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      The man pressed close against a row of prickly bushes as a pickup truck drove by and then out of sight.

      He released a breath. Nobody had seen him. Once he was certain the road was clear, he rose just high enough to see over the plants.

      Lights still shone from inside the house.

      The man checked the time. Again. He swore.

      Something was wrong. The couple was off their schedule. They should’ve left by now.

      But they hadn’t.

      His heart raced, both with worry and irritation—which would soon turn to anger.

      He needed them to leave. Now.

      What was he supposed to do? Just keep waiting? Get them out of the house? Find a new location? No! This was the only place that would do. He would have to remain patient.

      The problem was that the couple was already late. That meant he had no way of knowing when they would be back, if they did finally leave.

      He couldn’t do what he needed without the assurance they’d be gone long enough.

      The man drew in a deep breath and held it.

      One way or another, something had to be done. He couldn’t hold onto his treasure for much longer.

      She needed to be disposed of.

      Now.

      This waiting wasn’t helping anyone. Least of all him.

      He would have to do something.

      Wouldn’t be the first time he’d had to take matters into his own hands. But it would be trickier. Riskier.

      He’d done it before, so he could do it again.

      The man pulled out a phone and double-checked it was the burner. Then he triple-checked.

      There was no room for errors.

      He pulled up the contact list. The few numbers on this phone all showed on the tiny screen. His thumb hovered over the one he needed, ready to tap it.

      Slam!

      The man jumped, then turned back toward the house.

      Two people stood on the front porch. The husband locked the door and turned to his wife. They spoke of a phone call that had made them late.

      They hurried to their little sedan and drove off faster than usual.

      It was time.

      The man breathed another sigh of relief and waited a minute to make sure the couple didn’t return.

      They didn’t.

      Frogs bellowed in the distance. Otherwise, everything was silent on the sleepy road.

      The other neighbors were either out or settled in for the night. Only the couple who just left were off their schedule.

      The man scanned the area, and once he was certain nobody watched, he jumped to his feet and sprinted one block to his car.

      He could smell it before he reached it.

      He’d waited too long. After this, he’d need to dump the car and get a new one. The smell was too much. There was no way to mask it.

      That would have to wait. First, he must bid farewell to his treasure.

      How he hated letting go of his sweet prizes. As much as he needed to, it was easier said than done. Each time got harder rather than easier.

      Maybe he was getting too old for this.

      No! He wasn’t.

      His treasures were why he got up in the morning. What kept him going each day, whether he had a new one or not.

      Tomorrow was a new day. He could focus on a new one then.

      For now, he needed to bury his latest treasure.

      He held his breath as he climbed into the clunker he’d stolen years ago, and started it. Then he pulled onto the road and drove around the block, parking just out of sight of the back of the now-empty house.

      His pulse drummed with excitement. Burying the treasures was always just as thrilling as the rest of the process. A different but equal thrill—part fear of getting caught, part saying goodbye, and part anticipation of the next treasure.

      The man looked around the quiet street before climbing out of his car and hefting the oversized suitcase from the trunk. The stench made his eyes water. He gagged and blinked away the tears, then lugged the treasure down the unlit backstreet until he reached the fence.

      He easily found the latch on the other side and flipped it over, unlocking the gate. It creaked as it opened—just like it had for years. It was almost as though he were the only one to use it.

      Once inside, he quickly closed the gate and looked around the large yard that he had long ago memorized. Everything was the same, except now the garden was expanding. Taking up more of the yard.

      Ever since the couple’s granddaughter started visiting them, the garden had been getting bigger and bigger.

      What he wouldn’t do to get that little girl and add her to his treasure trove.

      He shook his head to clear it, then stared down at the spot he’d picked out just for this special prize.

      It was now or never.

      The man set down the suitcase and checked his thick gloves. Once he was ready, he found the shovel where it always rested against the house.

      He tightened the gloves and got to work digging close to the house, just off to the side of a small garden shed.

      The suitcase—his treasure trunk—wasn’t very big this time, but he would still need to go deep. The last thing he needed was for the wife or grandchild to decide they wanted to start a new garden here, then find his latest prize.

      It was always a risk, given how many of his precious treasures had been buried on the grounds. This newest one was already close to the first one. Maybe they could keep each other company.

      That thought offered him solace until he could get his next one.

      After a while, sweat broke out on his hairline. He paused and wiped it while catching his breath.

      The sound of a car engine made him freeze in place. He listened, waiting for it to drive away.

      It didn’t.

      Instead, it slowed, followed by the squeal of a vehicle’s brakes.

      It sounded like it was in the front of the house.

      They couldn’t be home already! This was the night they always left for a solid three hours. Sometimes almost four.

      The man leaned the shovel against the shed, crept over to the fence, and peeked over.

      He swore under his breath.

      They were home early. He knew performing the ritual was a bad idea when the schedule was off.

      His skin felt on fire. He ran back over to the suitcase and shoved it into the hole. Only about three inches remained between the top of it and the ground.

      There was no time to dig the hole deeper.

      A car door slammed, then another.

      Conversation.

      The man released a barely-audible string of profanities as he filled the hole. He cursed the couple for not giving him enough time to properly say goodbye to his treasure.

      Once the hole was filled and the sizable chunk of grass placed back on top, he stared at the leftover dirt. Usually, he took his time carrying it over to the garden.

      A light shone from inside. It lit up a good portion of the backyard.

      Then it dimmed systematically. Someone was closing the blinds on the sliding door on the back porch.

      He glanced back at the pile of dirt. If he took it over to the garden, he would risk being seen. The only thing he could do was to spread it near the shed and hope nobody noticed.

      So that was what he did. By the time he had finished, he managed to convince himself it looked just like it had before.

      Except that he’d covered grass with the dirt.

      It would have to do.

      He replaced the shovel as it had been, crept to the corner of the house, and checked the windows. Light shone from half a dozen of them, but they all had the blinds drawn.

      With any luck, he could make his escape unnoticed.

      But luck was already showing it was not on his side tonight.

      He pressed himself against the fence and crept along it toward the gate, managing to stay in the shadows. Then he unlatched the lock and pulled the door.

      Creak!

      He froze for just a moment before bolting out and closing the gate behind him, not taking the time to check the latch.

      Then he ran.
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      “Do you want to plant the rosebushes this morning?” Genevieve Foster took one more sip of her black coffee before setting the mug on the table.

      Tinsley only nodded.

      Genevieve’s chest tightened. She’d really hoped Tinsley would’ve opened up more by now. Her twelve-year-old foster daughter almost never spoke. Not after the horrors she’d witnessed before coming to Genevieve. The only reason Genevieve could tell the girl was excited was because her eyes were wider than normal as she nodded.

      “We’ll get to that in just a few minutes.” Genevieve smiled. “Want me to make you some more eggs first?”

      Tinsley shook her head.

      “It’s no problem.” She waited, hoping her foster daughter might say something, but the fact that she was communicating at all was a good thing. Tinsley communicated with Genevieve, her therapist, a handful of friends, and her foster grandparents—Genevieve’s parents.

      Although part of the responsibility now lay with Genevieve. Tinsley had started to open up a bit more, but then she’d moved the two of them away from their apartment and friends.

      But it was for the best, and Tinsley would start to open up more again. It was all a matter of having patience. And lots of it.

      Genevieve emptied her mug, then rose. “I might have another egg. Do you mind?”

      Tinsley shook her head.

      “Sure you don’t want more? I’ll already be making some.”

      The girl again shook her head.

      “Okay.” Genevieve flashed her a smile, though inwardly she held back a gigantic sigh.

      As she fixed herself another fried egg, Genevieve talked about the rosebushes they’d picked up the day before. Though Tinsley didn’t respond, she was fairly certain the girl was listening. And according to the therapist, that was important for her overall recovery.

      Genevieve continued talking about flowers and gardens until she was done with her breakfast.

      Tinsley mostly played with a hangnail.

      Having her own demons made it easy for Genevieve to empathize with the girl, although Tinsley had been terrorized from a much younger age. It must’ve made everything she went through that much harder to deal with. At least, that’s what Genevieve told herself to stay positive with her foster daughter.

      Before long, the duo was outside with spades and the two rosebushes. The sweet aroma of the buds filled Genevieve with hope that everything would be okay.

      It was a stretch, but she was happy to take it. Especially on this notably bright morning in the Evergreen State.

      “Do you think the last few days’ rain has helped to soften the dirt?”

      Tinsley shrugged.

      “Let’s find out.” Genevieve handed her a spade, then retrieved the shovel from the side of the house where her mom always left it. “The guy at the garden center said these have pretty deep roots. How far do you think I should dig?”

      Tinsley didn’t respond.

      Genevieve nodded as though she had. “I think pretty deep, too.”

      The sun grew hotter with each clump of dirt she dug out. Sweat dripped down her face and stuck to her clothes by the time she was almost done.

      One last time.

      Clunk!

      She and Tinsley exchanged a curious glance.

      Tinsley opened her mouth.

      Genevieve nearly dropped the shovel in hopes that the girl would speak.

      She didn’t. Tinsley closed her mouth and stepped closer to the hole.

      It took Genevieve a moment to recover, then she struck the hole again.

      Clunk!

      “Probably just a rock.” She forced a smile, knelt, then peeked into the hole. The only rocks were tiny pebbles. Nothing unusual.

      She pushed dirt around with the shovel. It scraped along something just below the surface.

      Something buried in the garden.

      It was probably nothing important. Maybe something a previous resident had buried. When Genevieve was a kid, she’d buried a time capsule in the home she’d grown up in.

      Her parents had moved, so this wasn’t that house. Some other parent-child pair had probably found her silly box years ago. And perhaps now she and her foster child had found someone else’s.

      Tinsley nudged her.

      “Right. Sorry. Let’s see what it is. Maybe a buried treasure.”

      The girl actually smiled.

      Warmth ran through Genevieve. She went back to digging out dirt until she revealed what appeared to be the lid of a fairly large storage container.

      Faded writing was scrawled across the top, near the middle. She pushed aside dirt until it was legible.

      Halloween decorations.

      Why would someone bury those?

      She dug around the plastic box, trying to loosen it but grew tired.

      Tinsley threw her an impatient glance.

      Genevieve took a deep breath and wiped her forehead. “It’s going to take a long time to dig this out. Why don’t we pull off the lid and see what’s inside?”

      Tinsley nodded furiously. “Yes.”

      Genevieve dropped the shovel.

      She quickly recovered, then moved the shovel out of the way. With shaky hands, she loosened the two ends of the lid. They were stuck in place, but finally gave way.

      Genevieve fell backward from the force.

      “Look!” Tinsley pointed in the hole.

      She could hardly believe the girl had spoken twice in a row. Her whole body shook as she pulled herself to her feet.

      Genevieve peeked down the hole into the storage container.

      Inside the box lay two plastic skeletons. Halloween supplies, as the box had indicated.

      Except they weren’t.

      Her heart raced and her entire body shook as she realized they weren’t looking at plastic skeletons.

      They were real.

      Human remains.

      Two children, from the looks of it. Wisps of long hair still remained on both. The coloring was dark, unlike fake bones. A hair ribbon stuck out from underneath one skull. Fragments of fabric rested around the two children.

      Genevieve couldn’t pull her attention from the sight. She needed to do something. Call the authorities. Distract Tinsley.

      Keep herself from falling apart.

      Her stomach lurched. She ran behind the garden and threw up.

      When she came back around, Tinsley was staring at her, wide-eyed.

      Genevieve found her voice. “Let’s go inside, honey.”

      “Real? Real?” The girl’s voice was high-pitched and her eyes widened. Her mouth gaped open as she looked between her foster mom and the human remains.

      “We should go inside and—”

      Tinsley screamed at the top of her lungs.
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      Captain Nick Fleshman rubbed his temples as he made his way through the stack of paperwork. “Oh, the glorious job of being a police captain.”

      A commotion sounded outside his office.

      Just the distraction he needed. He blinked his bleary eyes and made his way to the door. The first thing he noticed was what he always noticed when he exited his office.

      Genevieve’s empty desk. Officially, she was on a sabbatical, though it was anyone’s guess if she would actually return to work at the end of the six months.

      Nick’s guess was no. The fact that she’d cleared her desk, moved from her apartment, and didn’t return any of his calls told him all he needed to know.

      And it broke his heart. Not that he could dwell on that while at work. Or at home, really. Not as the single dad to three busy kids.

      Detective Anderson raced in his direction, his gaze focused on something past Nick.

      Nick stopped him. “What’s going on?”

      Anderson skidded to a stop. “Two DB’s found in a backyard.”

      “Where are the bodies?”

      “In town. Want me to keep you updated?”

      Nick narrowed his eyes at his friend. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      Anderson’s expression tightened and he looked away. “Officer Foster called it in.”

      The words felt like a punch to the gut. Nick leaned against his doorframe and nodded toward Genevieve’s empty desk with a questioning glance.

      “Yeah.” Anderson grimaced. “She found the remains in her parents’ yard.”

      Nick struggled to find words. “I’m going with you.”

      “Captain.” Anderson gave him a knowing look. “Do you think that’s a good idea?”

      Detective Anderson was one of the only people who knew about Nick’s relationship with Genevieve. Correction. Nick’s former relationship with the officer.

      Nick nodded resolutely. “I’m going.”

      “Okay. I’ll ride with you.”

      The captain grabbed some things from his office before the two headed for his Mustang. Nick followed the line of cruisers speeding away from the station.

      Nick’s mind raced the entire time. What would he say to Genevieve? What would she say to him? Would they only discuss the case and act as though everything was normal when in reality, it couldn’t be further from the truth? She’d left without an explanation following some mistakes that made Nick look bad.

      He pulled up to the curb behind the precinct’s cruisers, then ran toward the cheery yellow house with a distraught older couple on the porch.

      Genevieve was nowhere in sight.

      The couple led the first officers inside, and Nick waved Anderson in. The air smelled of eggs, bacon, and coffee. Just a normal family, a normal morning—until dead bodies showed up in the backyard.

      They followed conversation through the home and out through a sliding glass door.

      From the porch, the hole in the ground was easily visible. The bodies weren’t.

      Nick marched down the steps and made his way around the other officers until he could see inside.

      His stomach tightened at the sight of two small skeletons. They couldn’t be any older than eight or nine. About the same age as Hanna, his youngest daughter.

      It made him sick to his stomach to think of not only what the children had endured, but especially what the parents were going through. They had to have gone missing years ago based on the skeletons, but as a parent, Nick knew that didn’t matter. They would be just as heartbroken today as when they discovered their children gone.

      He would never forget the terror of finding out his daughter had turned up missing not that long ago. It still felt like yesterday, but he’d been lucky and gotten Ava back alive and well.

      Soon the parents of these children would get the worst kind of closure.

      Nick stepped away from the chaos and looked around the yard for Genevieve. She was nowhere in sight.

      If she’d called this in, she had to be around somewhere. Maybe someone was already questioning her.

      He pushed his way through the ever-growing crowd of police and found his way inside.

      The older couple—they had to be Genevieve’s parents—stood huddled together, watching the scene in their yard.

      Nick walked over to them and held out his hand. “I’m Captain Fleshman. Which one of you called this in?”

      The woman sniffled and leaned her head against her husband’s shoulder. “It wasn’t us. It was our daughter. She was digging in the garden—just rosebushes, I swear—when she found… it. Them.”

      “Do you mind if I talk with your daughter?”

      “She’s trying to calm Tinsley, her foster daughter. They both saw the skeletons.”

      Nick nodded. “I understand. Where are they?”

      “Past the kitchen, down the hall, last door on the right.”

      “Thank you.” Nick went inside and found the door easily. He knocked.

      “Come in,” Genevieve called from the other side.

      His knees nearly gave out at hearing her voice. He hadn’t been sure he ever would again.

      Shaking, he twisted the knob. It turned easily, and he pushed the door open.

      Genevieve sat on a queen bed, her dark hair was pulled into a ponytail and she wore no makeup. Worry covered her face, but it didn’t take away from her beauty. Tinsley leaned against her with an exhausted expression.

      Both of their faces registered shock when they saw Nick.

      “Nick.” Genevieve’s voice was barely a whisper.

      Tinsley jumped up, pulling away from Genevieve.

      Horror ran through Nick as he recalled the last time he’d seen the preteen. She’d ran from him then, too.

      But this time, she ran to Nick and threw her arms around him.

      She had never done that before.

      He exchanged a surprised glance with Genevieve before wrapping his arms around Tinsley. “Are you okay, sweetie?”

      She shook her head, burying her face into his chest.

      Nick rubbed Tinsley’s back but kept his gaze on her foster mom. “So, you two found the DB’s?”

      Genevieve nodded, averting her gaze. “That was the last thing we expected.”

      “I’m sure it was.”

      A commotion sounded outside.

      “Excuse me.” Nick gave Tinsley another quick hug before stepping back and peeking out of the curtain.

      A cadaver dog had been brought in, and it was going crazy near a shed.
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      Nick raced to the porch and asked the first officer he came to what was going on.

      Without looking away from the dog, the officer gestured. “Looks like there’s a fresh body.”

      “Another one? What happened here?” Nick hurried over to the side of the porch and leaned against the railing.

      The dog now sat, sniffing the air wildly, while some officers dug near the shed.

      The officer holding the leash adjusted it. “She seems to smell something else. I’m going to walk around and see if she finds anything more.”

      Nobody objected, as nearly everyone was focused on the diggers.

      Nick glanced back and forth between the dog and the diggers.

      The dog barely made it a dozen feet before indicating she found something else.

      “Got something!” The officer pulled out a small flag and stuck it in the spot and took the dog farther. Again, the dog only went a little way before stopping.

      “Another one!”

      Nick’s stomach twisted. What had happened on this property?

      Chaos broke out, and for good reason. They had at least five bodies. Maybe more if any of the other graves had two bodies like the first.

      Nick went back inside. Anderson and Chang were questioning Genevieve’s parents in the living room.

      It was going to get a lot worse now that the body count was on the rise.

      He went down the hall and found Genevieve and Tinsley still in the bedroom. Tinsley had a novel and didn’t look up when Nick came in. Genevieve was at the window. The sight of her took his breath away.

      She turned to him, her face pale.

      Nick recovered and gave her a sympathetic glance. “How long has your family lived here?”

      “Just a few years. Dad wanted something smaller to take care of with all of his health issues.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. What problems is he having?”

      She glanced back outside. “Typical aging. Aches and pains, early signs of arthritis. That sort of thing. It made taking care of a large two-story harder. They’re both a lot happier here. Well, they were. I can’t speak to the future. Did they find more bodies out there?”

      They stepped as far from Tinsley as possible without leaving the room.

      Nick leaned close and spoke in the smallest whisper. “The cadaver dog is going crazy. Nothing new has been dug up.”

      Genevieve frowned then sighed. “My parents had no idea about any of this. I swear. This place seemed like the perfect place for them to retire.”

      “I believe you.” He sat next to her, leaving a full six inches between them. It wasn’t as awkward as he would’ve expected, given she’d taken off without a word. It was hard not to pull her into his arms. To kiss her like he had that night she’d invited him over. He cleared his throat. “Do you know anything about the previous owner?”

      She shook her head. “My parents might. All I know is that a teenager who lived here years ago went missing.”

      “Really? When was that?”

      “Twenty-five or thirty years, I think. Something like that. A cold case. But the skeletons we found are too small to be a teenager.”

      Nick nodded. “It could be unrelated. Or that girl could be out there, too.”

      Genevieve frowned, then glanced over at Tinsley, who was furiously turning the pages of her book.

      “You might want to prepare for a trip to the station for questioning. Maybe pack some overnight bags. This whole property is going to be a crime scene, and I can’t guarantee when you all will be allowed back.”

      “I know, but thanks.” She drew in a deep breath and held it before looking back at Nick.

      Their gazes locked, but neither said anything. His pulse raced. He had practically begged her to talk to him the last time they’d seen each other. That might’ve pushed her away. He needed to be a lot more careful this time.

      Last time, it was his family involved in an investigation. Now it was hers. Maybe she would open up to him if he offered support as a friend, and nothing else.

      Knock, knock.

      Nick pulled away from her gaze.

      Anderson stood in the doorway. “Captain, you need to see this.”

      “What is it?” Nick rose from the bed.

      Anderson glanced at Genevieve, then back to Nick. “Come and see.”

      “Okay.” Nick threw her an apologetic glance then mouthed, “Pack your things.”

      He and Anderson shuffled past other officers to the backyard again.

      More than a dozen little flags dotted the yard.

      Nick turned to Anderson, his eyes wide. “That many?”

      Anderson raked his fingers through his hair. “You haven’t seen the ones on the sides of the house.”

      “There’s more?” Nick’s mind spun, trying to comprehend the gravity of the situation.

      Anderson’s expression tightened. “This place is the burial ground of a sick bastard.”

      “Why this property?”

      “It’s a big lot.”

      Nick shook his head. “That’s not it. This house means something to the perpetrator. He doesn’t live here, yet he returns to bury bodies.” He recalled what Genevieve said about one of the previous owners. “Maybe he lived here.”

      “Could be.”

      “Foster said about thirty years ago a teenager who lived here went missing. Never found.”

      They exchanged a serious look.

      Anderson wrung his hands together. “Looks like we have another serial killer on our hands. It hasn’t even been two years since the last one.”

      “Two years come Halloween.”

      “Right. Any chance this is the same guy?”

      Nick shook his head. “Flynn Myer dumped them all in bodies of water. Just like his sister had died in a lake.”

      “I wonder if this guy is trying to recreate something.”

      “I’m sure we’ll find out soon enough.”

      A voice called from around the house, “Found another one!”

      Nick’s stomach lurched. He hated that Genevieve was being dragged into the whole ordeal. She and her parents would be persons of interest—there was no doubt about that.

      Anderson leaned close and spoke in a whisper. “Do you think Foster’s father has anything to do with this?”

      “No. He came here to retire and relax.”

      “Yeah, but it’d make sense if he wanted to retire to where he’d been burying bodies all these years. He could just go into his backyard and visit all those graves.”

      Nick leaned against the rail. “You’d have to prove that he has ties to this house going back thirty years. Maybe more. I really think they’re just at the wrong place at the wrong time. I’ve certainly been there.”

      “True, but I’m not leaving any stone unturned.”

      “What was your feel of him when you questioned them in there?” Nick glanced inside to see Chang still talking with the couple.

      “Shocked. Probably never expected to be caught.”

      “Or maybe he can’t believe bodies are buried around his property. That would throw anyone off.”

      “We’ll see. Don’t write him off just because… because, uh, we know Foster.”

      Nick frowned. “I know, I know. Everything by the book.”

      “Good to hear, sir. I—”

      “Another body!” someone called from the side of the house.

      “This is a nightmare.” Pressure built behind Nick’s temples.

      Deputy Mackey stepped outside, looked around, then marched over to Nick. “Captain, the media is outside. They want a statement.”

      “Of course they do.”

      Anderson glanced at him. “What’s the official statement?”

      “Some bodies have been found. That’s all they need to know for now. I’ll handle them.” Nick pushed past Anderson and Mackey, then headed for the front door.
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      Alex Mercer took another swig of his double-shot peppermint mocha, hoping it would help him keep his eyes open long enough to get home.

      He questioned his sanity for staying in the police academy. Two more guys had bailed this week. Were they the smart ones, or was he?

      Alex was in the police academy full time, and he had the option of staying on site in the sleeping quarters. Sometimes he did, but he’d promised Ariana he’d spend some time with her after school, so he was going to keep his word to his daughter.

      His exit came into view. Not much farther now. He took another drink of his coffee. Now it was empty. Hopefully, the caffeine would keep him going until he reached his future in-laws’ home.

      Kenji and Valerie Nakano were Ariana’s adoptive parents since Alex and Zoey had been so young when Ariana was born.

      Alex pulled off the freeway and fought his heavy eyelids. He blared the radio and sang along with the music, but it turned off and moved to talking.

      He was about to switch to a different station when he heard Nick’s voice over the speakers. On the radio?

      That was enough to wake him up.

      Alex listened to his friend carefully, shocked to hear about the possibility of another serial killer in town. Just thinking about it made him drive faster because the last serial killer had taken Ariana from right under Alex’s nose just over a year and a half earlier.

      She’d been so close to being his next victim.

      Alex sped through town, paying close attention to his radar detector. Not surprisingly, there was no activity. With a serial killer just discovered, all resources were clearly focused there.

      Time seemed to stand still until he finally made it to the neighborhood he’d grown up in, then to the Nakano house. His tires screeched as he pulled up to the curb and practically flew out of the car.

      The door opened before Alex had a chance to ring the bell. Ariana threw her arms around him and squeezed. Alex held her even tighter, relieved to see her alive and well with another serial killer on the loose.

      “I missed you so much, but can you let me breathe, Dad?”

      Alex released his hold on her, but not completely. “Sorry. I missed you too, angel. I hate being away so much.”

      “You aren’t going to have to work so much when you become a police officer, are you?”

      He yawned. “No, I’ll actually be here in town. This is more like boot camp, more than fifty miles away.”

      “How much longer?”

      “A couple months, sorry.”

      “Don’t keep him outside,” Kenji called from in the house. “He’s probably exhausted.”

      “That I am.” Alex stifled another yawn.

      Ariana grabbed Alex’s arm and pulled him inside. “Come and see the project I’m working on. It’s my end of the year science experiment and is half my grade. Can you believe it? Half!”

      Kenji waved from the living room as Ariana pulled Alex toward the stairs, telling him all about her project.

      Alex tried to keep up with what she said, but had a hard time, fatigued as he was. He was just glad to see her.

      In her room, she pulled out some papers and a magnifying lens. “This is titled Magnifying Power and Focal Length of a Lens.” She went on to explain it in more detail, showing him charts and graphs.

      It all made Alex’s mind spin, but he was sure it’d have made a lot more sense if he hadn’t spent six hours in the classroom followed by two hours of physical training. The hardest part was staying awake during lectures. He and his fellow cadets would slap each other when someone nodded off. They had each other’s backs—they had to, or they’d never survive.

      “Are you listening?” Ariana gave him an accusatory look.

      Guilt stung. “I’m sorry, Ari. I swear I’m trying.”

      “It’s okay. Mom, Mimi, and Papi all zone out when I explain it to them, too. And they’re not dealing with boot camp. Are we going to go get dinner somewhere, or do you just wanna stay here?”

      The thought of going anywhere made every one of his muscles ache even more, but he couldn’t say no to her pleading eyes. “I did promise you a meal out.”

      Ariana clapped. “Thanks, Dad! Can I just fix my hair?”

      He kissed the top of her head. She was almost as tall as her mom now. “Sure. I’ll meet you in the living room.”

      Alex plodded down the stairs, half-tempted to lean against the railing and catch a few minutes of sleep there.

      Life would be so good once the academy was done.

      Downstairs, conversation drifted from the kitchen. Alex forced himself to keep walking.

      Zoey and Valerie were at the table, discussing the wedding. Zoey held up a tablet and was swiping her finger across the screen.

      Alex leaned against the doorway and took in her beauty. As always, she was gorgeous. He had known her for his entire life, and somehow Zoey managed to grow more beautiful every day.

      And in just over a few months, they would be married. His heart raced at the thought, despite the exhaustion. It was definitely Zoey and Ariana who kept him going through the insanity of the academy. Those two had him wrapped around their little fingers.

      Zoey glanced up at him, and her eyes widened. “How long have you been standing there? Some of this is a surprise, you know.” She put the tablet face-down on the table.

      Alex walked over, cupped her chin, and kissed her, taking in her fruity perfume. “I didn’t hear a word. I was too captivated by your beauty.”

      “Oh, stop.” But her grin told him she wanted him to keep going.

      He sat in the next seat and scooted closer to her. “It’s true. I don’t know how I think of anything when you’re around. Everyone else pales in comparison to you.” Alex glanced at Valerie. “No offense.”

      The corners of her mouth twitched. “None taken. Excuse me.” She smiled at them before heading for the living room.

      Alex leaned over and kissed Zoey deeply. He had missed her so much. If only the academy was done with already.

      He wrapped his arm around her. She snuggled against him for a minute, then pulled away and went over to the fridge. “Are you hungry? There’s some leftover casserole.”

      “Actually, I promised Ari I’d take her out for dinner. Want to join us?”

      “Oh, I don’t want to interrupt your daddy-daughter date.”

      “You won’t interrupt anything. Ari’s always thrilled when we’re all together.”

      Zoey rested her palm on her stomach for a moment before quickly removing it. “I’m not really hungry.”

      “Are you sure? We can go anywhere you want.”

      “Nah. I’m about ready to fall asleep, anyway. Next time you make it this way, we’ll all go out for something. Sound good?”

      Alex studied her. Something seemed off, but he couldn’t put his finger on what, exactly. Maybe it was just him. He had been ready to fall asleep in the middle of the staircase, after all.

      Ariana bounced into the kitchen, her
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