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      Atlas James hesitated at the edge of the property as they crept through the rusty wrought-iron gate. His heart thundered in his chest, both from nerves and excitement. The phone shook in his hand as he captured the video.

      Emmett Powell turned around, wide-eyed and grinning, though it was barely visible in the moonlight. “You ready?”

      Atlas didn’t want to admit his nerves were getting the best of him. “It’s gonna be awesome.”

      “Right? And best of all, we’ll finally be famous. This video is going to go viral for sure. We’d better get going before midnight strikes.” Emmett pushed aside some old vines growing up and protruding from the trees, then opened the second gate—the owners of the insane asylum had been serious about keeping the residents locked inside. It creaked in protest.

      “Try to keep up.” Atlas rushed past Emmett down the uneven path. It had probably once been a perfectly-level walkway, but roots and decades had changed that.

      Emmett caught up to him. “You think anyone else is here? I mean, it is the anniversary of the slayings.”

      As far as Atlas knew, nobody else had ever been brave—or stupid—enough to break into the old building on this date. “I think we’re good.”

      “If we don’t get killed, right?” Emmett laughed and whacked Atlas on the back.

      “Right.” Atlas aimed his phone at the old asylum.

      The large abandoned building loomed before them, partially blocking their view of the moon. It looked more like a mansion than a mental hospital, but rumor had it, that was how it had started… until the original owner went crazy and killed his family and servants. Then his house became a mental hospital after no potential homeowners would buy it.

      Emmett held up his phone and aimed it at himself. “Atlas and I are here on the anniversary of the Ichabod slayings. We’re the first to attempt this, and we’re going to try to lure out old Dr. Ichabod himself. Or maybe even the original owner of the building. What you’re about to see is history!”

      Atlas glanced over at the building. After having only walked a little way, the moon was now directly over the building.

      Emmett continued speaking into the phone as they made their way closer to the towering building. It was even taller and creepier up close.

      They both skidded to a stop as they reached the steps leading to the front door. Emmett turned his phone toward the building, giving more narrative before pausing the recording.

      Atlas held his breath, trying to calm his pounding heart. If this kept up, it would burst through his chest. The sound echoed in his ears, drowning out everything in the night. Even Emmett’s voice. He turned toward his friend. “What?”

      “You ready?”

      He studied the building, and a chill ran down his back. Rumors and stories he’d heard since childhood spun through his mind. As much as he wanted a viral video, he hoped they wouldn’t actually run into any murderous spirits. Ghosts didn’t exist, right? With any luck, they’d just find some cool relics and the video would still make them famous. “Yeah, of course. Can’t wait to see what’s in there.”

      Emmett marched up the steps like he owned the place.

      Atlas swallowed and pulled some of his hair behind his ears.

      It was the moment of truth. Everything in him screamed to run away. But he was no chicken. Not only that, they’d planned this for months. He couldn’t let Emmett down. Besides, they might actually go viral. And if they didn’t do this now, they’d have to wait another year for the anniversary of the sanitarium’s closing.

      Another year for the anniversary of the massacre at Ichabod Insane Asylum.

      Atlas caught up with Emmett. Each step felt like it would break under their weight. None did.

      “What are we going to do if it’s locked?” Atlas stared at the enormous door with several deadbolts.

      “It’s not.” Emmett spoke with the confidence of experience.

      “How do you know? Have you already been here? Did you come here without me?”

      “The locks were all broken when that doctor killed everyone, remember? People tried to escape, but nobody made it off the property that day alive. The police broke all the locks to get inside. The sight was so terrifying, several of them passed out.”

      Atlas shuddered. What would they find? Old blood stains? Murder weapons?

      “Ninety years ago tonight.” A thread of excitement ran through Emmett’s voice. “And we’re here!”

      Atlas questioned his sanity, but pushed the thoughts aside. It was just an abandoned building. Ghosts weren’t real. The anniversary was no more significant than any other day.

      He hoped.

      Emmett reached for the doorknob.

      Atlas turned his phone toward the door. They would need footage from both their phones to make the perfect video. Actual cameras would probably be better, like the ones used by professional ghost hunters, but neither one of them had one. Not with their minimum-wage after-school jobs.

      The knob actually turned.

      Emmett turned to Atlas. “What’d I tell you?”

      Atlas nodded, but his stomach lurched. There was a reason people only ever talked about this place and never went inside. Or even near the property.

      Emmett yanked the door open. A whiff of stale air hit them.

      Atlas hoped that wasn’t the smell of ghosts.

      “I heard the doctor’s office has some really cool relics in there. Let’s go there first.”

      “Could you say that any louder?” Atlas glared at Emmett.

      “I want to get the doctor’s attention. This video needs to go viral, remember?”

      Atlas stepped toward the entrance without actually going inside. “Doctors suck!”

      Emmett shoved him and snickered. “Not like that. Watch a pro.” He marched in, held out his phone and practically shouted. “I heard there’s a doctor in here who likes to hurt his patients! We want to see that coward, face to face!”

      Atlas grimaced. “Are you just trying to impress your girlfriend?”

      Emmett turned to him. “No, and I’m editing that out.”

      Atlas shrugged, then stepped inside and held out his phone, hoping the camera could pick up more than he could see. They’d both downloaded an expensive app that was supposed to provide night vision to the camera, but Atlas had his doubts.

      He craned his neck and glanced at the screen. To his surprise, it did show more than he could see on his own.

      Emmett cleared his throat. “Actually, I broke up with Layne.”

      “What? Why?” Atlas turned to him. “How come you never said anything?”

      “It was just today. I got sick of her possessiveness. Girl kept telling me what to do. I don’t need that.”

      “Are you seeing someone else?”

      Crash!

      Atlas turned to Emmett. They stared at each other wide-eyed. Atlas’s pulse drummed in his ears. He was ready to bolt and never return. They could make another viral video about something else.

      “Let’s see what that was.” Emmett headed in the direction of the noise.

      Atlas tried to ignore his nerves as he followed his friend down a narrow hallway. He pulled out his flashlight and kept his phone aimed on Emmett. They passed a creepy wheelchair with giant back wheels that had a headless doll lying on the seat. Atlas aimed his phone toward it for a moment.

      He kept expecting someone or something to jump out and scare them. But everything was quiet, the only sounds their footsteps and respiration. Atlas fought to keep his breathing normal.

      The hall led to a few rooms. The first was large, like a living room, but it had several tables with chairs. Other furniture was knocked over on their sides. There were a few more of those chill-inducing wheelchairs. The moonlight provided a pretty good view through the  numerous windows, dusty as they were. It made everything seem even scarier than it already was.

      Emmett turned to Atlas. “This looks promising.”

      Atlas nodded and tried not to think of the worst as they crept into the room.

      Squeak!

      A mouse skittered across the floor, hiding underneath a torn couch.

      Emmett laughed and wandered through the room. “This stuff is so cool, dude. Like it’s right out of a horror movie.”

      “Yeah.” Atlas swallowed, then panned his phone around the walls, floor, and random detritus. Hopefully, they’d get something viral-worthy, then they could leave and never come back

      Crash!

      Atlas’s heart sank. They were either going to run into other people or a ghost who wanted them dead. Either way, there was no chance this would end well. He should’ve just stayed home and told Emmett he was chicken. At least chickens were safe.

      Not that Atlas was a chicken. It was crazy to come to a mental hospital—to trespass illegally—on the anniversary of such a horrible massacre. Over fifty people had died, and those were only the ones they officially knew about. Rumors were that the doctor had hidden more of his victims somewhere in the house.

      Emmett grabbed Atlas and yanked him into the hall. Without a word, they continued down the corridor.

      Dust tickled Atlas’s nose. He managed not to sneeze.

      Emmett stopped and opened a door. “Look at this!”

      Atlas followed him inside the small room. There was only a bed and a wheeled table. The white sheets were stained with brown splatters. Lots of brown splatters. Looking through the night-vision screen, brown was sprayed on the walls and the floor.

      A heaviness settled over Atlas. They were in a room where someone had died. Maybe many someones.

      Emmett turned to him. “This alone is worth it. We put this on the video’s thumbnail and it’ll definitely go viral, even if we don’t get evidence of an actual ghost.”

      Atlas just nodded. He shot more video, then went back into the hall.

      They checked out the other rooms. More of the same, only less blood and some more of those wheelchairs.

      “This is so awesome!” Emmett marched ahead.

      Atlas hurried to catch up. He tripped over something and crashed into a wall.

      Emmett spun, panning his phone around. He focused it on the floor. “Looks like we aren’t the first ones in here. We’ll edit that out.”

      Atlas glanced down. He’d tripped over a bunch of drug paraphernalia. At least his clumsiness wouldn’t be in the video. “Let’s keep going.”

      “I heard the doctor’s office is upstairs.”

      “Come on, then.”

      They tiptoed down the hall until they came to a staircase.

      Emmett turned to him. “Which way?”

      “Up.”

      “Imagine what could be down there. A torture chamber. Maybe a burial ground.”

      That was exactly what Atlas didn’t want to find out. “Let’s see what’s in the doctor’s office first. Then we can come back.”

      “That’s true.” Emmett stared longingly down the stairs for a moment before heading up.

      Atlas breathed a silent sigh of relief, but then realized going up wasn’t much better than going down. The only thing they had going for them was the fact that they would still be above ground.

      These stairs creaked and groaned more than the ones outside. Atlas leaned on the railing just in case he needed to grab onto it if a step gave way. He hated that he was so much less adventurous than Emmett, but it had also kept him out of a lot of trouble that Emmett had gotten himself into.

      They finally reached the second level. It felt like a whole different place. Framed paintings filled the walls. The floor was covered with carpet instead of the tile downstairs. Nothing littered the ground.

      “Let’s find the doctor’s office,” Emmett practically shouted. He walked into the first room.

      Atlas groaned. “If there are any ghosts, you’re scaring them all away.”

      Emmett turned around. “Or maybe I’m attracting them.”

      “Or pissing them off.”

      “Even better!” Emmett shone his light around the room. “Look at this place! It’s just like a horror movie.”

      Atlas shivered. He wanted to bolt, but no way would he let Emmett think he was chicken, so he crept in and got video of everything. He stopped when he came to something that looked like a combination of a bird face and a hockey mask.

      “Whoa!” Emmett called from the other end of the office. “Look at this!”

      “No, look at this!”

      Emmett came over. “Is that for real?”

      “I didn’t put it there.”

      “What would the doctor use it for?”

      “Scaring his patients.”

      Emmett grabbed it and put it on his face.

      “Are you crazy?”

      “Look! I’m a psycho doctor!” Emmett danced around, making bird noises. “Are you recording this? You better be.”

      Atlas mumbled under his breath and took a video of Emmett dancing. He considered saving it to use as blackmail, but Emmett would actually be happy to show it off.

      “Hey, set the phone down and dance with me!”

      “Uh, that’s okay. I’ll just man the camera.”

      “Your loss.” Emmett continued dancing around the room, and stopped when he reached the large desk. He sat behind it and slid the mask to the top of his head. “I’m Dr. Psycho. Have a seat.”

      Atlas moved to get a better view.

      Emmett waved his hands like a madman. “I said, have a seat, patient. Before I kill you!” He cackled and slid the mask back down over his face.

      “Are you serious?”

      “I said sit!”

      Atlas sat and ignored Emmett’s ramblings. He shone his flashlight around the room while keeping the phone aimed at his friend. The walls were mostly filled with portraits and official documents, but one wall had a shelf full of sharp instruments. A chill ran through him at the memory of the blood downstairs.

      How many people had the doctor killed over the years? Probably more than on that fateful night so many years earlier. Could those instruments have been used in the murders?

      Atlas got up for a better look.

      “Hey, are you listening to me, patient?” Emmett tapped the desk.

      “I think these are what he used to kill people.”

      Emmett raced over, pulled the mask off, and gasped. “You’re right.” He picked one up and held it under the beam of the flashlight. “Look at the brown. I bet that’s not rust—it’s blood! This is so awesome.”

      “Have some respect, dude. It’s from someone who was tortured and murdered.”

      “Pull that stick out. They’d be dead by now, anyway.” Emmett slid the mask over his face, raised the strangely-shaped object he held, then cackled. “Come here, patient.”

      Atlas realized he was seeing what so many of the murdered had seen before their deaths. “Stop it. This isn’t going to make our video go viral.”

      “Are you kidding? This office is a goldmine. I knew it would be.”

      “I’m going to see what else there is in the other rooms.”

      “It won’t be anything like this. I guarantee it.”

      “We’ll see.” Atlas marched to the door, then turned around. “Make sure you don’t get possessed while wearing that thing.”

      “If I do, you better get a video. Don’t go far.”

      “I’ll stay on this level.”

      “Oh, a lab coat!” Emmett pulled a white coat from a hook in the wall.

      Atlas returned to the corridor and froze when he saw a portrait of a creepy old woman in an ancient nurse’s uniform. It felt like she was staring straight at him.

      Shaking off the sensation, he hurried for the nearest door across the hall. It was already open, and he shone his flashlight around to find a room refreshingly boring—just a plain desk with papers spread around it and some books on shelves. No crazy masks or killing instruments.

      Emmett screamed.

      Atlas froze, his pulse pounding. Then he chastised himself for being so stupid, because Emmett was just being dramatic. Drama club was his favorite part of school. He wanted to be a famous actor someday.

      He screamed again. This time, it was shrill and he sounded in pain.

      “Stop playing around!”

      The hollering continued, and something crashed across the hall. Something that sounded big. Person-sized.

      Atlas searched for something that could be used as a weapon. He was in the wrong room for that.

      Glass shattered. More screaming. Two voices.

      Atlas turned off his flashlight. That would have to work as a weapon. He shoved his phone into a pocket and crept into the hall.

      Everything was quiet.

      He tried swallowing, but his mouth was parched. The flashlight shook in his hand, so he held it with both. It didn’t help.

      The only sound was of his ragged breathing. His senses were on fire. His skin burned. The air felt thicker the closer he got to the doctor’s office.

      He wanted to call for Emmett but couldn’t find his voice.

      If this was all a joke, his friend would laugh at him and never let him live it down.

      But Atlas hadn’t imagined the altercation. The screaming. The other voice.

      He stepped into the doctor’s office.

      It was empty.

      “Emmett?” Atlas’s voice was barely audible. He whispered for his friend again.

      That was when he noticed the bird mask on the ground, blood spattered across the beak.

      Atlas nearly peed himself. He turned around and scrambled toward the stairs.

      Fingers wrapped around his arm and squeezed.

      He turned to see who it was, but something struck his face. He stumbled, his arms flailing out for the railing. The flashlight dropped from his grasp and bounced down the stairs.

      The person shoved him. Atlas fell down the stairs. Pain shot through his shoulder on impact. Then his head, his hip. Everything went by in a blur as he rolled and bounced down the stairs. He stopped hard at the bottom when his temple slammed into something.

      Everything went black.
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      Beep! Beep!

      Morgan James fumbled for his alarm on the nightstand until finding the snooze button. He moaned, pulled the pillow from underneath his head, and covered his face.

      It had been another late night at the office, and unfortunately he had a full schedule of clients early this morning. But Lila had been harping on him last night, again, and he hadn’t been in any mood to deal with it, so he’d gone back to the office. He probably should’ve just slept there on the couch in the nurse’s lounge. It wasn’t like anyone would’ve known.

      Lila shoved him. “Turn off your alarm.”

      He sat up and let it beep a few more times just to spite her, then he turned it off. She was the reason he was so tired. If she hadn’t been nagging him, he’d have stayed home and gotten to bed at a reasonable time.

      She muttered something, but he ignored her and got up. He grabbed a pale blue shirt, black tie, and slacks before heading into the bathroom.

      Twenty minutes later, Morgan marched down the hallway. The shower sounded from the kids’ bathroom—though none of them would be “kids” much longer. Atlas was already eighteen, a legal adult, and the twins had just turned sixteen and were both driving their new cars. Scarlet had picked a sensible sedan, and Violet had chosen a sporty little red car—though Morgan had made sure it was highly rated for safety.

      Both of the girls’ bedroom doors were open, but Atlas’s was closed. Sleeping in again, no doubt. How that kid would survive college was anyone’s guess. He got good grades, but mostly because of Morgan and Lila pushing him.

      Morgan opened the door. “You’re going to be late!”

      No movement on the lumpy bed.

      “I’m not going to drag you out of bed, Atlas. Get up!”

      Still nothing. Not even a protest for just a few more minutes of sleep.

      Anger twisted in Morgan’s gut. He marched over to the bed, stepping over a backpack and some dirty clothes, then flung the comforter from the bed. Instead of seeing his son’s too-long hair, all he saw were pillows and blankets bunched up to make it look like he was lying in bed.

      Morgan stared in disbelief for a moment before he realized they’d been played. The anger in his gut intensified. He didn’t have time to deal with this.

      Yet he had to. He whipped out his phone and called his son.

      Straight to voicemail.

      Atlas may have been eighteen, but he would find himself with the worst grounding of his life. How dare he sneak out like this!

      But why wouldn’t he return before it was time to get up? Atlas would know Morgan would be in here, forcing him out of bed. The kid was smart. Lazy, but smart. He could probably go further than anyone else in the family if he actually applied himself.

      Something had to be wrong.

      Morgan swore, then stormed back to his bedroom. “Where did Atlas go last night?”

      Lila sat up, her blonde hair sticking out in every direction, and glared at him. “What are you talking about?”

      “Atlas. Where did he go?”

      “Nowhere. It’s a school night.”

      “His bed would say otherwise.”

      “What?” Lila scrambled out of bed and raced down the hall to Atlas’s room. “What’s this?”

      “He faked you out last night.”

      Her scowl faded. “Where is he now?”

      “That’s what I’m trying to figure out. Where would he have gone?”

      “I don’t know. Have you tried calling him?”

      “Of course I did! Has he mentioned wanting to go to a party or concert that we said no to?”

      “Comic-Con would be more likely than either of those.” Her tone insinuated that he didn’t know their son at all. “And no, he hasn’t mentioned anything. Have you called Emmett?”

      “No.”

      “I’ll call him.” She disappeared into the hall.

      Morgan went through his son’s desk and dresser, trying to find any clue as to his whereabouts. There weren’t any.

      Lila reappeared, on the phone. She shook her head. “Just goes to voicemail.”

      “Same with Atlas’s phone.”

      The same worry showed in her eyes as Morgan felt. “Who else should we call?”

      “Maybe Brielle knows something. They’re practically the Three Musketeers.” Lila turned to her phone’s screen.

      “I’m going to call Zion and Rowena.” If they couldn’t reach Emmett, maybe his parents knew something.

      Lila spoke with Brielle and wandered into the hallway. Morgan paced and raked his fingers through his hair as the Powell’s home phone rang.

      “Hello?” Rowena Powell sounded as tired as Lila had just minutes earlier.

      “Rowena, this is Morgan. Have you—?”

      “Morgan, what’s going on?”

      “Do you know where Atlas is?”

      “No. Isn’t Emmett with him?”

      “I have no idea. That’s the problem.” Morgan took a deep breath. “Where’s Emmett?”

      “You don’t know?” Rowena’s voice raised an octave. “He spent the night at your house!”

      “What? No, he didn’t. It’s a weekday.”

      Rowena muttered something. “So, neither of them is at your place?”

      Morgan glanced at the bed full of pillows and blankets. “No.”

      Lila burst into the room. “Brielle said Atlas and Emmett went to a haunted house!”

      “A haunted house?” Morgan exclaimed. “Halloween isn’t until next month. Is she still on the phone?”

      Lila shook her head no. “She’s trying to call the boys.”

      “Good luck with that.”

      “What’s going on?” Rowena asked.

      Morgan forgot he was on the phone. “Brielle said they went to a haunted house last night. Did Emmett mention anything about that?”

      “No. He just said he was spending the night at your house! Said they had a big test to study for.”

      “They wouldn’t have tried to pull this off if they didn’t think they could get back in time to cover their tracks. Something had to have gone wrong. I’m going next door and talking to Brielle.”

      “And I’m calling the police!”

      Morgan ended the call and marched into the hall.

      “Where are you going?” Lila chased after him.

      “Didn’t you hear me? I’m going to speak with Brielle. She’s the only one who has any idea what’s going on around here.”

      “Rowena and Zion don’t know anything?”

      Morgan shook his head. “They thought he was spending the night over here.”

      “On a school night?”

      Violet and Scarlet both looked up from their breakfasts at the kitchen table.

      Scarlet tugged on her ponytail. “What’s wrong?”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Morgan snapped. “Just get to school.”

      Lila looked at him like he was crazy. “We can’t hide this from them.”

      “I’m not hiding anything. They need to focus on their grades.”

      “You’re insane.”

      He shot her a death glare. “Don’t start with me, Lila. Not now.” He turned to the twins. “We don’t know where Atlas is. Everything is probably fine, so just go to school and don’t worry about it.”

      The girls exchanged raised eyebrows.

      “Atlas is going to be in trouble.” Violet’s tone held a song.

      “It’s not like him,” Lila insisted.

      Scarlet twisted her ponytail and frowned. “That’s true.”

      “Maybe he’s rebelling.” Violet applied some lip gloss and picked up her plate. “It’s about time.”

      “Something has to be wrong.” Tears shone in Lila’s eyes.

      Scarlet’s face paled.

      Morgan bit his tongue. So much for the girls not worrying now. He needed to think of something to say to smooth everything over. Quick. Then he knew what to say. “He and Emmett are probably just getting into trouble. He’ll come home, then we’ll ground him. That’s all.”

      “Wait!” Violet spun around. “Emmett’s involved?”

      “Why do you care?” Scarlet asked.

      Violet scrunched her face. “I don’t.” But the way her mouth formed a straight line said otherwise.

      Not that Morgan had time to unravel that mystery with Atlas missing. “Time to go to school, girls.”

      “Are they going to be okay?” Violet stared at him.

      “Yes.” Morgan took a deep breath. “Because he’s too smart to get himself into a stupid situation. Emmett, I can’t say the same for, but Atlas wouldn’t do anything dumb.”

      “Mom?” Violet turned to Lila.

      Lila hurried over to the girls, then wrapped her arms around both of them. “They’re going to be fine and we’re going to do everything we can to find them. I promise.”

      Violet rested her head on Lila’s shoulder and Lila rubbed her back. Scarlet looked more confused than upset.

      His annoyance melted, and he went over and wrapped his arms around his wife and daughters. “I’m going to do everything in my power to find out what’s going on. We’ll bring them back home safely, just like your mother said. I won’t rest until we do.”

      “Neither of us will,” Lila said. “Are you two okay to go to school?”

      The twins both nodded yes.

      Morgan took a step back. “I have to speak to Brielle before she leaves for school. She’ll probably know more than anyone else. We’ll let you know as soon as we find them.”

      He hugged all three of them before heading outside.

      Brielle was next door, throwing her school bag into her car. Perfect timing.

      “Brielle!” Morgan waved for her to stop before she could drive away.

      She glanced his way. “Hi, Dr. James. I’ll let you know when I hear from Atlas.”

      He jogged over. “When did you see him last?”

      Two police cruisers came down the street without lights on and stopped in front of the Powell’s house.

      Brielle’s eyes widened. “Cops?”

      “Two kids are missing!”

      “It hasn’t even been twenty-four hours.”

      “That’s a myth. The sooner the police get involved, the better. And their job becomes much easier if they have all the information.” Morgan stared her down. “What do you know?”

      Brielle backed up. “Just what I told Mrs. James. They went to a haunted house or something. Some haunted building. They wanted me to come, but I said no. I don’t believe in all that stuff, and besides, I have a big test today. I was studying all night.”

      Morgan frowned and glanced over at the officers knocking on the Powell’s door. “You don’t know where they went?”

      She pulled some dark hair behind her shoulder and shook her head no. “Sorry. If I think of it, I’ll let you guys know. But I really have to get to school. I can’t be late for my test.”

      “Okay, thanks.” He wandered back to his yard and stared at the Powell’s house across the street. He wanted to race over there and tell them about Atlas, but surely they would come over next. Or would they?

      There wasn’t a moment to lose. It was already almost eight o’clock. Something could’ve happened to Atlas eight, nine, or even ten hours earlier. His stomach twisted into a tight knot.

      Morgan ran across the street and ran into the Powell’s house without knocking. He followed the voices into the kitchen, where Zion and Rowena sat with three police.

      “Who are you?” asked the woman officer.

      “Atlas’s father.”

      “The other missing boy?”

      “They were supposed to be at his house.” Rowena sniffled and glared at him.

      “Maybe you should’ve checked with us before believing Emmett.” Morgan pulled out a chair and sat. “Brielle says the boys went to a haunted house.”

      “Who’s Brielle?” A grumpy-looking officer stared at him.

      “Brielle Harrison, across the street and next door to us. She, Atlas, and Emmett have been good friends since they were little.”

      Zion leaned over the table, pressing his large dark hands on it. “What else did she say?”

      “Only that they wanted her to go with them, but she had no interest. And she had to study.”

      “Where’s the house?” Zion’s usually cheerful face was so intense, it sent a shiver through Morgan.

      “She doesn’t know anything. We’re going to have to ask their other friends. Someone has to know something.”

      The lady officer turned to him. “When did you notice your son missing?”

      Morgan glanced at the wall clock with carved African animals around it. “About twenty minutes ago. I thought he was still sleeping, so I went in to wake him.”

      The police asked a dizzying amount of questions, repeating some of them, before asking to see Emmett’s room. Rowena went to show the way.

      The lady officer stayed back. She focused on Zion. “Your accent, is that Jamaican?”

      He nodded, then glanced the way the others had gone.

      “Did Emmett grow up there?”

      Zion studied her. “No. I did, though. What does this have to do with anything?”

      “Just curious if Emmett would have run away to go back.”

      “No. This is home. He likes Jamaica, but he doesn’t want to live there.”

      She made notes on a pad of paper. “Has he shown any other signs of wanting to run away?”

      Zion’s expression grew tighter. “He’s not a runaway! The kid has everything he wants here. Car, laptop, expensive clothes, more friends than he knows what to do with. He’s looking forward to college. Emmett’s the star of every school play and loves it. In fact, it got him a scholarship. He’s going places, and not to speak poorly of my home country, but he’s not going there.”

      She nodded. “Just trying to get the big picture. We’re going to need the names of all his friends. Anyone who would have any idea where they went.” She turned to Morgan. “And what about Atlas? Any reason to run away?”

      Morgan shook his head. “Pretty much the same as Emmett. Has everything he wants here. Excited about college.”

      “Into acting, too?”

      “No, he’s more into video games. Not just playing. He won a contest for creating one. That’s what he wants to do as a career.”

      The officer put her pen down. “You don’t seem too happy about that.”

      “I wouldn’t say I’m unhappy. I just expected more. Maybe becoming a doctor, like me. Or an attorney, like my brother.”

      “Hmm.” She scribbled on her pad.

      “What does that mean? What are you writing down?”

      “Just making notes. Anything can be a clue.”

      “I don’t have anything to do with the boys’ disappearance!”

      “Never said you did, sir.”

      Morgan took a deep breath. His temper would get the best of him if he wasn’t careful, and the last thing they needed was for the cops to start looking at him when they needed to figure out where the kids were. He took a few more deep breaths, trying to calm himself.

      “Are you okay?” The officer gave him a look of concern, though it was probably a ruse.

      He rubbed his temples and closed his eyes. The air around him pressed on every side. “Just find my son.”

      “We’ll do everything we can.”

      “Please do. I can’t lose another child.”

      “Another child?” Zion asked.

      Morgan’s eyes flew open. He’d said too much.
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      Lila caught sight of her reflection in Atlas’s mirror. She wiped more tears and picked up a stuffed bear that probably hadn’t been touched in ten years.

      “Where are you, Atlas?” She looked around the room and clung to the bear. Her heart pounded and her chest felt like it would crush her.

      The police had come and questioned them pretty intensely before looking around Atlas’s room and the rest of the house. They’d told her the best thing she could do was to stay home and wait by the phone. Then they left.

      It made no sense. She wanted to get outside and scream for him. Shout until her voice went raw, then disappeared altogether. He was her firstborn and would be her baby even when he had babies of his own. Her heart ached all the more thinking about how upset the twins were when they heard the news. Somehow she had to find a way to pull herself together for them when she was falling apart inside.

      There was nothing she could do for any of her kids. It was the worst kind of helplessness.

      How could anyone expect her to just sit and wait? They’d taken the names of every friend she and Morgan were able to think of at the time so they could talk to them at school. He was downstairs calling some of their parents now—all the kids were in class, except their son and Emmett.

      Lila’s stomach lurched at the thought of Emmett being missing, too. He’d been over so much, he was almost like one of her kids. They’d even brought him along on several vacations over the years. At least the boys had each other if something was wrong, and she had to hold onto the hope that they were just fine, as small as the likelihood was.

      But what had gone wrong? Why had they gone to some haunted house in the middle of the night in the middle of the week? Sure, they were young, and it probably seemed exciting. Lila had done plenty of dumb things herself when she was a teenager, but she’d always made it home safe and sound. She’d never put her parents through anything like this.

      She wanted to shake and hug Atlas at the same time. Maybe hug then shake. She’d give anything to have him back, even stop nagging him about the length of his hair. He could grow it out to his waist if he wanted for all she cared at the moment.

      The biggest bone of contention between mother and son was his shoulder-length hair. Why had she made such a big deal about it? It wasn’t like he kept it messy or dirty. He still took care of himself. Lila just thought it hid his handsome face.

      She looked up at the ceiling, trying to imagine Heaven—something she rarely put any thought into. “Please just bring him home safely. I’ll do anything. Anything!” Tears blurred her vision. “He can grow his hair out, get a nose ring, or whatever other crazy thing he wants to do. I don’t care. I just want my baby back!”

      Lila sat on the bed and sobbed into her hands, shaking. After some time had passed, she felt an arm around her. She leaned against Morgan and he held her, just rubbing circles on her back. It reminded her of old times. Really old times. When was the last time he’d held her? Or given her any sympathy?

      Once she got her sobs under control, she asked, “Has anyone seen him?”

      “No, but everyone promised to let us know if they do.”

      “What are we going to do? I can’t just sit around and wait. We have to do something! Has he ever mentioned a haunted house? Or has one of the girls?”

      “Like I told the police, the only thing I can think of is that old mental hospital near the edge of town. Kids always whispered rumors about it when I was a kid.”

      “Kids say it’s haunted?” Lila had grown up across the state, so she’d never heard much about the building. Barely even seen it because it was out of the way from anything else. “The one where a doctor killed some patients or something?”

      Morgan nodded. “I always heard he killed everyone there that night, staff and patients alike. People said he killed other patients along the way. That many were checked in, but nobody ever checked out.”

      Lila sighed. “That sounds like something Atlas would be interested in, but would he really go there?”

      “If Emmett did, he sure would.”

      Morgan was right. Those two kids did everything together, and whenever they got into trouble, it was always some idea his friend had cooked up. Atlas would just go along for the ride.

      Lila looked at her husband. “Should we go there?”

      “It’d be trespassing. We better let the police handle it.”

      “But Atlas could be there! What if he’s hurt? Any number of things could go wrong in a place like that. Something could fall on them, a rabid rodent could bite them, or they could even get cut by some dirty old piece of medical equipment! We have to go there.”

      “We could go there and look from outside the fence.”

      “That won’t tell us anything! We have to go inside.”

      Morgan put his hand on top of hers. “The police said they’re giving the case top priority. They know about the hospital. And they said an outside agency for missing and exploited children is going to help. The FBI might even get involved. We don’t want to be in the way of any of that. They’re the experts.”

      Lila wanted to punch him. “He’s our son! We have to do something.”

      “Can you think of anyone else to call?”

      “I don’t want to call anyone! I need to do something bigger. Like…” She let her voice drift off as she tried to think of something. “I could email and text everyone I know. Then hundreds of people would know in a matter of minutes. Maybe someone knows something that we never thought to ask.”

      He patted her hand. “If that would make you feel better.”

      “Don’t patronize me! That would reach hundreds of people at once.”

      “Then do it. We need to listen to the police. They’re the experts, and if they say staying here contacting people is best then that’s what we should do.”

      Lila had seriously married the most frustrating man on earth. She got up before she said anything she’d later regret, marched to her laptop, and typed out an email with shaking hands, keeping it as short as possible so everyone would read the whole thing. Then after she sent it, she copied it over to a text and sent it to every one of her contacts.

      In a matter of minutes, the home phone and both her and Morgan’s cell phones rang. Emails and texts came in at record speed. It was overwhelming, but at least word was getting out. Everyone they knew would know to keep their eyes open.

      She answered her phone and replied to emails and texts as she spoke with friends and family. Finally, she felt like she was making progress. Nobody knew where the boys were, but every one of them now knew to look. And if they each told a few people, and they told a few people, before long everyone in the city would be on the lookout.

      Someone would find her son. Or someone might know something. This was better than putting up posters. Actually, there was something that would reach even more. Social media.

      Lila went to every social media site she belonged to—and there were few she didn’t use—and re-pasted her email along with her favorite picture of Atlas and Emmett, both smiling widely at the neighborhood picnic over the summer. They’d just won the three-legged race and had been laughing when she snapped the photo.

      Her heart warmed, looking at the photo and reliving the moment. But then reality nearly crushed her as soon as she remembered why she was posting the picture.

      Replies, shares, and messages flooded her notifications, and new emails and texts were flowing in still. It was overwhelming, and far more than she could even attempt to respond to. But everyone would understand. She was focused on trying to find her son.

      Morgan came into the room. “The police are here with a few more questions.”

      “Aren’t they supposed to be out there looking?” She frowned and closed her laptop. “It’s like we’re suspects.”

      “Family always are, until they get cleared.”

      “They have to know we had nothing to do with this!”

      “Then let’s prove it by being cooperative.”

      Lila got up and headed downstairs with Morgan. “I wish they’d just focus on finding the boys!”

      “Maybe something one of us says will help.”

      “I don’t see how, but I hope so.”

      Downstairs, the same officers from before sat at their table. The woman shook their hands again. “Officers are at the high school, talking to kids. Other agencies are going to assist us—I think we mentioned that before.”

      Lila and Morgan nodded.

      She continued. “Some of the officers at the school have looked into both Emmett’s and Atlas’s social media from other students accounts, and the boys were bragging about working on a video that they were sure was going to go viral and make them famous.”

      Morgan slapped his forehead. “That’s what this is about? A video?”

      “It makes sense,” Lila said. “Those two have been trying to become famous online for years.” She turned to the officers. “They started out recording themselves playing video games, then they moved to doing challenges—though nothing dangerous and stupid like the laundry-detergent-eating thing, and now they must be trying to find ghosts.”

      The woman officer nodded. “Can you show me their channels, so we can see these videos?”

      Lila pulled out her phone. “They share a channel so they don’t have to compete for followers.” She quickly found it then handed her phone to the officer. The boys had uploaded over a hundred videos since Lila had last looked, but she didn’t want to admit that to the police.

      They played the most recent videos, and sure enough, both Emmett and Atlas were talking about an upcoming video that would be so much better than the other ones.

      “Did you catch that?” asked one of the officers.

      Lila looked at him. “What?”

      “Atlas said it would be released today. They had to have been working on that video last night, because the latest video was uploaded yesterday afternoon.”

      Morgan cracked his knuckles. “Has anyone gone to the abandoned mental hospital?”

      “We need to get the warrant from the judge.”

      “For an abandoned building?” Spittle flew from Morgan’s mouth. “Where two kids could be hurt?”

      “Sir, please calm down,” said the woman officer. “It’s privately owned property. We have to follow protocol.”

      “Missing kids are more important!”

      “Yes, but we have no proof that they’re actually there. We need a search warrant to check the premises.”

      Morgan muttered under his breath.

      “It’s top priority. The warrant should go through soon.” She glanced down at her pad of paper and flipped through the pages. “Before we leave, I have one more question for you, sir.”

      He looked like he wanted to strangle the woman. “What?”

      “Across the street, you mentioned that you didn’t want to lose another child.”

      Lila snapped her attention toward her husband. Another child? They only had three kids, and none of them had ever been in any danger before.

      “I said I didn’t want to lose a child.”

      All three police shook their heads. The woman stared at him. “No, you said another child. I heard it and so did your friend, and we need you to tell us about that other child.”

      Lila couldn’t find her voice. She wanted to know what her husband had meant, too.

      Morgan’s expression tensed.

      The room was silent. Lila could only hear the sound of her own heartbeat.

      “Sir?”

      “Give me a minute!”

      Lila jumped at his outburst.

      Morgan drew in a deep breath. He glanced at her before turning back to the officers. “I was married before. We had a baby that we lost to SIDS. It tore us apart, and we divorced shortly after. Losing the baby was the most painful thing I’d ever experienced. I swore I’d never talk about it.” He turned to Lila. “That’s why I never told you. I was young, and it’s in the past. It has nothing to do with us or our life together.”

      Lila blinked a few times as she attempted to process the news. Morgan had been married before and had had another child. And he’d never once thought that was important enough to mention to her.

      “When?” It was the only word that found its way to her tongue.

      He took a deep breath. “It was right after high school. She got pregnant, so we got married. That was the only reason, otherwise we never would’ve married—not then, not ever. After the baby died, things got ugly. We divorced before we ended up hating each other.”

      Lila tried to hold her shaking hands still. “You keep saying the baby. Was it a boy or girl?”

      Morgan swallowed. “Boy. Seven weeks old.”

      “What was his name?”

      He looked away. “Morgan.”

      “That’s why you didn’t want us naming Atlas after you?”

      Morgan turned back to her. “At least he has a much cooler name. He’d get picked on as Morgan. Trust me, I know from experience.”

      “I can’t believe you never told me.” Lila stormed from the kitchen and locked herself in their bedroom.
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