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      The large dilapidated building loomed in front of Lottie Mills as she hefted the bags into her arms and lumbered up the cracked walkway. Glowing rays from the setting sun behind her made it seem even more ominous than usual. She carefully avoided the raised areas in the cement where tree roots had long ago destroyed the path. A faded sign welcoming her to the Meriwether complex had profanities spray-painted across it and the scent of marijuana hung in the air. Shouts of an argument came from an open window inside the old apartment building. A baby cried somewhere. Glass shattered not far away.

      Lottie picked up her pace and pushed open the chipped, muddy glass door. She passed the long-broken elevator and hurried up two flights of stairs, stepping over a young man who passed out just before the second level. The hallway on the third level reeked of dirty diapers. She made her way to unit three-thirty-two. The two hung upside down, as always. Lottie knocked with her elbow, not wanting to set the bags of food on the ground.

      Shrieks from excited children sounded from inside the apartment. The door opened, and Sydney Kelly appeared with a frazzled smile. The dark circles under her eyes had gotten worse, and she had what looked like a bruise on her cheek underneath makeup. The younger woman pulled some light brown hair behind her ear and adjusted the toddler on her hip. “Thank you for bringing the groceries.”

      Lottie stepped inside and set the bags on the table between fast food wrappers and some half-eaten candy. “It’s not much, but I hope it helps.”

      Sydney put the child on a chair. “It always does. Thanks again. I wish I could do something to repay you.”

      Lottie glanced at the makeup-covered bruise. “You could let me help you with that.”

      “I can’t. I need him.”

      A boy and a girl ran into the room and chased each other around the adults.

      Lottie smiled at them and turned back to their mom. “Someday when you’re able, help out someone else in need.”

      “I can’t see that day ever coming, but okay.”

      “I’d stay and help with dinner, but I have some more food to deliver.”

      Sydney sighed. “How is it you’re the only one who’s made anything of your life since—” She glanced at the kids playing happily. “—well, you know?”

      “I’m not the only one.” Lottie thought of her son and daughter-in-law, who were doing even better than she was. “But I’m glad to help if you want to look for a better job.”

      “I’m not sure Joey would…” Her voice trailed off for a moment and her hand rested on the bruised cheek. “I should get this food put away. Thanks again.”

      “Always glad to help.”

      Sydney grabbed a bag. “Come on, Trula, help me out.”

      “Aw, do I have to? I…” The girl trailed off after looking at her mother's face and picked up a bag to carry.

      Lottie waved and headed out, closing the door behind her. In the hall, she was hit with the stench of dirty diapers again. She held her breath, hurried down the stairs and out the building, and gulped in the air outside. It wasn’t much better with the weed smoke drifting from somewhere. Yelling sounded from inside.

      Hurrying, Lottie made her way to her little sedan across the street. She drove just a few blocks before stopping again to hand out some more food. Her stomach growled since she’d yet to have her own dinner.

      “Just a few more minutes.” Lottie patted her belly and then pulled her messy, graying golden-copper hair into a loose bun. She topped it with an old, stained sun hat. There were many ogling eyes where she was going, and far too often her locks garnered her unwanted attention. It was best to get in and out as quickly as she could.

      She got out, pulled some more plastic grocery bags from the trunk, and headed down the alleyway between two abandoned shops, now overrun with squatters. Once she reached the alley, the odors of alcohol and urine made her gag.

      It saddened her that these people had to live like that. If only she could do more, but she already gave them more than she should. She was fortunate that her son and daughter-in-law were so generous with her, or she could never afford to help Sydney or any of the others.

      Lottie stepped over a puddle of she-didn’t-want-to-know-what, since it hadn’t rained recently. Laughter roared down an alley to her right. A scuffle sounded on the left. She took a deep breath and quickened her pace. As nervous as some of the homeless made her, they weren’t the ones she truly feared. Wherever Lottie went, even in her safe little backyard, she watched for them. She would never stop.

      Finally, she made it to the old department store, where some of the families lived. It hurt her heart that children lived here. Some people had suggested she report them to family services, but tearing those precious little ones from their loving parents would shatter her heart to pieces.

      Once inside, Lottie headed for the back of the building, smiling at all the children who crossed her path. She slid them packs of fruit snacks until she had no more.

      “Thanks, Miss Lottie.” The little girl in loose, dirty pigtails who’d gotten the last pack smiled at her. She showed off a gap in her front teeth.

      “Did you lose another tooth, Reyna?”

      She nodded, but her smile faded. “I wish the tooth fairy came here.”

      Lottie set down a bag, dug into her jeans’ pocket, and pulled out a quarter. “I found this outside. Maybe she dropped it on the way in here.”

      Reyna’s eyes widened. “You think so?”

      “I do.” Lottie put the quarter in the girl’s palm and picked up the grocery bag. “Don’t lose that.”

      The little girl rubbed it between her thumb and first finger. “I won’t!” She scampered away, giggling.

      Lottie stepped over a broken, grimy mannequin and made her way to the back where the three families she visited weekly lived. She gave each family one overstuffed bag, made some small talk, and rushed outside, eager to get to her clean, safe home before her own groceries went bad in the trunk.

      Just before she came to the street, a man holding a half-empty booze bottle stepped out in front of her. He smiled, showing more missing teeth than little Reyna.

      “Excuse me.” Lottie stepped to the side, careful not to make eye contact.

      He moved in front of her again. “Up for a good time?”

      She glared at him. “My burly son is expecting to hear from me. If he doesn’t, he’s coming right here to find me.”

      The man held her gaze for a moment, but then stepped to the side.

      Lottie hurried out to the street and breathed a sigh of relief. Her car was only a block away. She turned toward it, and a stocky, dark-haired, bearded man just taller than she was stepped out from behind a faded blue van.

      Her blood ran cold. “I-I thought you were in jail.”

      “I was. Thanks to you and your brat.”

      She struggled to breathe normally. Her car wasn’t far. She needed to make a run for it.

      The man stepped closer. Two more jumped out from behind the vehicle.

      Lottie recognized them, also. She spun around and bolted away from them and her car. Multiple hands grabbed onto her, squeezing. She screamed. A large palm covered her mouth and nails dug into her cheeks and under her jaw. They dragged her toward the van and opened its side door.

      The men shoved her inside. A rough, unfinished box resembling a coffin sat open on the floor. She fought harder, but they forced her inside. Someone hit her on the head. The lid came down over her, shrouding her in darkness.

      She yelled and pushed on the lid with all her strength, using her hands and feet.

      A lock clicked into place.
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      Alex Mercer read over his blog post one last time, checking for errors. There were none that he could see, but then again, his grammar sucked. Luckily his readers weren’t usually worried about that. He pressed publish and waited until it went live. One quick glance showed everything looked good.

      His new blog had really taken off thanks to his dad’s help. Dad’s blog had come a long way from its early days. It had started out as a humorous sports blog, but had morphed into so much more, gaining popularity over the years until it had earned him a book deal which had turned him into a New York Times bestselling author.

      With Dad’s expertise and some shout-outs from his blog, Alex’s had taken off quickly. People had really responded to the topic, and now he had multiple emails daily from people asking him to post for them to get the word out about their missing friends and family.

      It felt great to help, and now the blog was even starting to bring in a little extra money. Ideally, between that and being Dad’s assistant—Alex was working on a better title—he would hopefully be able to get his own place soon. But if his parents had their way, he’d never leave.

      He stretched and stood up. Ariana should be getting home from her soccer practice soon. The squealing of bus brakes sounded outside. Perfect timing.

      Alex hurried downstairs and threw open the door before she got there. Ari faced the bus and waved to her friends, her dark ponytail bouncing back and forth. She turned around and her face lit up when she saw Alex.

      He’d been meeting her after school for almost six months, but it still felt like the first day.

      Ari ran up the driveway and threw her arms around him. She clung to him, and he swung her around.

      “Did you have a good day?” He set her down.

      “I made two goals!” She squealed, and her entire face lit up with excitement.

      “You still won’t let me watch you practice?” Alex took her backpack and moved aside for her to come in.

      Ari kicked off her shoes. “Not until our first game, Daddy.” She poked her head down the stairs of the tri-level. “Hi, Grandpa!”

      “Hey, honey! I’ll be up in a few.”

      “Okay!” Ari turned back to Alex. “Can we have a snack? I’m starving.”

      “Anything you want.” Alex ruffled her hair. “Sorry, I think I just messed up your ponytail.”

      Ari shrugged, obviously not caring. She threw her bag in the family room and ran up the stairs, skipping every other step.

      Alex’s mom stepped out of the kitchen. “Just a small snack. We’re having dinner soon.”

      “Aw,” Ari complained, but she gave her grandma a hug when she reached the top of the stairs.

      She kissed the top of Ari’s head. “Dinner’s more important, sweetie. Do you have homework?”

      “Always.”

      They all went into the kitchen. “Alex, why don’t you get her some fruit and water while she gets her homework set up?”

      “Sure.” He grabbed an orange and a banana from the hanging fruit basket and put them on the kitchen table before filling a couple glasses with water.

      They settled in, and Alex helped Ari with her math. The aromas from dinner smelled delicious, and Alex realized how hungry he was. His stomach growled loudly. Ari looked at him and giggled.

      He leaned over and kissed the top of her head. “Let’s focus on your equations.”

      She made a noise imitating his stomach and laughed again.

      His mom turned to him. “You definitely have a mini-me.”

      “I wasn’t that bad, was I?” Alex teased.

      “Hey!” Ari exclaimed.

      “Don’t worry,” Mom said. “He was worse.”

      “Hey!” Alex said in the same tone Ari had.

      She scrunched up her face at him, but then grinned.

      Alex’s heart warmed. Moving back home to be close to Ari had been the best decision he’d ever made. Spending every day after school with her was so much better than his previous twice-yearly visits. Now he couldn’t imagine ever going back to his old life.

      Ari made faces at him, trying to get him to laugh. She had him wrapped around her finger, and she knew it.

      He gave her a quick hug. “Let’s finish up this assignment, and then hopefully we’ll have time to play before dinner.”

      Her eyes widened. “Video games?”

      Alex nodded. “If you hurry.”

      She turned back to the math book.

      Dad came into the kitchen and turned to Alex. “Did you talk to my editor?”

      “Yeah, but he couldn’t move the deadline.”

      He frowned. “And you told him about—?”

      “I brought up everything. Still no. Sorry.”

      Dad raked his fingertips through his hair. “Looks like I’m going to have to pull some all-nighters to get this done on time.”

      “Want me to brew some coffee?” Mom asked.

      He kissed her on the lips. “Did anyone ever tell you that you’re the best wife in the world?”

      “I think someone might have mentioned it once.” She gave him a teasing glance and grabbed his butt.

      Alex looked away and shook his head. Some things never changed, and he had a feeling they never would. He could picture them white-haired and wrinkled, and still grabbing each other and flirting shamelessly. That would be many years in the future, though. Still in their forties, Mom had her long auburn hair and Dad his full head of dark hair. They shouldn’t have been grandparents to an eleven-year-old, but Alex had only been fourteen when she was born.

      Alex tried to ignore his parents while he looked over Ari’s homework. He pointed at one problem. “You need to carry the one over here.” His phone rang. It was his sister. “Hi, Macy. What’s up?”

      “She and Luke are still coming for dinner, right?” Mom asked, finally removing her hand from Dad’s jeans.

      Alex got up and went into the living room. “What did you say?”

      “Can you tell Mom and Dad that we can’t make it tonight?” Her voice sounded tense.

      “Sure. Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah, it’s fine.” Her tone said otherwise.

      “What’s going on? Are you okay? You didn’t get into another accident, did you?”

      “No, no. It’s nothing like that. Luke and I are both safe. I have to go.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Just tell them something came up. Hopefully it turns out to be nothing.”

      Alex took a deep breath. “You’re starting to worry me.”

      “I’m sure it’ll be fine. Look, I have to go. I’ll tell you later. Promise.”

      “Okay, but if you need anything, let me know.”

      “Thanks, Alex. Love you.”

      “You too.”

      The call ended, and Alex stared out the window at their front yard. It was hard not to worry, given the things that tended to go wrong in their family.
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      Luke Walker paced the length of the family room, phone to his ear and thoughts far away. When the voicemail message sounded again, he pulled it away and ended the call in frustration. His brows came together as he pressed call again for what had to be the tenth time. Something had to be wrong. He couldn’t drop the nagging feeling.

      Macy came into the room. “I just called my brother and told him we can’t make it.”

      He nodded and put the phone back to his ear. “It’s not like her to not answer.”

      “I know.” Macy’s eyes reflected the same concern he felt. She came over to him and put an arm around him. “Let’s go to her house and make sure everything’s okay.”

      His mom’s cheerful recorded voice sounded again over the phone.

      “I don’t know if you got my other messages, but we’re coming over. We’re getting worried.” Luke ended the call and stuffed the phone into his pocket. “What could be wrong? Is she sick? Did she get hurt?”

      Macy kissed his cheek. “Maybe she lost track of time gardening and left her phone inside.”

      Luke frowned. “She keeps her phone on her—and she should have called us yesterday. She calls every couple days, and now she’s not answering. I should’ve gone over there last night.”

      “I’m sure she’s fine. Maybe she’s volunteering at the shelter. If someone is having a hard time, she’s probably listening to them, not wanting to let the phone interrupt.”

      He frowned. “Maybe.”

      “Let’s check her house. That’s at least a start. Come on. I’ll drive.”

      “Thanks.” He took a deep breath, trying to calm his nerves. If something was wrong, he wasn’t sure he could live with himself. They’d gotten busy the previous night, and he hadn’t noticed the missing phone call. Mom lived alone and often called to chat with either one of them. Over the years, she’d grown just as close to Macy as she was with Luke, and that really said something considering everything Luke and his mom had been through.

      “Luke?” Macy’s voice broke through his thoughts.

      He shook his head to clear it. “Right. Let’s go.”

      They grabbed their things and headed for Macy’s car. The short ride to Mom’s little rambler was quiet. His mind went over everything she’d said the last time they’d talked. He couldn’t remember her mentioning anything going on that would require her to miss calling him. She was like clockwork with her calls. Every other day so as not to be overbearing, but just enough to keep in regular contact with her only two family members.

      “Her car isn’t out front,” Macy said. “Do you want to swing by the shelter?”

      Luke shook his head. “I want to look around. She might’ve left a note or something.”

      Macy cut the engine, took his hand, and squeezed. “Whatever you want to do.”

      He nodded and studied the little rambler. From the outside, everything looked as it should. Pristine. Not a spot of peeling paint, the grass cut short, and all the shrubs and flowers pruned to perfection. The gnawing feeling that something was wrong was suffocating, and he wasn’t one to worry without reason.

      “You have your key?” Macy asked.

      “Yeah.” They got out of the car and headed across the short walkway. Luke dug into his pocket, pulled out his keys, and found the one for Mom’s house. When he tried to shove it in the lock, his hand shook, and it took him several tries before he got the door open.

      The sparsely decorated front room was bright from partially open blinds. Just like the outside, everything seemed to be in its place. They walked through the house. Everything was tidy, bright, and dust-free.

      “Lottie!” Macy called. “Are you in here?”

      Luke’s stomach twisted into a tight knot, knowing Mom wouldn’t respond. She wouldn’t be there without her car. He went over to the back door and looked outside. Her garden that took up half the backyard was beautiful, but she wasn’t out there. He frowned and walked through the kitchen, again finding nothing out of place. If only she’d left out some dishes to give them an idea when she’d last been home.

      Macy came into the room. “Everything looks normal back in the bedrooms. She even has a baby blanket in the sewing room.”

      Of course she did. Luke and Macy were trying—so far unsuccessfully—and Mom obviously wanted to be prepared with a gift as soon as she heard the good news.

      “Anything out here?”

      Luke shook his head, his worry starting to head into the territory of fear.

      Macy put an arm around his waist. “Do you know the shelter’s number? I can call and see if she’s there.”

      “Check her address book.” He nodded to the phone on the counter. The same black leather-bound book she’d had for years sat next to it. “I’m going to see if I can find anything on her computer.”

      She kissed his cheek and picked up the book. Luke headed to his old bedroom, which was now Mom’s office, and powered on her desktop computer. It opened to her desktop without needing a password. He clicked around, finding nothing. The mouse hovered over her email icon. He didn’t want to invade her privacy, but she would understand. She’d do the same if the roles were reversed.

      Luke opened her email program and read over the subject titles. Most everything looked like broadcast emails—announcements for the women’s shelter Mom volunteered at and other similar items. Not many looked personal, and nothing seemed to indicate why she might be ignoring her phone.

      Footsteps sounded. Macy stood in the doorway, her forehead wrinkled. “They said she hasn’t been to the shelter this week. The woman thought she might have helped out at the soup kitchen since they’re understaffed this week, but I called there and they haven’t seen her, either. Did you find anything?”

      He shook his head. “Something has to be wrong.”

      She sat on his lap and leaned her head against his. “What do you want to do?”

      Luke laced his fingers through hers. “I don’t know. Can we file a missing person report? Doesn’t it have to be forty-eight hours? I have no idea how long she’s been gone.” He sighed. “I’m the worst son ever. I should’ve known something was wrong when she didn’t call last night.”

      Macy ran her fingers through his nearly shoulder-length hair. “You’re probably the best son ever, babe. Let’s just focus on finding her. I could call Alex. He’s practically besties with the captain.”

      Luke closed his eyes and nodded. He couldn’t think of anything else they could do.
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      Alex swallowed his last bite of roast beef and turned to Dad. “Do you need me to make any calls tonight?”

      He shook his head. “Just because I have to work twenty-four-seven doesn’t mean you need to. I’ll let you know if I need anything other than time and silence to get these final chapters finished.”

      “I’ll make sure the coffee pot stays warm all night,” Mom said.

      Dad kissed her cheek. “You’re the best, hon. Don’t worry about me, okay? You need your sleep. Isn’t tomorrow your busy day?”

      Mom nodded. “Fridays and Saturdays, I’m always swamped. That’s when everyone wants their hair done.”

      “Then you worry about getting enough sleep. Don’t give me a second thought.”

      “Right, that’s going to happen.” She yawned. “Maybe I do need to go to bed, though.”

      Alex’s phone rang.

      “You’re popular tonight,” Dad said.

      He checked the screen. It was Macy again. Something had to be wrong. “I’ll be right back.” Alex accepted the call as he ran to his room and closed the door behind him. “What’s wrong? You can’t tell me nothing is.”

      “How long do you have to wait to file a missing persons report?”

      Alex’s stomach dropped. “Who’s missing?”

      “Can you just answer the question?”

      “I don’t think you’re supposed to wait. From everything I know, the first forty-eight hours are critical.”

      “So, we don’t wait at all?”

      “No. What’s going on?”

      “I hope we didn’t miss the forty-eight-hour period.”

      Alex felt like pulling out his hair. “Would you tell me who’s gone?”

      After a couple beats, Macy finally spoke. “Lottie.”

      “What?” Alex exclaimed. Luke’s mom was the nicest person he knew. “Are you sure?”

      “We talked to her neighbor. He hasn’t seen her car since at least the day before yesterday. She also didn’t call us yesterday, and she calls every other day like clockwork.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      “I wish I was.”

      “Do you want me to call Nick?” Alex asked. “He’s on duty today, and should still be there.”

      “No, we’d better call him.”

      “Let me at least get you his direct line. If you just call the station, they’ll give you the runaround. Trust me.”

      “Thanks, Alex.”

      “I’ll text it to you. Let me know what he says.”

      “Okay.”

      Alex ended the call, copied the number, and pasted it into a text to his sister. If they couldn’t find Lottie soon, he’d definitely write up a post on his blog to let people know to look for her. So far, he’d only posted about missing kids and teens, but that didn’t matter. A missing person was a missing person.

      He went back to the kitchen.

      Mom arched a brow the moment he walked in. “What’s the matter?”

      Alex glanced at Ari. He didn’t want to upset her by saying anything. “I’ll tell you soon.”

      “What is it?”

      He put a hand on Ari’s shoulder. “Are you done eating?”

      She frowned. “You can tell me. I’m eleven, soon to be twelve. That’s practically a teenager.”

      Alex thought about everything she’d been through, and how far she’d come in the meantime. “It’s best that you don’t worry about this for now.” With any luck, Lottie would show up soon, and Ariana wouldn’t know the sweet lady had ever been missing. “Are you finished?”

      Her shoulders slumped and she sighed dramatically. “Yes.”

      “Don’t forget our hugs,” Dad said.

      Alex found Ari’s backpack and slung it over his shoulder while she hugged her grandparents.

      “See you tomorrow, sweetie.” Mom gave her an extra hug.

      “Bye,” Ari said, pouting.

      Alex kissed the top of her head. “I’m sorry to cut this short, but I’ll make it up to you tomorrow. Okay?”

      “Okay. You can tell me. I’m mature for my age—my teacher says that all the time.”

      He guided her toward the front door. “I’m sure you are, but Mimi and Papi should be home now, and they want to see you, too. Besides, aren’t you still rearranging your bedroom?”

      “Yeah, but I want to know what’s going on. Please.”

      Alex sighed and wondered if he’d been this persistent as a kid. He’d probably been worse. He had gotten away with just about everything when it came to his parents, which was why Ariana even stood in front of him now. His parents had no idea he and Zoey were romantically involved, and that had made sneaking around with her all that much easier.

      “Please,” Ari begged, bringing him back to the present.

      He wrapped her in a hug. “Maybe once the situation is resolved, we’ll tell you.”

      She wrinkled her nose at him. “You know, I’ll try to figure it out, and whatever I think about will probably be worse than what’s really happened. I’ll worry more than if I just knew the truth.”

      Alex ran his fingers through his hair. She actually made sense, but she was still a kid and it was his job to protect her—especially after everything she’d suffered. “We’ll talk later. Get your shoes on and spend some time with Mimi and Papi.”

      Ari sighed even more dramatically than she had a few minutes earlier and then she slid on her shoes.

      Alex stepped onto the porch and looked next door. Both Valerie’s and Kenji’s cars were there, and so was Zoey’s. “Your mom is there, too.”

      “She is?” Ari’s entire expression brightened, the mystery of what Alex wouldn’t tell her probably forgotten. She hugged Alex. “Bye, Dad!”

      He returned the embrace and handed her the backpack. “See you tomorrow, Ari.”

      “Maybe Mom will tell me what you won’t.”

      Alex shook his head. “She doesn’t even know what it is.”

      “Darn. Well, bye!” She waved and then bolted home.

      He watched, making sure she got inside safely. It was tempting to go over there to see Zoey. He hadn’t seen her since the previous weekend, but with Lottie missing, he needed to get back inside and tell his parents that yet another person in their family had gone missing.
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      Captain Nick Fleshman squeezed the arm of his chair so hard he was sure he would rip the leather right off. He gritted his teeth and took a deep breath, focusing on the picture of his kids next to his laptop. He needed to calm down before he spoke.

      There were few things in life he liked less than speaking with his ex-wife on the phone at work, and yet she always insisted on calling him then. Always. He counted to ten silently.

      “You still there, Nick?” Corrine’s voice grated on his last nerve.

      “Of course I am.” It took every ounce of self-control to keep his voice steady.

      “Well, I’m waiting for your answer.”

      He squeezed the chair tighter. “No, you will not take them to Disney World for spring break. That’s my week, and you know it.”

      “But they want to go!”

      “You already told them?” he exclaimed. “Before talking to me?”

      “It may have slipped out accidentally.”

      Accidentally, his butt. “How dare you?”

      “They’ve always wanted to go.” Her tone dripped of syrupy sweetness.

      “You had mid-winter break, and you have half the summer!”

      “Well, I had to work during mid-winter break and Dave—”

      “Who’s Dave?” Nick demanded.

      “Is Dave coming over?” Hanna asked in the background.

      Corrine cleared her throat. “That’s a conversation for another day. About spring break—”

      “Have you started seeing someone and introduced him to the kids before talking with me?” Nick’s blood pressure was rising by the moment.

      “I can see whoever I want. I don’t have to ask your permission. That’s the beauty of divorce.”

      “You never did when we were married, so I wouldn’t expect you to now.” Nick was dangerously close to yelling, and he didn’t want anyone in the department to overhear this conversation. “Why don’t you fill me in now? Tell me about this Dave character who’s now in my children’s lives.”

      “You have nothing to worry about. He treats them like gold and has no desire to replace you. He’s a flight attendant, and he adores the kids.”

      “So, you’re dating a stewardess?” It was petty, but Nick didn’t care.

      “Nice.” He could practically hear her roll her eyes. “Look, he can get us free flights to Florida.”

      “How about he use those for the court-ordered visitation with me? I haven’t seen them since the beginning of the year!”

      Corrine huffed. “That’s not my fault.”

      “How is it not?” Nick demanded. “You divorced me, yanked them from my home, and moved across the country.”

      “Your real wife has always been the police department, Nick. When did you ever see them more than twice a week when they did live under the same roof as you?”

      The phone on his desk rang.

      “Look, I have to get back to work—”

      “Don’t you always?”

      “You’d better put those kids on that plane for spring break in two days.”

      “Nick—”

      He ended the call and practically threw his cell phone on the desk. The phone continued ringing. Nick stared at it, taking deep breaths. He was in no mood to deal with anything, but he had to push aside the argument. It was part of the job.

      Nick picked up the phone in the middle of the last ring before it went to voicemail. “Captain Fleshman.”

      “Captain, this is Macy Walker. Alex Mercer’s sister.”

      “Macy, hello.” He drew in a deep, silent breath trying to focus. “How are you? Alex says you’ve completely healed from the accident.”

      “I have, but that’s not why I’m calling.”

      He grabbed a notepad and a pen. “Is something the matter?”

      “We think my mother-in-law is missing.”

      Nick wrote that down. “What makes you think that?”

      “She always calls us every other day, and she didn’t yesterday. Plus, her neighbor hasn’t seen her car.”

      He scribbled more notes. “Is there anywhere she may have gone to?”

      “She hasn’t been to the shelter she volunteers at. They haven’t seen her, either.”

      “What about work?”

      “She’s retired, and it isn’t like her to take off without telling us. We’re her only family.”

      “Okay.” Nick continued taking notes. “What’s her name and address?”

      “Lottie Mills.” Macy told him her home address.

      “Mills? Your married name is Walker.”

      “She goes by her maiden name.”

      “Any chance she’s worried about her ex?” Nick asked. “Is that why she didn’t keep his last name?”

      “No, he died when Luke was a kid.”

      “A current husband or boyfriend?”

      “No. She lives alone and keeps busy taking care of the house and yard, and also volunteering at the shelter. They almost ended up on the streets after her husband died, and I think that’s why she likes to help out there.”

      “Okay, this is good info,” Nick said. “Do you know if she had any trouble with any other relationships? Any reason to think of that she may have fled on her own volition?”

      “Um…” Her voice trailed off. “No. We’re both really close to her. If anything was wrong, she’d have told us—and she didn’t.”

      Nick rose from the chair. “I’d like to have a look around her house. Do you have keys?”

      “Yeah, we’re here now.”

      “Oh, good. Stay there until I arrive.” He slid on his jacket. “Is her car there? Is anything disturbed in the home?”

      “Her car’s gone—the neighbor hasn’t seen it—and the house is spotless, as usual.”

      “What about her mail? Has it been picked up recently?”

      “I don’t know. Hold on.” Her voice grew quieter. “Hey Luke, go check her mail. Okay, Captain, he’s going to check.”

      “Just a couple more questions before I leave. Does she take any medications, or does she have any conditions—medical or psychological—that would put her survival at risk if she doesn’t have them?”

      “No, I don’t think so.”

      “She isn’t prone to wandering off? No early signs of dementia?”

      “Lottie’s as sharp as a thirty-year-old.”

      “Okay. While I’m on my way, check for anything missing—clothes, luggage, medications, purse, cell phone, and anything else that would indicate she left purposefully. Also, think of anything you can regarding her disappearance, whether it could be intentional or otherwise. And if you can, gather what you can to help identify her, such as a picture and license plate number, so I can send out a BOLO alert.”

      “Luke’s back with a stack of mail. It looks like it could be a couple days’ worth.”

      Nick’s stomach tightened. If Lottie had been missing a couple days already and she hadn’t left of her own free will, their chances of finding her alive and well were low.
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      Macy’s head spun. The detective had just asked her and Luke the same questions—albeit in a different order—that the captain had asked before. They’d given them a couple pictures of Lottie, and she’d dug up her license plate number from the home office. Several police were there looking around, and Nick was currently outside, talking with neighbors. He’d already issued the alert and the rest of the force was keeping an eye out for her.

      Luke sat next to her on the couch and put his hand on her knee. “Are you okay?”

      “I should be asking you that.” She sighed and squeezed her hands together. “I’m a psychologist, Luke. I should be handling this better. I can’t think straight.”

      He ran his hands through his hair. “Babe, you’re a child psychologist, and it’s always different… harder… when it’s someone you love. You’re not just her daughter-in-law, you’re her daughter.”

      Tears blurred Macy’s vision. Luke put an arm around her and they sat in silence, watching the police walk around, looking at things and talking on their cell phones and radios. In a way, it didn’t feel real. Or maybe she didn’t want it to be real. She just wanted to see Lottie walk through the door and say it was all a big misunderstanding.

      But she didn’t. Macy leaned her head against Luke and tried to think of anything they may have missed. Perhaps some detail that would be the missing clue they needed. They’d told the police everything they knew—her typical schedule, physical description, license plate and description of her car, and even the address of the shelter.

      There had to be more. Macy looked around the living room, trying to figure out what they may have forgotten. Nothing came to mind. Lottie led a routine life and rarely did things differently. It was Macy and Luke who always had schedule changes, and that was why they hadn’t noticed her missed call the day before.

      Her chest constricted and guilt stung. They should’ve noticed, but they hadn’t. Would that cost Lottie her life?

      “Macy, breathe,” Luke whispered.

      She let out some air she didn’t realize she was holding. “What if—?”

      “We can’t ask those questions right now. It won’t help.”

      “What are we supposed to do, then?” Her breathing was shallow. She struggled to take a full, deep breath, but couldn’t.

      He rubbed her back. “Focus on finding her. That’s all we can do.”

      “But I’m so worried.”

      “So am I, but we have to keep a level head.”

      She knew he was right, but she was barely hanging on, feeling dizzy and light-headed.

      “Macy?”

      The room spun around her.

      “You’re pale as a ghost.”

      She blinked several times, feeling the sensation of falling. Luke grabbed her shoulders and rose from the couch, still holding her.

      “You’d better lie down.” He reached for a throw pillow and put it under her head.

      Macy tried to sit up, but couldn’t. “I’m having a panic attack.”

      He kissed her cheek, grabbed a green and blue blanket Lottie had crocheted, and covered Macy. “Just rest. Everything’s going to be fine.”

      “How do you know that? We don’t know if—”

      “No, but we have to be positive. We have to be.”

      Macy closed her eyes. She couldn’t do that. Her mind was taking her to dark places, and it was all she could to do to keep from getting pulled in. Ever since the car accident that had landed her in the hospital nearly six months earlier, she’d started having flashbacks to her kidnapping again.

      Walking down the street, she saw Chester’s face on strangers. It always took a few seconds too long for her to realize it wasn’t really her abductor—the man who had starved her and mentally tortured her. When she should have been focused on boys and learning to drive, she’d been at the mercy of a lunatic.

      Would she ever fully move on from that experience? She’d been safe for more than ten years, and he was still in jail. He shouldn’t ever get out after everything he’d done. Chester Woodran had killed his wife and then had spent months preparing to kidnap Macy. His sights had been set on her. He’d wanted to replace his lost family, and Macy was unfortunate enough to be nearly identical to his daughter.

      Macy pushed the thoughts from her mind. “I’m safe. I’m safe now.” And aside from that, the entire experience hadn’t been all bad. She’d actually met Luke while under Chester’s tight reign. Luke hadn’t known she’d been kidnapped, but he’d saved her sanity all those years earlier. It looked like he would be again now.

      “Is she okay?” Captain Fleshman’s voice broke through Macy’s thoughts.

      “I think she’s flashing back to her kidnapping,” Luke said.

      How did he know?

      “Does that happen often?” asked the captain.

      “She’s been having nightmares since the accident.”

      Macy sat up. “I have? No, I haven’t.”

      Luke kissed the top of her head. “At least once a week.”

      She stared at him. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I didn’t want to add to your distress.”

      Fleshman gave Macy a sympathetic glance. “Why don’t you two head home? We’re done here, and we’ve got this.”

      Macy shook. “We should stay here. What if she comes back?”

      “Officers are going to patrol the area, checking on the house every hour. If she shows up, I’ll call you personally.”

      She turned to Luke, giving him a questioning look. He held out his hand for her to take. Macy took his hand, and he helped her up.

      Captain Fleshman handed Luke a card. “If you think of anything else, call me directly.”

      He took the card. “I can’t thank you enough. Really, we didn’t expect all this. I wasn’t even sure if it was too early to report her missing.”

      Fleshman shook his head. “Hollywood perpetuating myths. Sooner is always better. We’ll do our best to find her.”

      “Again, thank you.” Luke put his arm around Macy. “Let’s go home.”
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