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      Ava Fleshman leaned over the sink and studied her makeup in the mirror. She'd done a decent job of covering the dark circles under her eyes. Not that she cared what anyone thought.

      She pulled out a tube of the darkest red lipstick she'd been able to find, and swiped it carefully across her lower lip. Halfway through her top lip, she froze.

      Screaming sounded outside the middle school bathroom.

      Probably just a group of kids skipping class, like her.

      Ava finished her lipstick, then turned around.

      The shouts grew louder. Frantic.

      Footsteps thundered, sounding like a stampede.

      Someone yelled the word gun.

      Her heart skipped a beat, then raced. The lipstick fell from her grasp and bounced on the tile floor.

      Ava couldn't move. Did someone really have a gun? As in, a real one? Not just some stupid prank, like Connor Johnson pulled last year?

      She crept to the door and pulled it open a crack. Just enough to peek out with one eye.

      Kids ran in all directions, some yelling and others crying. Bags, books, and other items lay strewn about.

      Boom!

      It sounded like a firecracker echoing down the hallway.

      Ava knew better. It was a gunshot.

      No, this was nothing like what Connor had pulled a year earlier.

      Someone ran toward the bathroom. He pushed on the door before Ava had a chance to move. The door hit her in the nose. Hard.

      Blood gushed out and her nose throbbed.

      "Watch it!" She shoved the football player and covered her nose.

      "Hide!" Ryker pushed past her and jumped into one of the stalls.

      Ava dropped her bag and ran into another stall, still covering her nose. Blood now dripped down from her palm onto her white shirt. She grabbed a bunch of toilet paper and held it up to her nostrils as she climbed on top of the seat.

      The bathroom door opened and shut several times. Two girls cried.

      "Shut up!" Ava demanded. "You want the shooter to come in here and find us?"

      Bang!

      Another gunshot. It was even closer than the first one.

      The crying girls both screamed.

      Those idiots were going to not only get themselves killed, but everyone else in the bathroom—including Ava.

      Rage ran through her. She dropped the red wad of toilet paper into the water and marched out of the stall.

      The two screamers were clinging to each other, makeup smeared all the way down both of their faces.

      Ava clenched her fists and glared at them. "You have a death wish?"

      Still sobbing, they both shook their heads.

      "Then shut up! I don't want to die today, either."

      They quieted, other than breathing heavily.

      It was all Ava could hear.

      Everything else was calm.

      Too calm.

      Terror squeezed every inch of her. Ava's pulse drummed in her ears as she creeped toward the door. Her hand seemed to act on its own as she reached for the handle.

      One of the girls behind her let out another cry.

      Ava spun around and glowered at her. "Get ahold of yourself!"

      She shut her mouth and buried her face against her friend's shoulder.

      Ava turned back around and pulled the door open slightly. Other than the abandoned items, the hall was empty.

      "Is he out there?" whispered one of the criers.

      Ava shook her head and opened the door a little wider. Everything was still silent. Even the two girls who were huddled behind her.

      She pulled on the door until she was able to fit her head through.

      Footsteps sounded from the hallway. One heavy, plodding step after the next. They echoed in the empty corridor.

      Ava turned toward the noise.

      The man wore all black leathers and brandished a rifle. He also had two pistols attached to his belt.

      He hadn't seen her yet. Ava needed to step back into the bathroom. But something stopped her.

      She knew the man.

      His gaze locked on hers. "Ava."

      Her blood went cold.

      "I've been looking for you."

      She swallowed. "Get away from me!"

      He laughed, then aimed his weapon at her.

      Ava ducked back in and pushed on the door. "Someone help me!"

      The two girls scurried into a stall.

      "Help, Ryker!" Ava cried.

      The gunman pushed on the door.

      Ryker ran out from the stall and shoved his shoulder against the door.

      Ava had never been happier to see a linebacker in her life. But even with the two of them pushing on the door, it still moved in toward them.

      "Ava, give up before your friends die!" shouted the gunman.

      Ryker turned to her, wide-eyed. "You know him?"

      Her stomach twisted in knots. She couldn't bring herself to admit the truth.

      "Give yourself up, and nobody else has to die!"

      Ryker continued staring at her, his face paling. "Is he really going to kill us if you don't go out there?"

      Ava's stomach lurched. Her nose throbbed. The bathroom spun around her.

      "Ava…" Something tapped the door. It was probably the rifle.

      Ryker stepped back. "Sorry." He fled back to his stall.

      The door burst open. Ava stumbled back. She tripped over her bag and clung to a sink to keep from falling.

      Her mother's ex-boyfriend entered the bathroom and knitted his brows together.

      Ava's knees shook as she stared at the gunman. "Wh-what are you d-doing here, Dave?"

      His nostrils flared. "You won't be the one asking questions."

      "Does this have to do with my mom?"

      Dave stepped toward her and shoved the gun against her chest.

      Ava screamed.
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      Captain Nick Fleshman slunk into his chair and rubbed his temples. He usually stayed out of the interrogation room, but the suspect had worn down his best guys. And now he'd worn out Nick, too. All he wanted to do was to go back home and climb into bed for a few hours. Or maybe he could at least take a long lunch.

      Instead, all hell broke loose outside his office. People shouted and ran around in all directions.

      Nick flew to his feet and flung his door open. "What's going on?"

      Foster turned to him, stopping in her tracks. Her face was noticeably pale. "There's a gunman at the middle school."

      "What?" He leaned against the doorway, unable to breathe. It had to be a joke. Two of his three kids were at the middle school.

      "There have been shots. It's all hands on deck. Other precincts are coming in with us."

      Nick shook his head and took a deep breath. "Meet me at your cruiser."

      She nodded, then ran down the hallway, darting between other officers.

      Nick ran around his office, grabbing everything he needed for an incident of this caliber. His mind raced. His hands shook.

      Thank God he was on the force and could go inside the building. He couldn't imagine being one of the parents forced to wait outside behind a yellow line.

      Were Parker and Ava safe? Had everything he'd ever taught them stuck with them? They'd always thought he was crazy for drilling them on how to respond in an emergency, but he knew all too well the dangers of the world, even living in a fairly small community.

      Nick hurried outside. Police cruisers were already fleeing the parking lot, sirens blazing. Foster pulled out of the parking spot before Nick had even closed his door.

      "We'll do everything we can," she assured him.

      Nick snapped his seatbelt into place. "Is Tinsley at school today?"

      "No." Foster turned on the lights and siren, then pulled onto the road. "She's in therapy all morning."

      "At least that's one less kid to worry about."

      "I can't imagine what more trauma would do to her. She's barely making progress as it is."

      "Right, sorry. I wasn't thinking about that."

      The girl had been saved after a shootout—her mother had been a dangerous kidnapper and her father a criminal, now both dead. Tinsley would only talk to Officer Foster, and afterward she'd been kind enough to take the girl in and work with her.

      "No, it's okay." Foster honked at a station wagon that didn't get out of their way fast enough, then went around into the other lane. "There's a lot going on, and your kids…" Her voice trailed off.

      "Yeah." Nick took a deep breath. "I just hope no kids were hurt. None of them deserves to deal with this."

      The school came into view, and it was a mess. Fire trucks, ambulances, and police were there. Frantic parents swarmed the area, not that Nick could blame them. But it was going to make it all that much harder to process the scene—which would be a nightmare without all the added people.

      He radioed in that they were there. The only update they received was that the shooter was still on the loose. No ID on the suspect. It could be anyone.

      He and Foster exchanged a glance before bursting out of the car and racing over to the scene. They weaved between crying and worried parents until they reached the yellow tape and went under it.

      From where Nick stood, the middle school looked normal. Almost like it should on a regular school day. Except for the flashing lights from the emergency vehicles.

      They both drew their weapons, then Nick reached for the door.

      Inside was a completely different scene. Abandoned backpacks strewn across the hall. Several lockers wide open. Even a shoe lay in the corner by itself.

      Nick shuddered. Where were all the kids? Where were his kids?

      A deputy and a detective ran down the hall, all but ignoring Nick and Foster.

      "Hey!" Nick called.

      The deputy turned to them. "Just got word about bodies in the office. All adults." He and the detective raced down the hallway.

      Nick's stomach tightened. He and Foster followed. Now that Nick's two oldest kids were back in town and attending the school, he knew the way to the office without needing to follow anyone.

      The first thing he saw was the blood spatter on the windows.

      On the radio, he heard news of kids hiding in the cafeteria.

      Nick turned to Foster. "Let's go."

      Without a word, they spun around and raced in the other direction. They ran into other first responders heading there.

      "Where are all the kids?" Nick demanded.

      "We've directed them to the back to be checked out by the medics. Officers are there to get their statements."

      "Still no suspect?"

      He shook his head.

      "Kid? Adult? Does anyone know?"

      "Not yet, but with all the kids we're processing, it shouldn't be long."

      They rounded a corner. Wailing sounded from the cafeteria.

      Nick prepared himself for the worst.

      What he saw was just a roomful of terrorized kids. No blood, no physical injuries. No gunman.

      They split up and helped the kids into the hallway, toward the medics outside. Neither Parker nor Ava were in there. He couldn't see them outside with the medics, either.

      He and Foster headed inside to search the rest of the building. It could take all day with so many classrooms, closets, and other places to hide.

      His cell phone hadn't stopped going off in his pocket. Everyone he knew probably wanted to know if their kids were safe. He had the same question about his own children, and being police captain didn't bring him answers any faster than it did the regular citizens. It just meant he didn't have to stand outside looking in.

      The radio went off—it hadn't stopped—but this time it was different.

      A bomb threat had been called in.

      The caller claimed to be the shooter, and that he had a hostage.

      Nick turned to Foster. "I'm going to keep looking for kids. They're probably hiding everywhere, scared out of their minds."

      She nodded. "I'm not leaving until everyone living is outside."

      "Let's comb through this place, but don't believe for a moment that the gunman actually left."
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      Alex Mercer stared at the news on his phone. Someone was firing a gun at the middle school?

      His bedroom spun around him, and he clenched the blankets with his free hand while scrolling for more information.

      But there was nothing. A shooter at Ariana's school.

      Hadn't their family been through enough? Ariana had, and she was only twelve. She had already survived an abduction with a madman a year and a half before.

      Alex scrambled out of bed, throwing on clothes without paying attention to what he grabbed. Dirty, mismatched—he didn't care.

      He called Zoey as he pulled on some questionable socks, but instead of ringing, it went to voicemail.

      Next, he called Nick. His friend the police captain would know what was going on. That went to voicemail, too. He was probably in the thick of it.

      Alex put on a Mariner's cap and made a few more calls as he made his way out the door of his apartment.

      It seemed the whole town was ignoring their phones.

      On his way to his new-to-him little sedan, he called his future in-laws. The legal parents of his daughter who he'd given up for adoption when he was just fourteen.

      Valerie answered. "H-hi, Alex." The tougher-than-nails woman was crying.

      He leaned against his car, horrible images filling his mind. "Where's Ariana?"

      "Sick in bed." Valerie sniffled. "She woke up with flu symptoms this morning."

      Alex took a deep breath. "Thank God." He'd never been happier to hear about anyone having the flu.

      Valerie continued sobbing on the other end.

      Alex readjusted his baseball cap. "What's the matter?"

      "Zoey."

      He bolted upright. "What about her?"

      Valerie sniffled again. "Zoey went to the school to pick up homework for Ariana. Nobody can reach her."

      The words felt like a punch to the gut. Alex fell back against his car, struggling to breathe. His fiancée was at the school? The woman he'd loved since he was Ariana's age? Zoey was the love of his life, and they were finally engaged. They had picked a date and were in the process of choosing a venue.

      He struggled to find his voice. "Zoey's there?"

      "We don't know that she actually made it. But nobody can reach her. Can you try?"

      A lump in his throat choked him. "I already did."

      Valerie sobbed again.

      "Alex?" Kenji's unstable voice came through the phone.

      "Yeah." Alex hoped his soon-to-be father-in-law would tell him Valerie was mistaken.

      He didn't. "If you hear anything from Nick, call us right away."

      Alex's vision grew blurry. "Yeah, of course. I can't reach him either."

      "I'm sure he's busy." Kenji cleared his throat. "I need to check on Ari."

      "You're not going to tell her about any of this, are you?"

      "Not a chance, but she does have a phone and a laptop, so she might find out. We can't shelter her forever."

      "Yes, we can. Ariana has the flu. She doesn't need either of those things. The last thing she needs is to know about the shooting or her mom possibly being there."

      "I know, I know."

      "Then take those devices out of her room! Or I'll come over there myself."

      "Right now, she's so feverish she doesn't want to get out of bed. I don't think she'll be interested in her phone today."

      Alex swore. "Is she going to be okay? Should I bring something? Take her to the doctor?"

      "You find our Zoey. We'll take care of Ari. Okay?"

      "Yeah, sure." Alex ended the call and ran his fingers through his hair. What was he supposed to do? Go to the school and see if she was there?

      It seemed like the only thing he could do. Valerie had said nobody could reach Zoey. That most likely meant they'd asked her coworkers.

      He took several deep breaths and cleared his throat. It didn't help. Nothing would until he knew Zoey was okay.

      Maybe there was a good reason for her not answering the phone. She might be helping injured kids.

      Or her brain could be splattered across a wall.

      Stop!

      "Pull yourself together, Mercer." How would he ever make it as a cop if he couldn't think straight in an emergency?

      He was finally due to start the academy next month, but would he be in a good state? Only if Zoey was alive and well. Otherwise, becoming a cadet would get pushed aside indefinitely.

      Alex pulled out his phone to call his dad. His thumb hovered over the call button, but he ended up turning off the screen. With his family's luck, either Macy or his parents were also at the school for some random reason.

      It wasn't out of the question. Macy had clients that attended the middle school, and she'd visited them there before. Her parents had also gone there to share with classes about their careers. It would be the Mercer luck that all three of them had been there at the same time as the shooter.

      The miracle was that Ariana had been spared.

      If any of his family was also there, he didn't want to know. At least not yet.

      He needed to get to the school. Once there, he could hopefully figure out what he needed to know. All he needed was to see Zoey alive and well.

      Alex drew in several deep breaths until he could finally see straight. Then he climbed into the car and drove like a maniac toward the middle school.
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      Alex had to park two blocks from the school. Given all the flashing lights, every cop in town was there. That explained how he'd avoided getting pulled over for his erratic driving.

      The parking lot was filled with people. He could see that from two blocks away.

      Alex ran the two blocks, terror gripping him harder with each step he took. He kept waiting for his phone to ring. But it remained silent.

      There was no way he would get near the building. Aside from it being roped off, people filled the grounds like balls in a kids' ball pit. Firemen, medics, and cops wandered around, herding and helping others. Parents clung to one another, crying. A few people were reuniting with their children.

      Worst of all, people were recording the chaos. Cell phones captured parents in their most excruciating moments. Some TV cameras focused on the building, while others recorded interviews. It made Alex's stomach turn. He had to look away before losing his temper.

      He didn't see anyone he knew. Not Zoey, not Nick, and not anyone else on the force. There were plenty of officers bustling around, but most of their uniforms showed they were from other towns.

      It was too bad he wasn't at least a cadet. Maybe, just maybe, they would've let him on the other side of the yellow tape. They needed all the help they could get, right? But he was just a regular citizen, so it didn't matter.

      He pressed his way through the crowd toward the building. If he could find a police officer he knew, they might tell him more than what they were releasing to the general public.

      As Alex made his way through, he saw a parent he recognized. A friend of Ariana's. Then another and another.

      Everyone was as desperate as he was. Hopefully, they would all be able to go home with their loved ones safe and sound, just shaken.

      His pulse drummed in his ears, drowning out the noise of the crowd. He wanted to run but felt as though he were walking through quicksand.

      At last, he reached the yellow line. Several officers stood on the other side, making sure everyone stayed on the correct side.

      Alex knew one of them. He pushed his way over to him. "Detective Garcia, can you tell me anything?"

      The detective stared at Alex for a moment before recognizing him. "Mercer. No, sorry. Can't say anything."

      Alex pleaded with his eyes. "Nothing?"

      "It's an active investigation."

      "Come on. I'm a future brother in blue, not a journalist."

      Garcia gave him a sympathetic glance and stepped closer, speaking quietly. "If you have a kid here, go by the ambulances. That's where they're sending everyone."

      "Is anyone dead?"

      "I can't comment."

      Alex stared the detective down.

      Garcia gave a slight nod, then turned away.

      Alex spun around, muttering a string of profanities. Who was dead? How many? Was Zoey among them? Any of his other family members?

      There were few things Alex hated more than feeling helpless, and with Zoey inside the building, they may as well have castrated him. If he could've gotten away with it, he'd have barged in and tried to find her. No, he would've found her, but not without getting himself arrested in the process.

      All the more reason to make sure he made it to, and through, the academy.

      Around back, everything was just as crazy as in front. Ambulances were parked all over the playing fields. Parents swarmed the area. Kids and teachers waited in lines for medical attention. And to give statements, no doubt.

      Alex scanned the area. He saw some of Ari's friends and even her boyfriend, Scout. The kid looked like he would pass out any moment.

      Still looking for Zoey, Alex made his way over to the boy. "You okay?"

      He shook his head.

      "Are you hurt?"

      Scout tugged on his shirt. "I… I was going to the office to get something for my teacher. Then—" He shook uncontrollably, tears shining in his eyes.

      Alex put his arm around Scout's shoulders. "What?"

      "I heard what sounded like a firecracker. Then blood spattered on the window." He drew in a deep breath and shook harder. "It was the nurse. She died. Right there. Right in front of me."

      Alex pulled him close and held him tight. He didn't know what to say. Nothing could make it better. The kid had just witnessed someone getting their brains blown out.

      Scout sobbed, and Alex held him tighter. He tried to recall if he'd seen the boy's parents in the throng of people in the parking lot.

      Finally, Scout pulled back. He looked up at Alex. "Do you know if Ari's okay?"

      He nodded. "Home with the flu."

      Scout stumbled forward, a look of relief on his face.

      Alex steadied him. "Have you seen the medics yet?"

      The boy shook his head.

      "Let's get you over there." Alex guided him over to a paramedic who was bandaging up a girl's arm. "This boy saw what happened in the office."

      The paramedic's eyes widened. He told the girl to speak with a nearby officer, then turned to Scout. "What did you see?"

      Scout recounted the story, and Alex stepped away. He wandered around, looking for anyone else he knew.

      All the kids looked shaken, though none as bad as Scout. Maybe, just maybe, that meant the deaths had been limited. Perhaps it had only been the school nurse. But from the news stories he heard about, the shooters rarely left only one victim in their wake.

      Alex shook the thought from his head and continued wandering. One woman sitting in the back of an ambulance had blood splatter across her face and shirt. She seemed free of injury, though. It was probably the nurse's blood.

      She'd been in the office. Maybe she'd seen Zoey.

      Alex's heart leaped into his throat, and he sprinted over to her. "Did you see Zoey Carter? Ariana Nakano's mom?"

      A paramedic grabbed Alex's arm. "You need to leave."

      He yanked his arm away and kept his focus on the woman. "Did you see Zoey?"

      "Go back to the front!" The paramedic squeezed Alex's shoulder and glared at him. "Now."

      Alex pulled away, then turned back to the woman. "Did you?"

      She shuddered, not making eye contact.

      The paramedic stepped toward Alex, again.

      "I'm leaving." Alex stormed away, fuming. That woman might know if Zoey was okay. Would it have been so hard to let her answer the question? Just one question.

      Alex rounded the corner of the building and froze mid-step. He recognized a face in the crowd. It didn't belong to a parent or a student.

      That was a face Alex could never forget. One that still haunted his dreams.

      Flynn Myer, the man who had abducted his daughter while Alex answered a work text. But Flynn was supposed to be in jail. No, he was in jail—without the possibility of parole.

      So, how was it that Flynn stood only feet away from Alex? Sure, he had longer wavy hair, tanned skin, and blue eyes, but he had the face. The changes would've been easy enough to make.

      Nobody else had that face.
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      Ava opened her eyes. Not that it helped. It was pretty much just as dark as with her eyes closed.

      She had a headache. It squeezed her skull and made her brain hurt.

      Where was she? How had she gotten there?

      A flood of memories ran through her mind. She'd been in the bathroom. Dave had come in, bearing guns.

      Then he'd taken her to a janitor closet and put a smelly cloth to her face. That was the last thing she could remember.

      Now she was lying somewhere dark. She squirmed. And she was tied. Ropes dug into her arms, wrists, and ankles.

      Her mom's ex-boyfriend had made sure she wouldn't get out. Anger raged through her. He was as crazy as his stupid son.

      Ava's stomach knotted. He'd better not try what his son had. She'd find a way to kill him, tied up or not. No way would she let him take advantage of her like Mason had.

      She squirmed and wriggled, unable to break free of the ties. Something dug into her side when she moved to the right.

      Where had Dave put her? That stupid jerk. And more importantly, what did he have in mind to do later? Also, what about the other kids at school? Had he killed anyone, or just shot the gun to scare everyone? If that was the case, it had worked and he'd gotten what he'd obviously wanted—her.

      She froze. What about Parker? He hadn't gotten to Parker too, had he?

      "Parker? Are you here?" she whispered, not that it mattered. Her words came out a muffle because something covered her mouth.

      She should've seen that coming.

      Would her little brother survive an abduction? Sure, he played a tough guy, but it was more of a show for everyone else—to piss off their parents for splitting up and for kids at school to think he was cool. But the kid still liked building Lego models and playing babyish video games. He wasn't even a teenager yet.

      If Dave had taken him, Ava would need to protect him. And why wouldn't Dave have taken both of them?

      Her stomach dropped. What about Hanna? She was so little still. He wouldn't take her, would he? Go to the elementary school with the gun?

      Ava would definitely have to kill Dave if he'd taken little Hanna. She just needed to free herself and get out of wherever she was. Take him by surprise.

      She squirmed all the more, ignoring the ropes digging into her skin, and rolled around as best she could. There wasn't much room.

      Something rumbled.

      Ava froze, listening. It sounded like an engine.

      Had Dave stuffed her in a trunk? Could he get any more cliché?

      She fought all the harder, then lurched to the left as the car started moving.

      Ava screamed, for all the good it did. She could barely hear herself. If she could get her mouth free, she'd yell and yell, just to drive him crazy.

      He'd thought she was a brat when he'd been dating Mom. That man had seen nothing yet. He would regret taking her. Ava would make sure of that.
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      Alex's nails dug into his palms as he stared at Flynn. Was he the shooter? Had he gone into the school after escaping jail to find Ariana, the one girl who had gotten away from him? He'd killed all the others, and now wanted to finish what he'd failed to?

      Not on Alex's watch.

      He reached into his sweatshirt for his pocket knife and held it discreetly so that nobody would see.

      Then he marched straight for Flynn, the convicted child abductor and killer. Why else would he be hiding in the crowd, watching the hurt and scared children?

      He probably thought it was the perfect place to snatch one. If not Ariana, any other girl would probably do.

      Alex's pulse drummed through his body. He'd fought this man before, he could do it again. Before he could take another kid or figure out where Ari was and take her once more.

      With each step Alex took, he drew closer to the madman. He'd dreamed of actually finishing the guy off but never thought he'd get the chance since the man was on death row.

      How had he managed to escape? Shouldn't the prison holding the state's most violent offenders have escape-proof security? If a prisoner had gotten out, wouldn't that have been all over the news?

      Flynn glanced Alex's way. Their gazes locked.

      It took a moment, but recognition covered his expression. His eyes widened, then narrowed.

      What did he expect? Not to see Alex? He should've known Alex would be there. That he would be the first person to hunt Flynn down.

      He should've stayed where he had police protection and walls keeping him from the outside world.

      Now he had none of that, and since Alex wasn't yet a cop or even a cadet, there was nothing stopping him from dishing out a little vigilante justice.

      Flynn's eyes shifted to the left and right, but he couldn't run. People pressed against him on all sides. He had no choice but to deal with Alex.

      He was trapped by a sea of parents. Others would side with Alex. Turn on a sick and twisted man who enjoyed hurting little girls.

      Flynn shoved a woman with platinum blonde hair, then forced his way past a balding skinny man, and ran toward the front of the school.

      Alex burst into a run. "Stop him!"

      Some people looked, but nobody moved. They were like deer in headlights.

      Alex ran faster, skidding on some gravel. He regained his footing, nearly dropping his knife in the process, and chased after Flynn.

      The criminal must've spent his life working out in prison. He was fast. Flynn rounded the corner and disappeared. He reappeared when Alex went around, too.

      Flynn was heading straight for the woods. They were still a little ways off, and Alex wasn't closing the distance between them. If anything, the space between them was growing.

      "Stop him!" Alex's voice was a little shrill that time. He didn't care.

      Someone needed to figure out what was going on and tackle the man before he reached the cover of the trees.

      Finally, a heavy-set guy in a sorely out-of-style jogging suit jumped into action halfway between Alex and Flynn.

      Flynn jumped over some shrubs and darted around rose bushes. It slowed him enough that Alex was able to close the distance, at least until he reached the plants.

      Just as he passed the roses, Flynn disappeared into the woods.

      The dude in the jogging suit stopped and gasped for air. "Who's that guy?"

      Alex didn't stop. "Only a child predator!" He ran past him and into the woods.

      The other man's footsteps sounded from behind.

      Flynn was nowhere to be seen, and there were several paths leading in different directions.

      Alex went straight ahead, ducking under low-hanging branches and jumping over exposed roots. He listened for the criminal but couldn't hear anything over the ragged sounds of his own breathing.

      The path branched out in other directions, appearing more like a maze than anything else. It was like it was designed as an escape for a convict.

      Alex's lungs burned, but he kept running. He wouldn't stop until he caught up with Flynn or his legs wouldn't take him any farther.

      He raced down one path, then another and another until he was certain he'd gone in a figure-eight. After taking a different fork, he circled back to the jogger.

      Alex stopped and gasped for air. "Did… you… see… him?"

      The guy wiped sweat from his brow and shook his head. "He got away."

      "Unbelievable." Alex leaned against a tree, his muscles aching and burning.

      "That guy's a child predator?"

      Alex nodded, still trying to catch his breath.

      "Is he the shooter?"

      "No… idea."

      "I'll go tell one of the cops."

      Alex just nodded, but he didn't think it would do any good. None of them had bothered to go after them and find out why they were chasing someone.

      Once he was able to breathe normally again, Alex wove his way out of the woods and back to the school grounds.

      Jogger dude was talking to one of the cops from another precinct. He pointed to Alex.

      The officer waved him over.

      Alex picked up his pace and told the officer what had happened, and who Flynn was. "He might be the shooter! We have to stop him!"

      He nodded, then radioed in the information. Not even a minute later, a policeman and policewoman raced into the woods.

      "Can I go?" Alex asked. "I need to check on someone." He still didn't know if Zoey had been there during the shooting.

      The officer shook his head. "You need to stay here. I have to call about the suspect. You said he's a death-row inmate?"

      "Yes." Alex slid his knife back into his pocket.

      "I haven't heard anything about an escape. I'm going to have to find out if it's true."

      Alex gritted his teeth. "I'm telling you, it's him!"

      "Don't move." The officer stepped away and pulled out a cell phone, keeping his gaze on Alex.

      "You're related to Ariana?" Jogger asked.

      Alex flicked a nod, eyeing both the cop and the woods.

      "Brother or something?"

      He got that a lot, given that he'd only been fourteen when Ari had been born. "Birth dad."

      The guy raised his eyebrows.

      "It's a long story."

      "I'll bet."

      They stood in awkward silence until the officer returned, his mouth and eyes twisted into a scowl. He stepped close to Alex. "Your guy is still on death row. He didn't break out. He isn't here. Care to tell me what's really going on?"

      Jogger dude looked at Alex like he was the sicko.

      Alex gave the cop a double-take. "I saw him! That was the guy who abducted my daughter. It was him!"

      The officer shook his head. "Nope. He's reading War and Peace on his bed as we speak."

      "That can't be."

      "Oh, it is. It makes me wonder what you're up to, though. Why are you trying to distract us from what's going on here?"

      Alex's mouth dropped open. "Are you kidding me?"

      The cop pulled out a pair of cuffs from his jacket. "You're going to need to go downtown for questioning."

      "You're not serious!" Alex stepped back. "You can't arrest me."

      "I very much can." He arched a brow. "But I don't have to if you comply."

      "Uh, can I go?" Jogger dude looked back and forth between the officer and Alex.

      "Yeah. Thanks for your help."

      Alex glared at the officer. "I'm no criminal. Talk to Captain Fleshman—he'll vouch for me."

      "I don't know a Captain Fleshman."

      "Detective Garcia? Anderson?"

      "Nope. Not from around here. Give me your wrists, and I'll take you to the station for questioning."

      Alex stuffed his hands in his pockets and stared him down. "I'm not leaving here in cuffs. You haven't arrested me! I'll go to the local station if I have to for questioning—in my own car, but you will not drag me away in handcuffs from my daughter's school. Do you understand?"

      They stared each other down until the other man relented. "Okay. You definitely need to go in for questioning, but I won't arrest you. However, I'm going to your car with you and logging in all your information."

      Alex bit back an angry retort. How could they waste time on Alex when they had a real suspect so close?
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      Nick exited the classroom and turned to Foster. "That room's clear."

      She nodded. "I just got word that the bomb squad is on its way."

      "We'd better hurry. There's still a lot of ground to cover, and they're probably going to try and clear us out of here."

      "They're coming from Seattle. That gives us a little more time, depending on when they left. Or maybe they're almost here already. I'm not sure."

      "Okay. We're going to need all the time we can get." So far, they'd only found a few kids, but the last girl had been frightened out of her mind, just shaking in the corner of a classroom by herself. Foster had escorted her outside because she could barely walk on her own.

      Nick and Foster continued checking classrooms for kids, but there didn't appear to be any down this hall. Someone else might've already cleared it earlier. It was hard to know, because this was hardly an organized scene.

      It was actually one of the most chaotic Nick had seen in his career, and the fact that other forces came to help only added to the confusion. But it was better to be over-careful than under.

      They reached the end of the hallway, and the only thing left was a janitor's closet. Nick nodded to it. "You want to check it out while I call it in that this section is clear?"

      "Sure." Foster opened the door and stepped inside.

      Nick pulled out his radio, and just as he was about to make the call, Foster poked her head out of the closet.

      "You're going to want to see this." Her face was pale.

      Nick's mind went wild with bloody images of kids as he leaped over to the closet.

      Foster widened the door and stepped out of the way.

      On the floor, in the middle of the tiny closet full of mops, brooms, and vacuums sat a rectangular black box with wires sticking out of every direction and several buttons on top.

      They exchanged a worried glance. Foster pulled out her radio. "Is that the bomb?"

      "If it isn't, someone really wants us to think it is." He reached for it.

      Then he froze and stepped back, closing the door.

      Beep.

      Nick and Foster stared at each other, wide-eyed.

      Beep, beep.

      Foster pulled her radio out and called it in.

      Nick reached for the door.

      "Nick, no!"

      He spun around, more from the surprise of her using his first name. Even during off-duty play dates with the kids, they'd really only ever called each other by their last names or rank.

      "Don't open that door!" She pleaded with her eyes.

      "You head outside. I'm going to check it out."

      She shook her head. "I'm not going anywhere."

      "Then step back." Nick turned around, giving her a moment to move, though he doubted she would. He grabbed the knob and his heart nearly exploded out of his chest.

      The bomb—if that was what it was—might be connected to the door somehow. It hadn't made any noise until before he'd closed it.

      "This is your last chance to step back," he warned her.

      She didn't step away.

      Nick flinched. He didn't want to be responsible for her death if the device really was a bomb. Nor did he want to put his own life on the line unnecessarily. He had three kids to think about.

      "Captain?"

      "Call it in. See if the bomb squad is close, or if we can talk to them. Find out what they say."

      "Okay."

      He turned around and faced the door. The beeping continued on the other side of the door. Nick's pulse pounded through his body. He really wanted to open that door, and being captain, it was his call. But at the same time, he had almost no experience with bombs. All the other times he'd dealt with them, they'd been fake. Given the severity of the situation as a whole, he had to be even more careful than usual.

      Foster looked up from the phone at that moment and yelled, "They say we need to clear the building! Now!"

      Nick turned around and met Foster's gaze.

      Beep-beep-beep.

      The noise was getting faster.

      Without a word, they burst into a run down the hall. Nick glanced back several times, half-expecting to see a ball of flames headed their way.

      Just as they neared the exit, the bomb squad came into view. They were covered in protective gear from head to toe, had several canines, and a large box—presumably to detonate the device.

      Nick told them where it was, then opened the door, allowing Foster to run out ahead of him. They ran through a courtyard, then down along another wing of the building until they came to the ball fields. The area was a sea of people and aid vehicles.

      He stopped, scanning the crowd for his kids.

      Foster skidded to a stop and turned to him. "Do you think this is far enough from the potential blast zone? Or should we tell everyone to leave the property?"

      Nick took a deep breath. He didn't know enough about explosives to make an educated guess about the reach of the bomb—if that was in fact what they were dealing with. "We'd better let the experts make that decision. I don't want to see anyone getting hurt in a stampede to flee the school. That's likely the real danger."

      "So, what do we do now?"

      "Let's check on the rest of the scene. Find out what we know about the shooter and victims." That would give them the chance to walk around the perimeter of the building and would allow Nick to look for his kids.
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      Alex glared at the two-way mirror, though given how many people were at the school it was unlikely that anyone was bothering with him.

      He tapped the scratched, inked table and read some of the scrawling others had written since his last visit to the room. It made his stomach knot thinking about how many times he'd been in these holding rooms over the years—usually when someone he cared about was missing. And here he was again, and Zoey was missing.

      Alex wanted to throw up. How had he ended up back here? When he should be out there, searching for not only his fiancée but his daughter's abductor—the man who was supposedly behind bars in Walla Walla clear across the state.

      It didn't make sense. Alex knew that face. He'd punched that face when Ari had been missing. They'd crossed paths while the coward was grocery shopping shortly after he'd taken Ariana. He'd been both bold and cowardly at the same time.

      How could the guy be in two places at once? It made absolutely no sense. He couldn't be on death row and running free near a school shooting at the same time.

      Yet there he'd been. Recognition had flickered on his face when he saw Alex. It was him.

      Alex glowered at the mirror again. "How can you keep me locked up in here at a time like this?"

      He got up and paced, shooting annoyed glances at the mirror every few seconds.

      Had Flynn come back for Ariana? Did he take Zoey when he realized he couldn't get Ari? Or was it all a coincidence? Was he just there to see the show?

      There were too many questions and not enough answers. Not any answers. And here Alex was, trapped in the tiny room unable to do anything to help anyone he loved.

      For all he knew, Flynn was on his way to the Nakanos' to try and get Ariana but nobody would call over there and warn them because they didn't believe Alex. Just like they hadn't believed him before.

      Would anything change after the academy? Once he was on the force, would they finally have some respect for him? Or would he always be seen as the town screw-up?

      He went over to the door and pounded on it. "If you're going to hold me, at least make it worth the time! Don't just leave me in here!"

      Alex flashed back to banging on another door. It had been a dirty room, and he'd been denied food.

      He leaned against the door and closed his eyes. The filthy smell of that room came back to him. The taunts and the music. Not the music. That song played on loop for so long it still played in his mind at night when he couldn't sleep.

      Alex spun around and hit the door again. "At least tell me if anyone has found my fiancée!"

      It was pointless. Nobody was going to help him any more than back in that filthy cell.

      Sighing, he sulked back over to the table and slunk into the same chair he'd been sitting in. He pulled off his sweatshirt, balled it up, shoved it on the table, and rested his head on it.

      Alex closed his eyes, trying to ignore the song that would likely never leave him, and mulled over his interaction with Flynn. He let his mind run, hoping it would offer some clue he'd skipped over. Maybe he'd seen Zoey in the crowd, but he hadn't noticed because he'd been so focused on their daughter's abductor.

      If he had, his memories weren't helping. Alex saw nothing new.

      Just him sitting in the police station. Again. For someone who wasn't yet a cop, he'd spent too much time in these holding rooms.

      He got up and paced again, for all the good it did him. What he needed was to be back at the school, looking for Zoey and their daughter's abductor.

      How could Flynn be in two places at once? Nobody had believed Alex when he'd said he'd seen the guy back then, and they sure weren't listening now.

      He glanced at the door again, but he wasn't going to act like a prisoner. Hitting the door and yelling wasn't going to get him the attention he wanted, not here and not back at his illegal cell.

      Alex walked over to the mirror and stared at his own reflection, imagining who might be on the other side. Probably nobody, but it felt better thinking someone was there.

      He knit his brows together. "What good is it keeping me here? Why am I being held? Because I said I saw someone? Give me a break! I haven't done anything wrong!" He glowered, picturing the small room back there, then walked the length of the mirror several times. "The only thing I did wrong was admit what I was doing. Clearly, you guys think I'm crazy. Why else would I be here? What are you going to do when I'm a part of this force? What then? Huh?"

      Alex kept going for a while, but finally quit. It wasn't getting him anywhere. The chances of anyone being back there on a day like today were lower than low. Everyone was at the school. They'd just dropped him off and left. It wouldn't have surprised Alex if the fool hadn't even told anyone he was there.

      He needed to talk to a lawyer about this, but they were holding his phone. As soon as Nick got back, Alex would demand to see him.

      Nick knew Alex hadn't lost his mind. The police captain wanted him on the force. It was just a matter of Alex getting through the academy. Then they'd be golden.

      Then it would be Alex's job to chase the criminals. He wouldn't get locked up for it.

      "Let me out of here!"
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      Nick ran over to the last group of stragglers. "You need to leave the school grounds."

      A lady with too much makeup glared at him. "Why?"

      He gestured toward the bomb squad's well-marked vehicles. "There's a potential bomb. We're clearing the area."

      She gave him a dramatic eye roll. "Fine, whatever. Come on, Conner." She put her arm around a kid and they headed away, the others with them following.

      Nick jogged a little farther, coming to an officer from another force. "This area clear?"

      "All clear. Any word on the device?"

      "Not that I've heard. Now we need to get ourselves off the grounds."

      The other officer nodded, and they headed across the street to where the crowds had gotten even bigger.

      Word had probably spread far and wide about the shooting, and possibly the bomb threat. Now everyone in the area wanted a look for themselves.

      Onlookers were inching closer. Nick ordered them back then told the officer with him to stay there and watch the people.

      It was worse than trying to herd cats.

      Nick walked around the perimeter, ordering the civilians to keep their distance while at the same time looking for his kids. His stomach twisted in knots.

      He hadn't heard of any kids being shot, but that didn't mean there weren't any. This was the most disorganized crime scene he'd ever been to, especially with who-knew-how-many other departments on the scene and the bomb squad.

      Nick continued telling people to stay back. It was amazing how many people were willing to risk their lives for the sake of curiosity. If there was a blast, debris would fly through the area they stood in. But considering how many fake bomb threats there were, it was no wonder next to no one was taking this seriously.

      A loud crack sounded behind him. Nick spun around, aiming his gun toward the noise. A blinding flash of red and orange exploded from the part of the school where he and Foster had found the device. The noise was deafening for a moment, then the only sounds were of debris flying through the air, then landing.

      People around him screamed and cried out. Others ran away, clutching kids. Some ran toward the building.

      Nick stopped the ones he could, threatening arrest. Stabbing pains ran through his chest and he struggled to breathe.

      It had been a real bomb. He and Foster had been right there.

      If he'd tried to check it out, it could've killed them both.

      Nick fought to take a deep breath. Everything moved in slow motion. He commanded people to stay back. Some ran away. Some stood, staring. Others just stepped back, never looking away from the scene.

      Detective Garcia ran over. "Captain, what do we do now?"

      "We need to keep these people back! For all we know, there are more of those devices around the rest of the building."

      Garcia shouted at the crowd, who as a whole were inching closer.

      Nick nodded to him. "I'm going to walk around."

      "I'll stay here and keep these people back."

      "Arrest anyone who doesn't listen." Nick glared at those who continued to inch closer to make sure they knew he meant business.

      Then he headed back the direction he came, telling the scooters to stay back. All the while he struggled to breathe normally as he kept looking for his family.

      When he rounded the block, he saw someone he knew.

      Corrine.

      His ex-wife who had moved his kids away across the country after divorcing him. She'd moved back with Parker after both their daughters moved back in with Nick.

      Parker was with her now.

      Nick's knees nearly gave out. Everything other than his son disappeared around him. For a moment, Nick was a father only, not a police captain. He burst into a run, pushed through the throng of people, and threw his arms around Parker. He squeezed him so tightly he risked crushing the boy's ribs.

      He turned to Corrine, still clinging to their son. "Where's Ava? Hanna?"

      Corrine just stared at him for a moment. Her face was pale, and her eyes held a terror he'd never seen in them before. She almost looked like a little girl herself.

      "Corrine?"

      She snapped out of it. "I haven't been able to find Ava. Hanna's school is under lock-down until further notice. I'm surprised you didn't know."

      Nick lightened his grip on Parker. "I've been a little distracted."

      "I figured."

      "Speaking of, I have to get back to work. Call me the moment you hear anything about them."

      Corrine nodded. "And you call me if you find Ava."

      "I will." Nick squeezed Parker again, then kissed his face several times.

      Surprisingly, Parker didn't push him away. In fact, he clung to Nick for a moment before stepping back. The boy's eyes shone with tears.

      Nick squeezed his shoulder. "It's going to be okay."

      Parker met his gaze. "Is it?"

      "I'm going to do everything in my power to make sure it is."

      "Just find Ava."

      Nick cleared his throat. "I'll probably find her with her friends. You know how she is." He forced a smile.

      Parker sighed and leaned against Corrine.

      Nick hated to pull himself away. "I'll be back."

      They both nodded, then Nick made his way back to the street and ordered more people to step back. It seemed that nobody cared about their own safety. Though he threatened arrests, there was no way they could incarcerate half the town. It just wasn't feasible.

      He walked along the street slowly, keeping an eye out for Ava or any of her friends. Someone had to know where she was. All the other students had joined their families—or so it seemed.

      Was Ava the only one that hadn't?

      It certainly felt that way.

      "Ava, where are you?"
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      Zoey Carter struggled against the ropes that held her to the chair. It didn't do any good—it would take a miracle for her to escape. The man had tied her wrists separately behind her back, her ankles were each tied to a chair leg, and even her waist was tied to the back of it.

      She would scream if she could, but both the gag in her mouth and the duct tape across her mouth prevented her.

      Her messy dark hair hung over her face and sweat beaded everywhere, dripping down her face, her back, her chest. Everywhere. It pooled in her bra.

      The back of the chair dug into her bare skin, and the ropes burned. She'd been stripped down to only her ripped pants and a camisole.

      She had half a mind to try and tip the chair over, but that didn't seem like it would help. It certainly wouldn't help her get out of the ties. Then she'd just be even more uncomfortable.

      Not only that, but the little room was filthy. She'd probably end up with dirt in her eyes or scrape herself on an exposed nail from one of the loose floorboards.

      Her stomach rumbled, despite her nerves. She hadn't eaten that morning. The plan had been to stop off at the school to get Ari's homework, then grab a quick bite on her way to work.

      A gunman shooting up the school office hadn't been part of the plans.

      Zoey shuddered as the scene replayed in her mind. She'd joked about something with the secretary, while she grabbed a file with Ariana's assignments. Then, mid-laugh, the man entered.

      His eyes were wild. That'd been the first thing Zoey had noticed. Then he'd pulled out a gun.

      She'd immediately ducked down and scrambled behind the desk.

      Shots rang out. Blood sprayed. Some got onto her. The secretary fell, landing inches from Zoey. It had taken every ounce of her self-control not to scream. Not to cry. To just stay there quietly.

      More shots. The school principal crashed to the ground not far from the secretary. Similar-sounding thuds around the room.

      Zoey's eyes misted just thinking about it. The whole thing had been a nightmare. Except that it wasn't. It was as real as the dried blood on her clothes and face.

      She closed her eyes, trying to push the memories away. It didn't work. The bodies fell before her closed eyes. Over and over again.

      There was only one good thing about the whole ordeal—Ariana was safe at home, sleeping off the flu. She hadn't been there. She hadn't had to witness it. Experience the terror.

      But she wouldn't be unscathed. Her school was no longer safe. She adored the secretary, who was now dead. The gunman might've shot some of Ari's friends. He'd taken her mom.

      Zoey's heart shattered into a million pieces. Ariana had been through enough. More than enough. She'd gone through more horrors than someone four times her age.

      That would be Zoey's focus. The one thing that would drive her to get home in one piece. She needed to get back to her daughter before Ari ever found out Zoey had been taken in the first place.

      She needed to get back home before Ariana recovered from the flu and found out what had happened. Zoey's parents—Ari's adoptive parents—would protect her from the news as long as possible. Hopefully it would be long enough.

      The flu going around this year was keeping people down for a full two weeks. Ariana had only been sick since the night before. That would give Zoey more than a week to get back home before Ari was any wiser.

      But how was she going to do that? What did the gunman have in mind for her?

      Why hadn't he just killed her? Did he have something else planned? Or had he simply run out of bullets?

      Zoey had waited under the desk, shaking and hardly able to breathe, for what felt like hours. In reality, it had only been about fifteen minutes according to the clock on the wall.

      After stepping over the secretary and principal, she made her way around the bloody office, her heart nearly ready to explode out of her chest.

      Shots rang out elsewhere in the building. Zoey picked up the phone from the desk and dialed nine-one-one. She glanced around for her purse, but it was the least of her concerns.

      She needed to get out of the building, but not before calling for help. After telling the operator about the shooting and the dead bodies, she hung up before the woman on the other end of the line could tell Zoey to stay there until the officials arrived.

      No way was that going to happen. She had every intention of getting outside, then running straight to her car.

      Instead, the gunman appeared in the doorway again. Blocking her from escape. Not only that, but he had Ava with him. He held her by the hair, dragging the girl who looked unresponsive.

      He'd locked his gaze on hers, then aimed his gun at Zoey's face.

      Zoey had no time to react.

      He pulled the trigger.

      Nothing had happened.

      The man swore profusely about the bullets. He reached into his pocket for more.

      With his attention averted, Zoey ran toward him. She was going to grab Ava and run before he knew what had happened.

      Instead, he dropped his gun and grabbed Zoey by the neck, squeezing so hard she couldn't breathe. He shoved her against the doorjamb. Her head hit hard enough that the sound bounced around between her ears.

      By the time she regained her bearings, a different gun had been shoved in her face. "I may not be able to kill you just yet, but I'm sure not leaving you as a witness!"

      From there, everything was a blur. He forced her outside to the back, screaming at her but letting her live.

      Once they reached a sedan, he threw Ava into the trunk like a sack of potatoes before turning to Zoey. He continued his ravings, ordering her to her knees.

      She complied.

      "Take off your shoes!"

      "What?"

      He swung the gun. It hit her temple, giving her double vision.

      Shaking, she removed her shoes.

      "Now your socks!"

      Zoey did that, too. Though she wanted to question him, she kept quiet. At least this was buying time. The police would be there momentarily.

      "Your jacket!"

      She complied again, wondering how far he was going to take it. Would she have to take off everything? Was he going to leave her there like that, or take her with him?

      "Your shirt!" He moved the gun closer to her forehead, his finger on the trigger.

      Zoey reached for the bottom of her blouse, her hands shaking. She fumbled with the lowest button.

      "Faster!" He swung the gun in circles, moving closer to her face.

      Barely able to think, she undid the bottom button, then the next one and the next. Tears blurred her vision as she continued until there were only three left.

      Sirens.

      His eyes widened. He swore. "Get in the car!"

      Her mouth gaped.

      "Get in!" He hit her with the gun again.

      She scrambled to her feet, then fumbled with the handle and climbed in the back seat.

      He shoved her to the floor. "You stay down, or you're getting a bullet in your head!"

      Shaking violently, she nodded.

      The door slammed shut, and before she knew it, he'd flung himself into the driver's seat and they'd squealed away.

      A moment later, they passed a police cruiser and fire engine going to the school. The lights shone on the roof of the car.

      They continued driving, and the farther they went, the more emergency vehicles they passed.

      Zoey silently begged for someone to see her in the car.

      Nobody did.

      After a while—she had no idea how long, because time was passing so strangely—he stopped the car.

      She had thought her heart couldn't pound any harder, but it did. As soon as the door flung open, she cried out, her voice eerily shrill, but she was ready to attack.

      He still had the gun, and he aimed it at her again. Then he grabbed her by the collar and ripped off her shirt. She cried out in pain. Thankfully she'd decided to wear a camisole that morning. He didn't make her take that off.

      He aimed the gun at her again, then tossed it aside before he pulled out the ties and duct tape. But tying her up, shoving a cloth in her mouth, and covering it with duct tape wasn't enough. He covered her from head to foot with a blanket before slamming the door and driving again.
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