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      Alex Mercer sang along with the radio and tapped his fingers on the steering wheel. Nothing could break his good mood. Not today.

      It was his first day of the police academy. He was even set to arrive early. After everything he’d gone through to get to this point, he wasn’t going to let anything get in the way of his plans.

      His favorite song from high school played over the speakers. That had to be a sign of good things to come. He hadn’t heard it in years, and yet it played for him today of all days.

      Alex turned up the volume and practically shouted the words. He pressed the gas pedal a little harder. The long, winding two-lane road surrounded by evergreen forest didn’t have another car in sight.

      Over the past year, his life had been turning around piece by piece. Now that he was about to become an academy cadet and had just moved into his own place again, he could actually call life good.

      To top it all off, he even had a party to attend in the evening after the orientation. It was only a few days before Halloween, and his twelve-year-old daughter Ariana was throwing her annual party for her favorite holiday. And now that Alex was back in her life, he'd even been able to help her with the preparations. What a treat that had been—watching her eyes light up as they planned and got everything ready. Some of the ideas he'd given her he'd meant as a joke, but to his surprise, she'd loved them.

      Everything in his life was a stark difference from what it had been a year earlier. He'd been lonely, depressed, and alienated from his family, and his only friend had been the local bartender. Alex's job had provided nothing more than long, tiring hours that earned him only a dilapidated, smelly apartment.

      The song faded and a commercial started. He turned down the volume and glanced at the GPS.

      Ten more minutes.

      Alex’s heart sped up. He, the guy who had barely graduated high school and had managed to destroy his life, would soon be a police officer. The academy was only a few miles away.

      His cell phone buzzed with a text. He glanced at the screen next to the gear shifter.

      Nick: Good luck! I put in a good word for you.

      It really was the perfect day. Captain Nick Fleshman, the one who had convinced Alex to join the academy, knew some of the guys there. Alex hadn’t asked Nick to say anything to them, but his friend was almost more excited about Alex joining the force than he was. It had been Nick’s idea, after all.

      Alex resisted the urge to respond to the text. The last thing he needed was to break the law on his way to the first day of academy. He’d wait until he parked.

      As he rounded a bend, a silver SUV came into view on the other side of the road. It was flipped over onto its roof.

      Alex slowed to a near-stop. The vehicle appeared to be empty. At least in front. The back windows were tinted black, so he couldn't see inside.

      A quick glance around showed there wasn't anyone outside, either. But he couldn’t see around to the other side.

      Why would someone abandon their car before the police or a tow truck got there to help them?

      He pulled over to the right so he could call nine-one-one and report the situation. Once unlocked, the screen went immediately to Nick’s text. Alex sent a quick thanks and then dialed the emergency number.

      Just as he was about to press call, a girl with long messy hair sticking out in every direction stepped around from the back of the SUV where Alex hadn’t been able to see from his angle. She wore a red shirt—or was it bloody?—and looked about Ariana’s age.

      Alex’s heart jumped into his throat. What was she doing out there alone? Was she hurt?

      He dropped the phone and scrambled out of the car, not bothering to close the door. “Are you okay?”

      She only stared at him.

      “Where are your parents?”

      Her eyes darted back and forth, then she held Alex’s gaze, her eyes widening. It was almost like she wanted to tell him something.

      Alex looked both ways and crossed. “Are you too hurt to talk?”

      The girl shook her head. Just barely, though. If he hadn’t been paying attention, he’d have missed it.

      As he stepped closer to her, she backed up.

      “Where are you hurt?” Alex asked. “I have a first-aid kit in the trunk. And I should call for help.”

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

      “What?”

      Something hard hit Alex in the side of the head.

      Everything went black.
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      Zoey Carter set the last dish on the table for the annual weekend-before-Halloween party, then she turned to Ariana. “That’s the last one. What do you think?”

      The entire interior of her parents’ house was a magical Halloween wonderland. Fake spider webs hung from every corner, witch hats had been taped to every photo, bats hung from the ceilings, and all the snacks looked like something that had crawled out of a grave.

      Ari’s eyes widened so much, it seemed she might explode with excitement. Her expression reminded Zoey of Alex.

      “It’s perfect!” Ariana threw her arms around Zoey. “Thanks, Mom!”

      Zoey returned the embrace. “It was hardly just me. Dad, Mimi, and Papi probably helped more than I did.”

      “Did I hear my name?” Kenji, Zoey’s dad who hadn’t raised her but was now married to her mom, came around the corner, dressed as a fried egg. He wrapped his arms around the two of them. “Are you ready for the party, Ari?”

      Ariana pulled away from them both and beamed. “I was born ready. And thanks so much for letting me have a slumber party!”

      Kenji wiped his brow. “I hope I’m up for half a dozen girls giggling all night.”

      “We won’t be loud. I promise.” Ariana clutched her hands together.

      Kenji ruffled her hair. “I’m just teasing, kiddo. It’ll be fun. You’d better get your costume on. People are going to start arriving soon.”

      Ariana squealed and raced for the stairs.

      “You’re staying tonight, right?” Kenji arched a brow at Zoey.

      “I wouldn’t miss Ari’s first slumber party for anything.”

      “Glad to hear it. You should get your costume on before the guests get here.”

      Zoey glanced down at her work attire. “Probably should. Nothing fun or exciting about this.”

      “Is Alex coming?” Kenji asked.

      “Yeah. He wasn’t sure if he’d be a little late because of the academy, so I don’t know when he’ll get here.”

      Kenji nodded knowingly. “I forgot that started today. Strange that it begins on a Friday.”

      Zoey shrugged and headed for the stairs.

      “How are you two doing?”

      The question made Zoey freeze mid-step. She turned around slowly. “Good, I guess.”

      “You guess?” Kenji gave her a look only a dad could.

      “It’s complicated. Always is with him.”

      He put his hand on her shoulder. “It’ll work out. I can’t see either of you with anyone else, honestly.”

      She threw him a sad smile. “Thanks, Dad.”

      Kenji’s face lit up. She really needed to call him Dad more.

      Footsteps and giggling sounded on the front porch.

      “I’d better get dressed.” Zoey bolted for the stairs.

      She passed her mom, who was dressed like bacon.

      “Bacon and eggs.” Zoey smiled. “Cute.”

      “It was your dad’s idea. You don’t think it’s too corny?”

      “No way. Ari will love it.”

      The doorbell rang.

      “Hopefully! I’d better get down there.” Her mom rushed down the stairs.

      Upstairs, Ariana was spraying glitter into her bun and wearing a fancy dark-pink princess dress.

      “Princess, huh?” Zoey teased. “I didn’t think you’d ever wear a traditional costume.”

      Ari spun around, her cheeks turning the same color as her gown. “I… uh… There’s nothing wrong with it, is there?”

      “Of course not. You look beautiful.” Zoey picked up the tiara. “Want some help with this?”

      “Sure. Does my makeup look okay?” It was dark and full of glitter.

      “It’s perfect.” Zoey smiled as she slid the tiara into Ari’s stiff updo. “Do you need some more hairspray?”

      “Do I?” Ari’s eyes widened.

      “I’m teasing.” Zoey kissed her daughter’s cheek. The girl was almost as tall as she was. “Seriously, you look perfect.”

      The doorbell rang again.

      Relief flooded Ariana’s expression. “I better get down there! Can’t miss my own party.”

      “I’ll be right down.” Zoey reached for her duffel bag. “Just as soon as I get myself ready.”

      “Are you and Dad going to match?”

      “Maybe next time.” Zoey forced a smile.

      “Can’t wait to see what you picked!” Ari bounced out of the room.

      Zoey sighed. Everyone seemed to know that Alex and she belonged together, except for Alex. But as she’d told Kenji, things were complicated with him.

      Ever since he’d returned to town, he treated Zoey like she was fragile. He was either worried about messing things up again or he was waiting until he got his life back together. Or maybe Alex was just giving her time since Zoey’s engagement had dissolved.

      He never explained his hesitation to her, and now it was time that they had a heart-to-heart talk.

      She and Kellen had broken up almost a full year earlier, and Zoey wasn’t getting any younger. Maybe it was time that she stepped up and stopped waiting for him to make the first move.

      Zoey pulled out her orange, yellow, and white candy corn dress. Maybe tonight should be the night she talked to him about where their relationship was going. She could at least insist that they officially declare themselves a couple.

      Her pulse sped up. It was a risk, but it was one she needed to take.
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      Zoey fluffed out her hair, slid on her white pumps, and tugged on the candy corn dress. It was shorter than she’d expected, but that’s what she got for buying from a store she’d never shopped at before. Stupid online ads got her every time.

      She didn’t want to give Ariana any ideas about wearing short skirts, but on the other hand, she was sure Alex would like it.

      Downstairs, the party was already in full swing. Festive music played and costume-clad kids ran around shrieking, while others gathered together, whispering and giggling.

      Ariana sat on the couch talking with a boy in a frog costume.

      A princess and a frog?

      Zoey’s mouth dropped open. Suddenly it made sense why Ariana had blushed when she brought up her princess costume. Did her twelve-year-old want that boy to kiss her?

      The room spun. Zoey held onto the wall. She’d kill the boy.

      "What's the matter?" Macy, Alex’s sister and Zoey’s lifelong best friend, said from behind her. Zoey turned to face her. She was dressed as a basketball player and her adorable, perfectly round baby-bump was the ball.

      “Zoey?”

      She shook her head to clear it. “Do you see them?”

      “Who?” Macy glanced around the full room.

      “Ariana and that boy. Frog and princess! You know exactly what both of them are thinking.”

      Macy put her hand on Zoey’s arm. “It’s probably perfectly innocent.”

      Zoey took a deep breath. “No, it’s not. What if Ariana takes after Alex and me?”

      “Would that be such a bad thing?”

      “Do you have pregnancy brain?” Zoey exclaimed. “I don’t want her taking after us.” Zoey had been fifteen and Alex only thirteen when Ariana was conceived.

      Ari was now only a year younger than Alex had been.

      “Relax,” Macy said. “She’s a smart girl.”

      “Smart girls do dumb things,” Zoey muttered. “And she just had her first period a couple months ago.”

      “Have you had the talk with her?”

      Zoey’s stomach twisted into tight knots. “Looks like I’m going to have to. I just assumed Mom and Dad had taken care of that. It never came up.”

      One of the benefits of Zoey’s parents having adopted Ari was that they took care of things like that. Or at least she thought they had.

      “Why don’t we go meet him?” Macy asked. “He looks like a sweet kid.”

      “He looks more like a predator to me.”

      Macy laughed. “Wow. Listen to you. Go, Mama Bear.”

      Zoey shook her head and marched over to the two laughing kids.

      Ariana jumped up from the couch. “You’re a candy corn! I love it.”

      “Thanks.” Zoey forced a smile. “Who’s your friend?”

      “Oh. Mom, this is Scout. Scout, this is my mom.”

      He gave her a double-take. “I thought the other lady was your mom.”

      “It’s confusing, I know. Mimi and Papi are my grandparents, but they adopted me. Mom and Dad are my real parents.”

      “Oh.” The kid looked flustered.

      Zoey almost felt sorry for him. Almost. She stepped closer to him and put her hand out. “Nice to meet you, Scout. Tell me about your costume.”

      Ariana’s face flushed red and she covered her mouth.

      “I, uh… I’m a frog.” Scout shook Zoey’s hand with a weak grip and a sweaty palm.

      The kid’s nervousness set her at ease. She smiled at him. “Enjoy the party. We’ll have to chat later.”

      His face paled.

      At least he scared easily. That meant he probably wouldn’t try to take advantage of Ariana. But Zoey was going to continue to keep a watchful eye on him.

      Macy introduced herself to Scout as Ariana’s aunt. Then she and Zoey headed over to the snack table where Macy’s husband Luke was eating a zombie sandwich. He was also dressed as a basketball player.

      Before long, the kids’ games started, and Zoey finally relaxed. She had to admit that Macy was right about Scout—he seemed like a sweet kid.

      “Where’s Alex?” Luke asked.

      Zoey picked up a chocolate-covered pretzel that looked like a finger. “He should be here soon. It was his first day of academy.”

      “Oh, that’s right. Do you know how it went?”

      “I haven’t heard. No news is good news, right?”

      Luke popped the rest of his sandwich in his mouth and nodded.

      Macy picked up an eyeball cookie. “I hope he had a good day.”

      “Me, too,” Zoey agreed. “He really wants this.”

      “I’m glad he’s turning his life around,” Luke said. “He’s come such a long way and—oh, Mom and Wayne are here.”

      Lottie and her boyfriend walked over dressed as Raggedy Ann and Andy. Lottie had used her own long red hair for the braids.

      “Oh my gosh, they’re so cute,” Macy gushed.

      Zoey, Macy, and Luke greeted the couple with hugs.

      The games continued for a while. Zoey had fun watching the kids. Scout was being the perfect gentleman with Ariana.

      After a while, she glanced up at the clock. It was nearly seven-thirty. Alex had said he expected to arrive by seven.

      “What’s the matter?” Macy asked.

      “I thought Alex would be here by now. Things must’ve gone better than expected at the academy.”

      “I’m sure they did. Are you worried?”

      Zoey shrugged. “Maybe. He knows how important this party is to Ariana, and he wanted to put together the perfect costume.”

      “That’s probably it. He’s just taking extra time getting ready.”

      “I’m going to call him. I’ll be right back.”

      Macy nodded and went over to Lottie and Wayne.

      Zoey pulled out her phone and headed upstairs. She listened to it ringing, pacing the upstairs hall, until Alex’s voice recording played. Rather than leaving a message, she hung up and sent him a text.

      On your way?

      She glanced at family photos on the walls, waiting for him to call or text back.

      After what felt like forever but was only two minutes, she stopped her pacing. She considered leaving another text, but didn’t want to seem overbearing. They weren’t even an official couple. Yet.

      Zoey’s thumb hovered over the texting conversation for a moment before she typed in another message.

      Ari’s excited to see you.

      She paced a few more minutes before going back into Ariana’s room and peeking out the window. The residential street was full of cars for the party, but none were Alex’s. His beater stuck out like a sore thumb, so she wouldn’t have missed it.

      Laughter roared downstairs.

      Zoey took a deep breath. She needed to get back to her daughter’s party. Alex was probably on the road and couldn’t respond to her messages.

      Maybe she was just overreacting because of nerves over wanting to talk about their relationship after the party.
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      Captain Nick Fleshman fell onto the couch, his muscles aching from another long and tiring day of work. Everyone needed something from him all day, every day, but he really couldn’t complain. He’d wanted to be captain, and he’d worked hard to get the position.

      He kicked his feet up onto the coffee table, turned on the TV, and flipped through the stations until he reached a cartoon.

      “You coming, Hanna?” he called.

      His eight-year-old bounced into the room with a huge grin on her face. “We still watching a movie tonight?”

      Nick patted the cushion next to him. “I wouldn’t miss our Friday tradition.”

      “Pizza?” Hanna flopped onto the couch and snuggled up to him.

      He put his arm around her. “Already ordered. Did you decide on what you want to watch?”

      She scrunched her face as though deep in thought. “How ’bout Revenge of the Zombie Bunnies?”

      Nick groaned. “We’ve been over this. That one looks violent.”

      “Daddy, I’ve seen worse.”

      He took a deep breath. “I’m sure you have, but that doesn’t mean I want you seeing this one.”

      “Come on, Daddy. You wouldn’t let me go to Ari’s party because you said it would be too scary. Let me do this.”

      “Halloween doesn’t have to be scary. Let’s try something cute.”

      Hanna pouted, tugging on his heartstrings. She’d only been living with him a couple months—since the beginning of the school year. After she and the other two kids had visited with him during Spring Break, she had started begging Corrine to let her live with Nick. Hanna had even taken to begging Nick every time she called and all throughout the kids’ summer visitation. Then she’d continued pleading with her mom once she returned home on the East coast.

      Corrine had finally given in to a trial period, but only if Nick kept paying the same amount of child support while Hanna stayed with him. She’d also made it clear to both Nick and Hanna that she believed it would only be a matter of time before Hanna wanted to return home.

      So far, however, father and daughter were both having the time of their lives. Hanna was thrilled to be back at her old school with her friends, and she and Nick were growing closer every day.

      They both missed the older two kids, Ava and Parker, but they had twice-weekly video calls and the other two would be flying out for Thanksgiving next month.

      “Please, Daddy.” Hanna’s voice broke through Nick’s thoughts. “I really want to see the movie. Everyone is talking about it.”

      “Everyone?” He arched a brow.

      “Literally everybody. I’m the only one who hasn’t seen it.”

      “Even Grandma?”

      “At school. Please.” Hanna batted her eyelashes and clutched her hands together in front of her heart. “Please!”

      It was growing harder to say no to her pleading. “How about this.”

      She clung to his arm, her sweet little face strained with anxiety. “What?”

      Nick fought to keep a straight face. “We’ll try the movie, but if it gets too violent, it goes off. No whining.”

      Hanna threw her arms around him. “Thank you, Daddy! Thank you, thank you, thank you!”

      He laughed, unable to keep his straight face any longer. “Don’t thank me yet. I might have to turn it off before the opening credits.”

      “I’m brave.” She sat up tall. “I won’t be scared—I swear.”

      Nick kissed the top of her head. “I’m sure you are, sweetie. You want to get your jammies on while I start the popcorn?”

      “Well, I don’t want to…” Her eyes shone with teasing.

      He ruffled her hair and headed for the kitchen, and she bounced toward her room.

      Twenty minutes later, they settled onto the couch with plates of greasy cheese pizza and ranch-flavored popcorn. Nick could’ve done without the seasoning, but Hanna loved it. He’d insisted on milk for the drinks so they had something healthy.

      Hanna squealed. “I can’t believe I actually get to see it!”

      “Try it,” Nick corrected.

      “It isn’t that bad. Really.”

      “How would you know?” He arched a brow.

      “Because everyone’s talking about it.”

      “We’ll see.” He grabbed the remote, found the movie, and pressed play.

      The movie was even cheesier than the pizza, but he watched Hanna from the corner of his eye just to make sure she wasn’t scared. Her smile didn’t fade throughout the entire flick.

      Once it was over, Hanna threw her arms around Nick again. “Thank you for letting me see it! I loved it, but I love you more.”

      He kissed the top of her head. “Love you too, kiddo. Go brush your teeth while I clean up this mess.”

      “Okay.” She yawned, stretched, and rose from the couch.

      She hadn’t acted scared during the movie, but that didn’t stop Nick from worrying she’d wake up from nightmares or have a hard time falling asleep.

      Luckily, Hanna fell asleep almost as soon as her head hit the pillow.

      Nick tucked her blankets in and went back out to the living room. He settled into his recliner and found the latest episode of The Walking Dead. After watching cartoon zombies, he was in the mood for some truly gross ones.

      Halfway through the episode, his phone rang. Nick groaned. “Better not be Corrine.” She always found a way to call at the most inconvenient times. He paused the show.

      The screen showed it was Zoey Carter.

      “Everything okay, Zoey?” he answered.

      “Have you heard from Alex?”

      “Not since he was at the academy.”

      “He made it there?” she asked.

      “Well, I assume so. I texted him good luck, and he replied with a thanks. What’s the matter?”

      “He never showed for Ari’s party.”

      “What?” Nick exclaimed. “There’s no way he’d have missed that.”

      “Exactly.”

      Nick’s mind raced, trying to figure out what might’ve happened.

      “What are you thinking?” Zoey’s voice broke his thoughts.

      “I don’t know,” Nick admitted. “It’s not like him to miss the party. He’s been telling me about it for months. In fact, he almost waited for the next academy session just so he wouldn’t be late for Ari’s party.”

      “So, what are we going to do?”

      Nick took a deep breath and tried to ignore the tightening of his gut. “Let me make a few calls, and I’ll get back to you. If I get ahold of him, I’ll make sure he calls you himself.”

      “He’s okay, right?” Her voice was nearly a whisper.

      “Alex? I’m sure he is. There’s probably a perfectly good explanation for him not showing up.”

      “You’ll call me as soon as you hear anything?”

      “Yes. Just let me make a few calls.”

      “Thanks, Nick.” The call ended.

      He stared at his phone. “Alex, what have you done?”
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      Alex rolled over and groaned. His side ached, and his head pounded. It was hard to think.

      His feet were as cold as his hands. He wiggled his toes. His socks and shoes had been removed.

      He opened his eyes. A faint light shone in from a grime-covered window in the unfamiliar dirty brick wall facing him.

      “What the…?” He bolted upright. Sharp pains shot out from his side. He rubbed the area, his wrist and hand throbbing.

      Alex sat on a cement floor with nothing else in the room other than the window and piles of dirt. He rose and limped over to look outside. All he could see was a thick forest and part of the moon—the only thing allowing him to see at all.

      He spun around and examined the tiny room. It was nothing more than four grimy brick walls barely bigger than the closet in the bedroom of his apartment. The wooden door had four deadbolts, all appearing to lock from the outside.

      Alex limped over to the door and tested the locks. There was nothing he could do to make them budge. He pressed his ear to the door.

      Silence.

      What had happened to him? He strained to remember, making his head hurt worse.

      “You’d think I could remember getting the crap beat out of me.” He rubbed his temples then walked along the perimeter of the room until he was back at the door. A sharp pain stabbed through the right side of his head, starting from behind his ear and moving toward the top of his forehead.

      Alex leaned against the wall and slid to sitting. How had he gotten himself into such a mess?

      Since he couldn’t remember how he got to the room, or even the building, he strained to figure out the last thing he could recall.

      Nothing.

      What day was it? Month? Thinking only made his headache worse.

      Think!

      Figuring this out might help him to escape. If only he could remember something. Anything.

      His apartment. That was where he had to start. He’d already noted that this crappy little prison was close to the size of his bedroom. He had moved out of his parents’ place not all that long before. What had it been? A month or two? Less than that?

      The sharp pain ran through his head again. He took a deep breath and rubbed his temples.

      Then he remembered. He had moved into the apartment about the time Ariana had started the new school year.

      She had been bummed that he wouldn’t be living right next to her anymore. But then she forgot about being upset once she realized she got to see him just as much.

      He still met her at the bus most days and helped her with her homework or took her out somewhere. Lately, they’d spent a lot of time shopping for her Halloween party.

      Alex’s head snapped up.

      Ari’s party. That was coming up soon. He’d spent a great deal of time putting together his costume. He’d wanted to have the best one at the party to make up for showing up with the worst one the previous year.

      When was the party? His head squeezed, but he tried to ignore it—that and his other aches and pains. Someone had really had a good time beating him. But who?

      Focus.

      Alex rubbed his neck. The Halloween party. When was it? This week? That seemed right. Which day?

      Today. Or at least the last day he could remember. He was going to be a little late because of the academy. Why the first day had to be a Friday, the day of Ari’s party, he didn’t know. But he’d thought he could manage it.

      He glanced out the window. He’d probably missed both since he couldn’t remember either.

      Alex scrambled to his feet and raced over to the window, ignoring the pain and dizziness it caused. He had to get out one way or another.

      He pulled on the window. It didn’t budge. Not that he’d expected it to. That didn’t stop him from trying. He yanked until beads of sweat broke out on his forehead.

      It was pointless. There wasn’t even anything he could use to break the glass. Except his fist.

      Alex balled his hand and squeezed it, preparing himself for the pain and blood of shattered glass. He didn’t care as long as he could get himself out and find a way to apologize to his daughter for missing the most important day of the year to her.

      He brought his arm back and prepared himself to hit the window with all the force he could muster. Then he released his fist and made contact with the glass.

      Pain shot through his knuckles first, then through his arm. The glass hadn’t so much as dented, much less broken into pieces as he’d hoped.

      How was that possible?

      Alex punched it again. And again. Then again and again until blood covered his hand, smeared across the window, and spattered onto his face.

      He stopped, gasping for air. This was getting him nowhere. If he injured himself further, he would only make it harder to actually get out.

      Alex wiped the blood and sweat from his face with his sleeve, then marched across the room again and pushed on the door. He pounded on the deadbolts.

      It was all useless. He would need to break down the door if he wanted out. Unfortunately, he’d wasted a lot of energy and skin on the window.

      He still had his feet, and despite the new injuries, his legs were strong. Not only did he take years of martial arts, but he’d built up strength during the years he’d worked as a roofer.

      Alex took a deep breath and stared down the door. He could do this. He had to.

      His leg twitched, ready for action. Alex pulled his knee up to his waist. His side throbbed, but he ignored it. Instead, he focused on every successful side kick he’d ever performed. He thought of the tournaments he’d won. The fights.

      He’d broken pieces of wood with his kicks in the past, so maybe he could break the door. Although it looked much stronger than the planks from his classes.

      Alex took a deep breath, then kicked. Pain shot through his ankle and up his leg as his foot made contact. He needed to try something else.

      Alex rammed the door with his shoulder. White dots danced in front of him.
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      Zoey tiptoed around her parents’ living room, making sure all the girls were actually asleep. The giggling had finally stopped barely a few minutes before. It appeared that they were all sleeping.

      She checked her phone. Again. For what had to be the ten-zillionth time.

      Nothing. No calls, no texts.

      Her stomach twisted in tight knots. Part of her wanted to call Alex and chew him out for making her worry. For disappointing Ariana. The hurt in Ari’s eyes had crushed Zoey, but she managed to put on a happy face and convince their daughter that Alex was on his way. Basically, she’d distracted her and gotten the girl to focus on her friends.

      It had worked, but there would be questions in the morning. Zoey knew that because she had all the same ones, and probably a few more to boot.

      She wanted Alex to walk through the door so she could yell at him and maybe even smack him.

      But all that was nothing more than a fantasy. There was no denying that something was wrong. Alex wouldn’t do anything to hurt Ariana. Well, the old Alex would. That had been his signature—leaving everyone in his wake disappointed or heartbroken. But not the new Alex.

      He was a completely different man than he’d been a year ago. The man who last year had shown up to Ari’s party late and smelling of alcohol had transformed into a devoted father, caring son and brother, and a loving boyfriend. Even though they hadn’t yet had the talk Zoey had planned, Alex was her boyfriend. Everyone knew it. Regardless of titles, they were each other’s one true love.

      And that was what made his absence all the harder to deal with—had this happened last year, nobody would have batted an eye.

      “Oh, Alex didn’t show up. No surprise there,” people would have said.

      But this year, people took note. Especially Zoey and Ariana. Luckily, his parents were out of town and Macy had left early, tired from the pregnancy. With any luck, Zoey could figure out what was going on before any of them knew there was anything to worry about.

      Her mind raced, trying to think of something that made sense. Any reasonable explanation for him not showing up. The only things that made any real sense also made her want to throw up. A bloody, mangled car accident. Someone mugging him. Accidentally getting shot at the academy. That wasn’t unrealistic, not with all the guns that had to be there. But surely someone would have called if he’d had an accident. Right?

      Zoey couldn’t take it any longer. She crept outside and called Alex. Again. It went to his voicemail. Just like all night.

      She texted him.

      PLEASE call me. Text me. Just let me know you’re OK.

      It was useless, though. If he could call her, he would. It wasn’t like him to ignore his phone. Not for this long, and not on such an important day.

      Something was horribly wrong.

      She shuddered and then called Nick again. Not only was he friends with Alex, but he was the police captain. He could do something. The man was practically an expert at finding missing people.

      “I still haven’t heard from Alex,” Nick answered.

      “What about his car? Someone has to have seen it!”

      “I’ve put out a BOLO alert on it. Everyone on the force is looking for his license plate.”

      “But the academy is out of town, right? He could be anywhere between there and here!” Zoey’s voice cracked. “What if he’s lying in a ditch, bloody and half-dead somewhere?”

      “I’ve called every force between here and there. If he’s anywhere in any of those jurisdictions, we’ll find him.”

      “Did he even show up to the academy?” Zoey asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Why not?”

      “It’s closed, and everyone working there is off for the night.”

      “Alex is missing! The first twenty-four hours are critical, right? Right?”

      Nick took a deep breath. “Yes, and I’m doing everything I can. I had my mom go to my condo and stay with Hanna. I’m at the station now, and I’m trying to find out if he made it to class today. I promise you, I’ll call if I find anything. I’m worried, too.”

      Zoey tried to calm herself. “I know you are. I’m not trying to say you aren’t doing everything in your power.”

      “Let me do my job. I’m going to be taken off the case in the morning.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Because I’m too close. He’s my best friend, and everyone knows it. I’ve been advocating for him to be on the force since he first showed an interest in the academy.”

      “But you’re the captain!” Anger tore through Zoey.

      “I’ll keep doing everything I can, but the policy is in place for good reason. And besides, our department has a lot of experience with missing persons cases.”

      “You have to be on the case.”

      “I can’t be objective. But like I said, I won’t stop looking.”

      “Isn’t that being on the case?” Zoey exclaimed.

      “Look, every moment I’m talking with you, I’m not helping Alex.”

      “You’re right. Sorry. What should I be doing?”

      “Try to get some sleep. It’s going to be a busy day tomorrow, and morning is only a few hours away.”

      “You think I’m going to get any sleep? Are you getting any?” she demanded.

      “Do whatever you can think of, Zoey. Call people he knows. Who might’ve seen him? Talked with him? Find out what you can. Make fliers. You put together some good ones last time.”

      “Okay.” She ended the call and her stomach lurched. Nick actually thought they would need missing person fliers?
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      Alex kicked the door again. Then again. It was pointless. For a room that was so old and dingy, the only ways out were stronger than they looked. Both the window and door may as well have been made with reinforced steel for all the good it did him.

      He threw himself against the door and pounded on it. “Let me out of here!”

      Alex continued banging, but to no avail. He pressed his ear against the door again.

      Not a sound.

      He assaulted the door with everything he had. “Let me out! Someone open up!”

      If someone did come, he wasn’t sure if he would try to escape or try to hurt them. Whoever had beat him and locked him up deserved to pay. On the other hand, Alex just needed to get out and back to his loved ones.

      He kept it up, refusing to relent. If anyone was within hearing, he would annoy them into helping.

      “Get me out of here! I need to go home!” Alex kicked harder, punched harder, and ignored every wave of pain running through his body. “You’ve got the wrong guy! You have me confused with someone else!”

      Eventually, his throat hurt from all the screaming and his efforts grew so pathetic, he may as well have been using a feather.

      Alex leaned against the bricks and slid back to sitting. He ran his sore hands through his hair and rested his forehead on his knees. The pain in his side sharpened.

      Had someone tossed him in the tiny room, locked him inside, and then left him to rot?

      What was the point? Why him?

      He strained to remember what had happened. The only thing that seemed possible was that someone had taken him by surprise. How else could he have no memories of being beaten and dragged to… wherever he was?

      It didn’t make any sense. He’d been… what had he been doing?

      The academy. He had been on his way there. The car ride filled his mind. He’d been singing along to the songs, and one of his favorites had played. Then what?

      Alex couldn’t remember making it to the academy. In fact, he couldn’t remember anything beyond the winding forest road.

      Wait, there was something… the flipped over car! His breath caught. And the little girl. He’d wanted to help her.

      Had he? He’d tried! Before getting out of the car, he’d started to call the emergency number, then he’d rushed out. Had he completed the call? Was there a chance the authorities were out there looking for him?

      Then he remembered something hitting his head before blacking out. Alex rubbed the side of his head where it had struck him. A tender bump, behind his ear where the stabbing pain started.

      Everything made sense now. Except why him. Because he’d stopped? Or had it been more than that? Some other reason that had made him in particular a target? Or would any fool have done the job?

      He stared out the window and tried to figure it all out. His ribs and head ached. So did everything else, actually. It was just too hard to focus on each individual pain at once.

      Alex jumped up. He didn’t care about remembering more. He didn’t care about why someone had put him in the room.

      He only needed to get out. Back to his family. He would owe Ariana a huge apology for missing the party.

      The more Alex thought about missing Ariana’s party, the angrier he became. He started kicking the door again, not thinking of the pain, not caring that it might be futile. He yelled incoherently, raging at his situation.

      Whoever had done this to him had deeply underestimated Alex Mercer. He’d been through more than most people twice his age. Three times his age!

      Alex wasn’t someone to be messed with, and whoever was on the other side of that door would severely regret locking him up like a prisoner.

      “Let me go!” He continued his assault on the door.

      He’d been behind bars, but at least he’d had rights. Now he had nothing. No phone call, no access to an attorney. He didn’t even have a bed or water.

      After a while—Alex had no idea how much time had passed—he slumped to the ground again, exhausted. All his energy was gone. Everything hurt
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