Or even what happened to her before she stumbled out of the woods.

      For some reason, it was all a blank. Everything except for Uncle Alex.

      She sighed and pulled her knees up to her chest, wrapping her arms around them. Would her memories ever return? The nurses said yes, but what did they know? They probably just wanted to keep her looking at the bright side.

      And how did Ayla know this? That too was a mystery. Everything was a mystery. Even the cuts and bruises all over her body.

      She strained to hear what the adults were saying. To listen for Uncle Alex’s voice. Would she even remember it? She did recognize his picture when the one policeman showed it to her.

      None of the voices outside her room brought any familiarity. What she wouldn’t give for something she knew. Just one thing she could remember.

      At least her uncle had agreed to travel across the state to see her and take her home with him and his family. It sounded like that would be better than going to foster care, but would Alex’s family be any less of a stranger to her than actual strangers? Or might she remember them?

      She rubbed the skin around her eyes. It was still chafed and sore from the blindfold. How long had it been on her? They’d had to cut her hair to get it off.

      One of the doctors walked into her room. He smiled widely. “Hi, Ayla. I’m Dr. Meyers. Do you remember me?”

      “Yes.” She struggled to keep the sarcasm out of her tone. “I remember everything since I left the woods. It’s the stuff before that I can’t remember.”

      He nodded. “Good. I think that’s a great sign that you’ll recover your memories.”

      The question was, did she want to? Whatever happened in the woods had been so horrifying she’d blacked it out. “Is my uncle here?”

      The doctor nodded. “We’re filling him in on everything right now.”

      Ayla frowned. “Then I can leave?”

      “As soon as we get you checked out. That could still be an hour or more. It always takes longer than patients would like. Boring paperwork has to be filled out, you know.”

      “I don’t know anything.”

      “What’s five times five?”

      “Twenty-five.”

      He patted her shoulder. “You know plenty. It’s just a matter of remembering what happened to you.”

      “You make it sound so easy.”

      “Give it time. Your mind needs to process what happened.”

      She held his gaze. “What did happen?”

      “The police are looking into it. Searching the woods for clues.”

      Ayla sighed. “Then what?”

      “I’m not sure. Maybe they’ll be able to tell you what they find, and then you’ll remember.”

      “I doubt that. You said my uncle is a policeman?”

      He nodded and wrote something on a pad of paper. “He is.”

      “I don’t remember that, either.”

      “You wouldn’t. He’s a new officer, and he says he didn’t even have aspirations to become one when he stayed with your family.”

      “Oh.” What else was there to say? She remembered him, but not her parents—the people who raised her.

      “Can I show you something?”

      Ayla shrugged. A sharp pain ran down one of her shoulders. She tried not to wince.

      “What do you think of this picture?” He showed her a phone screen with a picture of a pretty lady with light brown hair and dark eyes. She smiled and looked nice.

      Ayla studied the woman’s features then looked up at the doctor. “Should I know her?”

      “I’m not sure.” He slid his finger around the screen. “What about this?”

      She peered at the second picture. A man with black hair and piercing dark eyes. His smile was friendly but there was something about him that didn’t sit right with her.

      “Do you recognize him?”

      Ayla glanced up at him. “Should I?”

      “Not necessarily.”

      “Did he do this to me?”

      The doctor paused for a beat. “Did he?”

      “I don’t know!” Tears blurred her vision and she blinked them away. “I can’t remember anything! Who are those people?”

      He frowned. “Your parents.”

      A sinking feeling enveloped her. “They’re my mom and dad?”

      “Yes. Do you want to see another picture? One of you together with them?”

      “Where are you getting all these pictures?”

      “Social media.”

      “Do I have social media? Can I look at those?”

      “One thing at a time, sweetie.” He showed her the phone’s screen. This time it was a picture of the two people—her parents—with her in between them. They were all smiling and looked happy to be together. Ayla sat between them and they both had an arm around her. They appeared to be in a living room. “Does this bring back any memories?”

      She shook her head, blinking back more tears.

      “This was your last birthday.”

      “Oh.” A lump formed in her throat. Why couldn’t she remember any of this? Not them, not her birthday, not the room they were in. Was it their living room, or someone else’s?

      A nurse came into the room. He smiled at Ayla. “Your uncle would like to see you. Are you ready, sweetheart?”

      Ayla chewed on her lower lip. Her heart thundered in her chest.

      Was she ready?
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      Alex’s mind spun with everything the doctors had just told him about his young cousin. He needed to be careful with how he worded things, and he needed to encourage her to remember. Hopefully, he could pull it off without accidentally further traumatizing the poor girl.

      One of the doctors turned to Alex and smiled. “Ayla’s ready to see you. Remember, be positive but don’t try to ignore the reality of the situation. We need to encourage her to recall what she can before the memories are permanently sealed away.”

      “That can happen?”

      “It’s a possibility. The human brain is still a mystery in so many ways, but I think we can all agree it would be better for her to start remembering sooner rather than later.”

      Alex nodded then took a deep breath. The responsibility weighed heavily on him, especially with Robin and Brock nowhere to be found.

      He stepped inside the hospital room, and the first thing he noticed was how small Ayla looked in the bed. She was huddled under the covers, staring at him with wide eyes.

      “Uncle Alex?”

      He nodded and considered his words as he slowly made his way to the bed. “It’s good to see you again, Ayla. I’m sorry it has to be under these circumstances.”

      She looked him over, her eyes growing even wider. “Are you going to take me home?”

      “To my home.” He sat on the edge of the bed and ran his hands over her hair, like he’d done many times when she was little. Now it was brittle and oddly cut. A monster had glued a blindfold to it. He shuddered, trying not to think about what else had been done to the frail girl in front of him. “I hope that’s okay. My daughter Ariana is just a little older than you.”

      Ayla tilted her head. “Did she stay at our house when you did?”

      “No.” Alex considered his wording. “I was going through some things at the time. Plus, her grandparents adopted her, so she was living with them.”

      “Does she live with you now?”

      “We all live together.”

      “Oh.” Ayla picked at a nail.

      “I know it’s a little confusing, but it’s a house filled with love—and everyone is eager to make you feel right at home.”

      She held his gaze, but her expression didn’t reveal what she might be thinking.

      “I imagine this is really hard on you.”

      Ayla nodded, tears shining in her eyes.

      He gave her arm a gentle squeeze. “The nurses are in the process of getting you checked out. I’ll give you some privacy so you can get dressed.”

      Her eyes widened. “Do I have clothes to change into? The ones I was wearing…” Her voice trailed off and pink colored her cheeks.

      One of the nurses had told Alex her clothes had been torn and soiled.

      Nick stepped inside with some clothes. “Hi, Ayla. I’m your uncle’s friend, Nick. These are some donated clothes you can wear for now. If you’d like, we can take you to your home and you can get your own things to bring with you. The local officers are done looking at your house.”

      “They were at my house?”

      “Trying to find your parents. We’re not sure where they are. It doesn’t look like anyone’s been there for maybe a week.”

      “Oh.”

      Nick set the clothes down on the end of the bed, and everyone cleared the room.

      A woman came up to Alex and Nick. “Is one of you the girl’s uncle?”

      “I am,” Alex said. “Well, her cousin. She called me uncle when she was little.”

      The lady nodded and held out her hand. “I’m Allison Wilson, one of the social workers assigned to her case. I have some questions and paperwork for you, then you can check her out.”

      “Okay.” He followed her over to some chairs, and they sat.

      Allison handed him a stack of papers. “You can fill these out while we chat.” She started off with some basic questions. Then she said, “I understand you’re going to take Ayla to her house.”

      “So we can pick up some of her things. One of the local officers is going to escort us there.”

      “Good, good. I’d give her time to look around. We really want something to jog her memories. Her home seems like the natural place for that to happen.”

      “Even though she didn’t recognize pictures of her parents?”

      “She’s lived in the same house her entire life, so it seems likely something could spark her memory there.”

      She’d known her parents her whole life, too, but seeing them didn’t do the trick. “Let’s hope.” Alex handed her the paperwork. “And nobody has a clue about where Robin and Brock are?”

      Allison shook her head. “There were no clues at the residence—no signs of a struggle or anything of that nature. From what I’ve gathered, they all went to work and school last Thursday, but nobody has seen them since they left their respective locations.”

      A chill ran down Alex’s back. It was truly a curse to be related to the Mercers. A ridiculous number of his relatives had been through tragedy of one form or another, usually related to an abduction. “Do any other relatives want to take temporary custody of her?”

      “Not that I’m aware of. Your family is the closest in the area. The parents both have family all around the country, but none here in Spokane. And besides, you’re the only one she remembers.”

      “Why is that? I haven’t seen her in years.”

      Allison shrugged. “Who can explain the brain? Maybe she felt safe with you. Maybe your relationship is far enough removed from the trauma she just experienced that her mind let her recall times with you.”

      “That could be.” He rubbed his scruff. “Is there anything in particular I should say to her when we take her to her house?”

      “Point out things that might spark a memory. Ask her questions. Be curious and comforting. Don’t show disappointment if she can’t remember.”

      Alex nodded. “I can do that.”

      Nick poked his head around the corner. “Ayla’s ready for you.”

      Allison gave him a sympathetic smile. “Just remember, it’s not an exact science. Do your best, and don’t be hard on yourself. It could take a while.”

      “Thanks.” He shook her hand, then went with Nick back to the room.

      Ayla sat on the edge of the bed, now wearing a teal hoodie and black leggings. Her hair was pulled into a loose ponytail. She appeared a lot less frail in street clothes and without her hair hanging like strings around her face.

      Alex cleared his throat. “Are you ready?”

      She looked at him, her eyes wide. “I can finally leave?”

      He glanced at a nurse typing frantically on a laptop. “Is she free to go?”

      “She sure is.” The nurse smiled at Ayla. “I wish you the best, sweetheart.”

      Ayla frowned. “Thanks.”

      Alex held his hand out toward her to help her up. She surprised him by jumping up and throwing her arms around him. He held her close and rubbed her back. “No matter what happens, I promise to take care of you.”

      She squeezed him harder.
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      Ayla held her breath as she stared at the sprawling rambler with a huge front yard full of pretty flowers. She’d lived there her whole life? In the dim evening light, she couldn’t even tell the color of the paint. Was the house yellow or white? Or maybe a soft lilac?

      “Are you ready?” Uncle Alex asked, his voice kind.

      She wanted to cling to him, but she was too old for such things. That was something she’d have done when she was little.

      “Would you rather stay out here?” he asked.

      Ayla grabbed his hand, even if that did make her a baby. She stood as tall as she could. “Let’s go.”

      He squeezed her hand and gave her a warm smile. Standing with him made her feel like she could manage this. Uncle Alex was so tall and so strong, she could do anything with him at her side—even face memories that might or might not come.

      She didn’t know which thought scared her more.

      They walked up to the house together, and when they stopped at the door she turned to her uncle. “How are we going to get in? Do you have a key?”

      “There’s an officer waiting inside for us.”

      “Oh.” She really needed to stop saying that. Surely, she could think of something better to say than just oh all the time.

      Nick knocked, then just a few moments later the door opened. Another policeman appeared and introduced himself. “And you must be Ayla.”

      “Yeah.” She stepped even closer to Uncle Alex.

      “Come on in. If you don’t mind, we have a few questions for you before you pack to stay with your uncle.”

      Ayla glanced at Uncle Alex. He gave her a reassuring nod. She turned back to the new officer. “Okay.”

      “Maybe we could sit?” Nick gestured toward the living room. It had the same couch as the picture the doctor had shown her.

      “Do you recognize this room?” Uncle Alex asked.

      “I saw it in a picture.”

      “How many pictures have you seen?” asked the new officer.

      Ayla looked at his name tag. Hwang. “The doctors and nurses showed me some of my parents and Uncle Alex. I only remembered him.”

      Uncle Alex put his arm around her and squeezed, then they all sat. The room was filled with pictures of Ayla and her parents. None of it was familiar.

      “What’s the last thing you remember, Ayla?” Hwang asked.

      “Last thing?” She studied him.

      “Before you came out of the woods. You don’t remember what happened in there, from what I understand.”

      She shook her head no. “I can’t remember anything. Just playing with Uncle Alex when I was little. He would hold me in the air and fly me around like a plane.”

      Uncle Alex smiled. “I can’t believe you can remember that.”

      Neither could she, but she kept that thought to herself. No sense in hurting the feelings of the one person she did remember.

      “Do you remember going to school?” Hwang asked. “Or church?”

      She shook her head again, but a playful song ran through her mind. She couldn’t make out the words, though. Maybe she’d sung it at school or church.

      “What about a favorite restaurant?” Hwang asked. “Do you have a favorite food?”

      “Not that I know of.” She sighed.

      The officer asked a bunch more questions Ayla couldn’t answer before rising. “Thanks for humoring me.” He smiled at her. “Now what I’d like you to do is to see if anything jogs your memory while you’re packing. Look around, take in the smells. If anything seems slightly familiar, let one of us know. Can you do that, sweetie?”

      “Sure.”

      Uncle Alex turned to her. “Do you want to walk around yourself, or do you want me to come with you?”

      She reached for his hand again. It was so strange that she knew the simple act made her a baby, but she couldn’t remember who had told her that. Luckily, her uncle didn’t treat her like a little kid. Besides, once she had her bearings, she wouldn’t need anyone’s comfort. Who could blame her after what she’d been through?

      They walked through the living room, slowing at each unfamiliar photo. Then they went through a dining room with a cabinet full of fancy plates and cups. The table had papers scattered on top, and some of it looked like homework. She knew what homework was but couldn’t remember doing any of it. And only she could’ve done it because no other kids lived in the house.

      A chill ran down her spine. She’d lived here her whole life, yet it felt like a stranger’s home.

      Alex led her through a cheery kitchen. It smelled like cinnamon. He turned to her. “Anything?”

      She just frowned.

      He squeezed her hand. “No pressure, okay? If you remember something, that’s great. If not, that’s fine, too. It’s bound to come back when you’re ready.”

      “You think so?”

      “Of course.”

      They wandered through a family room with a big TV and several gaming systems. There were more pictures of her with her parents. It looked like a fun room. A doll lay on one of the couches.

      Ayla let go of Alex and picked it up. It looked like a real sleeping baby and even smelled like powder. It had a tuft of soft black hair and wore a purple sleeper. She held it close.

      “Do you remember that doll?” Uncle Alex asked.

      She shook her head. “It feels familiar, I think. Does that sound stupid?”

      “Not at all. Bring it with you.”

      “Okay.” She followed him down a hall full of more photos. They went into what had to be her parents’ room—it had a huge bed next to a window, his and hers matching furniture, and a love seat. The room was messier than she’d have expected.

      “Anything?” Uncle Alex asked.

      “Nope.” She spun around and went into the next bedroom. Clearly hers, since she was the only kid in the family. The unmade bed had all purple covers and pillows, and even the walls were a soft lilac color. “Apparently I like purple.”

      He gave her a sad smile, then looked around. “Do you want help packing?”

      “I’ll do it.” She rested the doll on the bed, stepped over some sandals, then opened her drawers. It was like going through someone else’s things. How could these actually be hers? Was this a joke of epic proportions?

      If only.

      She pulled out some shirts and turned to her uncle. “How much should I pack?”

      His brows drew together. “I’d say at least a week, to be safe. Maybe more. Hopefully you won’t need that much, though.”

      Her breath caught. “What do you mean?”

      “It’s not that I don’t want you staying with us,” he said quickly. “That’s not it at all. I just hope your parents are found soon and you can be here with them, where you belong.”

      With people she couldn’t remember. Her stomach knotted. “What if I still don’t recognize them? Can I stay with you?”

      “You’re welcome to stay with me as long as you need to. However, I know your parents want you with them.”

      “Why aren’t they with me now?”

      His expression tightened. “I wish I knew. I really do. But I promise you, I’ll do everything I can to help you through this—and that includes trying to find them. I’ll be in contact with Detective Hwang every day.”

      Ayla sighed. “Okay.”

      “Do you mind if I look through your closet for a suitcase?”

      “I don’t even know what I’d be worried about you finding. I have no idea what’s in there—what I put in there!” She spun around and picked up more shirts before he could see the tears fall onto her face.

      Would she ever remember any of this stuff? Or more importantly, her parents?
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      Nick sank into the couch and closed his eyes. It had been such a long night. He was glad to have been there for Alex and Ayla, but it was exhausting to drive round trip to and from Spokane. Not that he had much to complain about compared to that poor girl. She’d fallen asleep in the backseat before they’d left her neighborhood and hadn’t even woken when Alex carried her from the Mustang to his car.

      His phone buzzed. It was tempting to ignore it, but Genevieve had wanted him to call and let her know he’d gotten home safely. He picked up the phone and saw it was her.

      “Just got home,” he answered.

      “Oh, good. How did everything go with the girl?”

      Nick yawned. “About as well as expected. Ayla was badly beaten and can only remember Alex, who she hasn’t seen in years. She clung to him, and he handled everything perfectly. She relaxed a lot whenever he was close.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me. How are you doing?”

      “Ready to sleep for a week.” He closed his eyes. “And you? Sorry for missing dinner with you and Tinsley.”

      “Don’t apologize. I love that you were there for Alex. Are your kids sleeping?”

      Nick yawned again. “They’re at my parents’ house. I’ll get them in the morning. Or next week. Depends on when I wake.”

      She laughed. “I was thinking I could come over for a bit. You know, to make up for the missed meal. How does dessert sound?”

      He sat up. “Dessert with the most beautiful woman alive? I can stay awake for that.”

      “Perfect. You make some coffee, and I’ll bring over something to eat.”

      “It’s a date.”

      They spent five minutes saying goodbye and I love you before ending the call. Nick stretched and started a pot of coffee, then straightened up. The kids had a bad habit of leaving things strewn everywhere. Not that he was better. They’d have to work on that before moving into a new house after the wedding.

      Once he was happy with the way everything looked, he sat at the dining room table and pulled out the envelope. With the seal now broken, it would only take a moment to read the results.

      To find out if Parker was really his.

      Knock, knock!

      Nick jumped, set the envelope down, and answered the door. All concerns fled as soon as Genevieve smiled at him. Her hair was pulled up into a twisted braid and she wore a rose-colored dress that made his heart skip a beat. He pulled her close and kissed her deeply.

      Concerns? What concerns?

      She giggled and held up a white box. “I’d better get this in the fridge if we’re going to be too distracted to eat it anytime soon.”

      He moved aside and let her in.

      “Should I put it away?” She lifted a brow.

      Nick grinned. “That depends. What is it?”

      “Chocolate and caramel cake.”

      “You’re making me choose between you and that? Not fair.”

      A slow smile spread across her face. “Or I could feed it to you. Best of both worlds.”

      He cleared his throat. “Now you’re speaking my language.”

      She grabbed his hand and led him to the kitchen, where they got the dessert and coffee ready before heading to the table. Genevieve sat close, and they took turns feeding each other the cake. He accidentally got some on the corner of her mouth and kissed it off.

      They laughed and continued making messes just to kiss them away until all the coffee and dessert were gone. She leaned against him. “Is this how I’ll get to end every long day after we’re married?”

      Nick laced his fingers through hers. “You won’t get any complaints from me.”

      “Good.” She kissed his nose, then picked up the plates.

      “Don’t worry about those, I’ll take care of that later.”

      “Oh, I…” Her voice trailed off as she picked up the envelope. “You opened it?”

      “No. Well, technically I did, but I haven’t looked at the results.” He took it from her. “Let’s not think about that now.”

      She tilted her head. “Why didn’t you look?”

      “I was interrupted.”

      “Oh, Nicky.”

      He sighed. “What?”

      “I interrupted you?”

      “What? No. I was going to look at dinner, but then the food came.”

      She frowned. “Why do you keep putting it off?”

      “Why are you worried about that right now?” He cupped her chin with his free hand, and brushed his lips across hers. “When we have more exciting things to think about?”

      Genevieve pulled the envelope from his grasp. “You’ve been putting this off for so long.”

      “Exactly.” He pulled her close and gazed into her enchanting gray eyes. “What’s another night?”

      “You should read it.”

      He frowned. “You’re killing the mood.”

      She pursed her lips. “And you’re putting off the inevitable. Read it. Maybe we’ll have something to celebrate.”

      “Or maybe my world will crumble.”

      Her eyes filled with sadness and her mouth curved down. “No matter what’s on that paper, Parker is still your son. Nothing can change that.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong. It’ll change everything. Everything!”

      She ran her fingertips along his jawline. “You’re still his dad, Nick. Legally, emotionally. In all the ways that matter. Genetics may make someone a father, but everything you’ve done for him makes you a dad. You pour your entire heart and soul into those kids, and they know it.”

      His vision blurred. “You’ve definitely ruined the mood.”

      “I think it’s for the best. I love you enough to tell you the truth. You decided to get the test done for a reason, so you can’t keep putting this off. It’s going to torment you more than knowing the truth—whatever it is.”

      Nick slunk down onto the chair and blinked away his tears. “But at least now I still hold the hope that he’s mine. If it turns out he’s not, I don’t even have that.”

      “You’re still his dad, and he’s still your son, no matter what.” She kissed his forehead. “I’m going to grab some beer. We’ll get through this together, then figure out where to go from there—if there’s anything to figure out at all.”

      He rubbed his temples. “What do you think it’s going to say?”

      She chewed on her lower lip. “I don’t think it matters either way.”

      “Who does Parker look like? Me or Dave?”

      “He looks like Parker.” She walked toward the kitchen. “I’m going to grab those drinks.”

      Nick’s vision blurred again. Finding out the results was the right thing to do. Parker deserved the truth. Not only emotionally, but medically. It was the responsible thing to do.

      Genevieve returned with the open beer bottles and sat next to him.

      He blinked, and the tears spilled onto his face.

      “Oh, Nicky.” She kissed them away. “No matter what happens, I’m here for you.”

      His heart thundered, his pulse drummed in his ears. “I can’t do this.”

      “You can. You’re the strongest person I know, Nicholas Fleshman.”

      He drew in a deep breath. “You open it.”

      She placed her soft hand on his arm. “I think you should.”

      Nick stared at the envelope until it grew blurry. He reached for it and blinked more tears onto his cheeks. “Here goes nothing.”

      Genevieve squeezed his arm.

      He struggled to breathe. His hands shook as he pulled out the paper. Unfolded it. Stared at the words. It took him a moment to find the result.

      Negative.

      Parker wasn’t his son.

      Nick collapsed against Genevieve.
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      The pounding in his head woke Nick. Or was it the smell of coffee and eggs? He rolled over and pulled his pillow over his head.

      Then the result came back to him. He wasn’t Parker’s father. Not genetically. Corrine had cheated on him and lied to him. Lied to Parker. To everyone.

      How was he supposed to tell Parker? How was he supposed to process the news? Nick himself could hardly wrap his mind around it. His mind spun with memories. The first moment seeing Parker’s red, crying face. His son. Only not his son. Dave’s son.

      The thought made his stomach lurch. Or was that last night’s alcohol? How much had he drunk? He could hardly remember anything after reading the result. It was like someone had hit him across the face. With a truck.

      He yanked the pillow off his face and rested his head on it. A lump was growing in his throat.

      Genevieve poked her head in the room. “Oh, good. You’re awake. I made breakfast. You should have some.”

      He moaned.

      “Your mom called. They need you to pick up the kids in an hour.”

      “Perfect.”

      “I can get them.”

      He shook his head. “No, I should.”

      She lifted a brow. “I could take the girls for manicures while you take Parker.”

      Nick’s stomach lurched again, his head pounded harder. He needed ibuprofen, but he needed food first. “I’ll think about it over breakfast.”

      “Sounds like
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