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      Damon Jones stifled a yawn as he pulled into the parking lot of his favorite coffee shop. The spots were all full—seemed he wasn’t the only one who had a lousy night’s sleep. He drove around to the back of the building then pulled into one of five vacant spots almost no one knew about.

      The yawn finally won. He gave in to it and added a deep stretch. His foster family had just taken in a new baby who had been born addicted to drugs, and the poor thing had hardly stopped crying. Damon had rocked her for a while to give Laura a break, but even in his room with the door closed and earplugs in place, the noise kept him up most of the night.

      And that was where the coffee came in.

      He stepped out of his shiny red convertible—not something a typical foster kid owned—and remote locked it. He wasn’t a typical foster kid tragically orphaned or abandoned. No, he’d grown up wealthy.

      But now his father was in jail, arrested for being part of a criminal mastermind.

      Dad’s house sat empty, and Damon still had his keys, so it was tempting to sleep there for a night or two until the baby calmed down. Hopefully, she would. And soon. He had no idea how long it took babies to get over something so traumatic.

      Damon was still dealing with his own past, and the memories that haunted him were what kept him away from his house and with the foster family, screaming baby or not. At least they appreciated him. There, he didn’t live in constant fear of his dad’s violent temper.

      A shudder ran down his back as memories ran through his mind. It hadn’t been so long since Dad was arrested. Barely over a month.

      Ding!

      The bell above the door chimed as he entered the bustling coffee shop. Several people sat at the tables, but most everyone was either in line or waiting for their drinks.

      Damon checked the time. It would be close, but he could probably make it to his first class before the late bell. At this point, a tardy was a risk he was willing to take. He yawned again and got into line.

      A minute later, his phone buzzed with a text. He pulled it from his pocket and smiled.

      Ari: Good morning!

      Damon: Right back at you, beautiful.

      Ari: Did u get any sleep?

      Damon: Not much. Getting coffee now.

      Ari: Hope it helps. Cu after school.

      Damon: Cant wait.

      They sent strings of emojis back and forth until Damon reached the counter. He put away his phone and nodded at the barista.

      Tori leaned over the counter and gave him a flirty smile. “Rough night?”

      He glanced at the menu behind her. “You could say that. What’s the strongest drink you have?” After she listed a few, he picked one.

      “Anything else?” She batted her eyes.

      “Nope. That’ll do it.” He opened his wallet then handed her his card. Luckily Dad’s bank account wasn’t going to run out of funds any time soon. Another thing that made him stand out from all the other foster kids.

      Tori rang him up and let her fingers brush against his as she gave back his card. “You ever going to take me up on the offer to see a movie? My parents own the theater—wouldn’t cost a dime.”

      He didn’t flinch, just slipped the plastic back into its slot. “I still have a girlfriend.”

      She sighed dramatically. “You’re still seeing her? She’s, what, twelve?”

      Damon shook his head, irritation running through him. “No, she isn’t, and yes, I’m still seeing her. Have a good day.”

      “She’s young, right? A middle-schooler?”

      “There’s only a year’s difference between us, if you must know.” He hurried away before she could try to engage him in further conversation.

      Ariana was the only person he had eyes for, and he definitely wasn’t going to let anyone shame him for dating her. So what if they were two grades apart and went to two different schools? Their ages were barely over a year apart—not that it was anyone else’s business.

      He read over his texting conversation with Ari as he waited for his drink. Reading her texts warmed his heart and melted away his irritation. He couldn’t wait until the study group they co-led at her school.

      A different barista called his name. Damon thanked him and quickly took a sip of the bitter drink. Did it always have such a bite, or did Tori do something to it?

      She hadn’t. Even if she’d had the time, she wouldn’t have done something so depraved. His imagination was running on overdrive. Just because his dad was part of a criminal empire that had no problem eliminating their enemies didn’t mean others had evil plots to take him—or anyone else—out. No, the barista was just being flirty. Maybe she was annoyed with him for always turning her down, but she wouldn’t do anything to his drink.

      He checked the time and debated whether he should finish his coffee inside or take it with him. Last time, he’d spilled a mocha all over the passenger seat when someone in a pickup cut him off.

      It had taken hours to get it out completely, and he didn’t want to risk that again—not when it would have to sit all day while he was in school.

      Damon quickly drank the rest of his bitter coffee, which definitely gave him a jolt, then he threw the cup into the garbage on his way outside. His foot caught on the mat in front of the door, and he stumbled forward.

      Maybe guzzling the shop’s strongest coffee to cure his sleep deprivation hadn’t been the best idea. His thoughts were still sluggish but his limbs were buzzing. Or was that his mind?

      He reached into his pocket for the keys but couldn’t quite get his fingers to cooperate. Tried again. Kept fumbling. Whatever he had just downed was entirely too much caffeine for his system.

      Next time, he’d order his usual with a double-shot of espresso.

      In addition to his swimming head and jittery limbs, he grew nauseated, the beverage churning acid in his gut. He rounded the corner of the building, and his stomach lurched again and again, each time stronger.

      The third time, there was no keeping it down. He leaned against the wall and vomited behind a bush. He heaved until he’d thrown up every sip of the bitter brew and tears ran down his face.

      Damon wiped his mouth and eyes as he leaned against the wall to catch his breath. What just happened? Had the barista actually put something in his drink?

      If she thought that would get him to change his mind, she couldn’t have been more wrong. The only thing he would give her after this would be a complaint to management. Or even a post online. But he didn’t want the shop to come under fire. The couple who owned it was really nice.

      He just needed to get to school. At least his first period teacher was lenient.

      Damon’s stomach thrust again, and he turned back to the wall, unable to expunge anything else. It was tempting to go back to the foster home, but his head would likely explode if he had to listen to the screaming right then. Plus, he had a science test after lunch. He needed to attend that class. The teacher didn’t allow make-ups.

      He pushed away from the wall and tried to focus on the pavement. It was blurry. He blinked a few times. Didn’t do any good. Nothing would come into focus. His stomach knotted and twisted, growing more painful by the moment.

      Everything spun around him. His knees wobbled. Stomach lurched again. Head pounded.

      No way he could drive like this, couldn’t see straight. Needed to get inside. Talk to the manager.

      He looked around, trying to remember which way he’d come. The right? Maybe? That seemed to make the most sense.

      Pain seared through his skull, shot into his eyes, raced straight down his side.

      No way he’d make it around the building.

      Damon leaned against the wall then slid to the ground. As he sat there, sweat beaded on his forehead. His breaths grew short. White dots danced before his eyes.

      He needed help. Had to get his phone.

      Arms felt like jelly. Could barely move his hands.

      Footsteps sounded. Conversation.

      They could help.

      Damon glanced up, ignoring the pain from the sun. “Help … me …”

      One of the three—two?—men approached him.

      “I … can’t …”

      The man had something black in his hands. Stopped closer to Damon. Held out the dark thing.

      Pulled it over his head.

      Loud, rushed tones. Fingers squeezed around his neck, his arms. The ground disappeared beneath him.

      A car alarm beeped. A door shrieked as it opened.

      Someone shoved Damon onto a carpeted floor. He hit his head on something.

      A door slammed shut. More opened then banged closed.

      An engine roared to life.

      Tires squealed.

      He rolled and crashed into something else. Reached for his phone.

      It was gone.
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      Officer Alex Mercer collapsed onto his chair, exhaustion squeezing every inch of his body. He powered on the laptop, barely able to focus.

      More than anything, he wanted to go to the captain’s office and speak with his best friend. But that wasn’t possible. Nick was on vacation, getting ready for his upcoming wedding, and Chief Crawford was there in his place.

      The chief was the last person Alex could unload on. He’d be better off trying to get advice from a brick wall. At least the wall wouldn't yell at him.

      Officer Grant came over and leaned against Alex’s desk. “Watch out for Crawford. He’s in a mood.”

      “Worse than usual?” Alex lifted a brow.

      Grant nodded. “He’s on a rampage. Furious about having to be here.”

      Alex rubbed his temples. “I don’t think anyone else is too happy about it, either.”

      “Nope. We’d all rather he stay at City Hall.” Grant glanced at the open file on Alex’s desk. “How’s that double homicide case coming along?”

      “Don’t ask.” Alex groaned. “Still can’t find their son, and that makes him look guiltier by the day. Why run if he didn’t slaughter his parents?”

      “Have you found any new evidence either way?”

      “Nope.” Alex clenched his jaw. “Teivel knows where to hide, that’s for sure.”

      “The kid’s name is Teivel?”

      “Yep.”

      “You kind of can’t blame him, if he did do it. What were his parents thinking with that name?”

      Alex tried not to laugh.

      “Sorry.” Grant glanced over at the captain’s office. “Don’t let Crawford know there isn’t any progress. Make it sound like you’ve learned something if he asks.”

      Alex’s shoulders tightened. “You mean when. The media is obsessed with the case.”

      “Good luck, man.” Grant threw him a sympathetic glance before wandering away.

      “Yeah, right.” Alex pulled up a popular news site and read the latest gossip about the case. Wild theories were growing crazier by the day. The son looked guilty, but then again so did half of the husband’s business associates, and there were also rumors about the wife having a jealous lover.

      If only they could find the son. The disliked loner hadn’t left anyone with reason to believe he wasn’t hiding out of guilt.

      Anderson came over. “Good work at the school today.”

      Alex looked around. “You talking to me?”

      The seasoned detective chuckled. “Who else?”

      “I came up with nothing. Today was a waste.”

      Anderson shook his head. “I’ve been following up on the lead from Teivel’s best friend, and I think we have something useful.”

      “We do?” Alex tried to remember what lead the best friend had given.

      “Yeah. Want to come with me and look into it? I’ll explain everything on the way.”

      “Sure. I—” Alex’s phone rang. “Let me get this first. It’s probably Wu. He said he found something at the mansion he wanted to discuss.”

      Anderson nodded. “I’ll be at my desk. Tell me what he says.”

      “Will do.” Alex grabbed his phone, and was surprised to see his daughter’s name on the screen. Shouldn’t she be at her study group? He accepted the call. “Ari, is everything okay?”

      She sounded out of breath, and spoke too quickly to understand.

      “Slow down,” Alex said. “I didn’t catch more than two words.”

      Ariana took a deep breath. “Dad, Damon’s missing!”

      “Missing? What do you mean?”

      “He’s gone! I can’t get ahold of him!”

      “There has to be a logical explanation. Let’s figure out—”

      “Dad!” Ariana’s voice had never been so shrill. “I know what I’m talking about!”

      “I don’t doubt that.” He kept his tone as light as possible. “I’m just saying there is probably a good explanation. We need to find it.”

      “He hasn’t replied to any of my texts since this morning.”

      “How often do you two text during school?” Alex asked.

      “Dad. That’s not important! Focus.”

      Alex leaned back in his chair and turned from Anderson, who was waving at him to come over. “Is it unusual for him not to return your texts?”

      “Yes. But he had a science test today, so I wasn’t too surprised. He was probably busy studying.”

      “Okay, so that explains—”

      “Nothing!” Ari interrupted. “His test was right after lunch. There’s no reason for him not to show up for the study group. He always gets there before me. Always.”

      “Okay. Have you called his foster parents?”

      “No.”

      “Call them. Maybe they know something you don’t. He could’ve gone home sick—or any number of other logical reasons why he didn’t make it.”

      “Without even texting me?” Ari’s voice was shrill again.

      “You call them. I’ll try his cell phone.”

      “He won’t answer.”

      “Just let me try.” Alex glanced over at Anderson, who waved him over again. “Let me know what they say.”

      “Fine.”

      “I’m sure everything is okay. Don’t jump to the worst possible conclusion until there’s reason to.”

      She harrumphed. “People go missing all the time around here. Like you say, it’s the Bermuda Triangle for kidnappings.”

      “That all has to do with Cal and his kidnapping ring. Why would he have his own son taken?”

      “Because he hates him?”

      “Watch your tone,” Alex said. “I know you’re stressed, but I’m trying to help. I don’t want to see anything bad happen to Damon, either.”

      “Fine. I’ll call Laura.” The call ended.

      Alex shook his head and took a deep breath before closing the laptop and heading over to Anderson’s desk.

      “Everything okay?”

      “My daughter can’t reach her boyfriend, and now she thinks he’s missing.”

      Anderson rose from his chair. “Can’t really blame her for thinking that around here.”

      “No, but it’s still a leap. She hasn’t even spoken with his foster parents.”

      “We can swing by the high school on the way, if you want.”

      “Maybe.” Alex shrugged. “Where did you say we’re going?”

      “Not sure I did. But it’s the country club. Apparently, the son was secretly seeing the owner’s daughter.”

      “That’s the first I’ve heard about that.”

      “New tip.” Anderson raked his fingers through his hair. “I’m not sure how much stock I put into it, but at least we can check it off the list. It’ll keep Crawford off our backs.”

      Alex’s stomach knotted. Anderson never said a bad thing about anyone, so the chief must really be in a horrible mood. With any luck, they could avoid him before clocking out.

      Just as Anderson was pulling out of the parking spot, Alex’s phone rang.

      “Wu or your daughter?” Anderson asked.

      Alex reached for his phone and checked the screen. “It’s Ari.” He accepted the call. “Did you find Damon?”

      “No!” She sounded even more desperate than before. “Laura called the school, and they said he didn’t show up to any of his classes!”

      “What?” Alex exclaimed. That made no sense. Damon was as studious as Ariana—both were dedicated to straight A’s.

      “He didn’t show up to any of his classes! There was a computer glitch, so none of the parents were called about absences today.”

      Alex’s stomach dropped. There was no more denying that something was wrong. “So, he disappeared on the way to school? Do you know if he would’ve stopped anywhere?”

      “He said he was getting coffee.”

      “What time?” Alex demanded. “Where?”

      “I don’t know where. I didn’t ask. But I can look at my texts to find out what time.”

      “Good.” Alex’s mind raced. “Send me a screenshot. I’ll put out a BOLO on his car. See if we can get a location for his phone. We’ll find him.”

      “Hurry!”

      The pain in his daughter’s voice broke his heart. He turned to Anderson. “Change of plans.”
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      Alex paced outside of Nick’s office, waiting for Crawford to wave him in. He was on the phone and didn’t appear to be eager to get off any time soon. Alex checked his phone, but there were no updates.

      Nobody had seen Damon all day since he left the house. He’d already been to the high school and chewed out one of the secretaries for allowing the oversight on the computer glitch. The schools in town were all supposed to follow strict protocols regarding truancy due to the ridiculous amount of missing kids in the area.

      It was actually surprising families weren’t fleeing in droves. But given all the local perpetrators had been caught, it was too easy to feel safe. The truth was, they’d never truly be safe as long as the kidnapping ring was still functioning.

      And Alex wouldn’t give up until it ceased to exist, whether he was on the case or not. It was too close to home. Too many people he cared about had wound up missing. It seemed like a wild tale until the worldwide group came onto the radar.

      Now it all made sense. Everything except why their town. Sure, it was where Cal lived, but Alex couldn't believe that was the only reason.

      Crawford laughed on the other side of the door, the sound bringing Alex back to the present. He didn’t have to wait for the chief.

      Damon didn’t have the time. If something had happened to him before school started, precious hours had already been wasted. The first twenty-four were critical. They were already down more than seven at this point.

      Alex glanced around the precinct, trying to decide what to do next. Then he knew exactly who he needed to speak with.

      Agent Kutcher was working on a case from the precinct, staying in touch with her colleagues across the country as they followed other leads on the dark web in hopes of infiltrating the ring and taking it down.

      After a final glance back at Crawford, who was still on the phone and clearly in no hurry to speak with him, Alex headed for the conference rooms. Knocked on the first closed door, then the next.

      “Come in,” came a tired-sounding feminine voice.

      He pushed open the door then took in the sight.

      Kutcher had papers spread out over the long tables and tacked to the walls, but her gaze was glued to her laptop screen. After a moment, she pulled away, tucked a stray strand of blonde hair behind her ear, then adjusted her bun and glasses. “Can I help you, Officer Mercer?”

      He stepped inside. “Did you hear about Jones’s son?”

      “Damon?” Her brows drew together. “What about him?”

      “He’s missing.”

      She stood taller, not that it did much. The agent couldn’t be more than five feet tall in heels. “When did this happen? Where?”

      At least Alex had someone’s attention. “This morning. Never showed up to school. Secretary didn’t call his foster parents, so we just found out.”

      Her expression tensed. “Why weren’t they notified?”

      “Some sort of computer glitch. I already chewed them out over that. What’s our next step? The ring has to be involved, don’t you think?”

      She pulled a pencil from behind her ear and chewed on the eraser. “He isn’t one to take off?”

      Alex shook his head. “The kid is serious about his grades and attendance.”

      “This isn’t good. We need to speak with Cal immediately.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Alex said quickly. No need for her to ask anyone else when he was clearly the person for the job.

      She studied him. “Are you sure that’s such a good idea?”

      “Why not? I already have a rapport with him.” It wasn’t a positive one, but it was a rapport.

      “You think he’ll open up to you?”

      Alex straightened his back. “You don’t think he will?”

      “I was just thinking some fresh faces might do the case some good.”

      He scowled. “I know his buttons! He’ll be talking before you know it.”

      “Cal also knows yours. That’s how this works.”

      Alex clenched his fists. “The roles are reversed now. It’s his kid missing.”

      Kutcher tilted her head. “And you believe he’ll care?”

      “It’s his son!”

      “You forget I’m as familiar with the case as you are, Officer.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” Alex muttered.

      “What does that mean?” She spread her palms around the mess of papers around the room. “Have I missed something?”

      His stomach tightened. “He went after my family, Agent. It was deeply personal. And now my daughter—who’s worried out of her mind, might I add—is dating his son.”

      She nodded slowly. “I see.”

      “You think I’m too involved.”

      “I don’t know that anyone can be too involved with a case, but it’s too personal for you. I’ll tell you what.”

      He crossed his arms. “What’s that?”

      “Why don’t you tell me who you think would be a good choice for me to bring to the prison to question Cal?” She glanced at the time. “From night shift.”

      “You can’t go wrong with Fischer or Sanchez, but you’d be better off with me.”

      “Noted. I’ll speak with them.”

      “If you know you’d be better off with me, why not take me?”

      Kutcher replaced the pencil behind her ear and leaned over the table. “Your shift is almost over, Officer Mercer. Go home to your family and comfort your daughter. Find out what she knows. That’s where you need to be—both for them and for the case.”

      He drew in a deep breath, tempted to argue his point, but nodded instead. Best to stay on her good side. Otherwise, he could be in the dark about the whole thing. “I’d appreciate you letting me know how the meeting goes.”

      “I’ll be more than happy to. Fischer or Sanchez can also do that, if you see them first.”

      “Thank you.” Alex spun around and closed the door, his chest tightening. He should be the one to speak with Cal, especially in these critical hours. But all she’d have to do was mention to Crawford that Alex was getting annoying, and he wouldn’t be allowed anywhere near the case.

      He’d have to find a way to show the agent he was a valuable asset—one she needed.

      But she was probably right about one thing. He really should get home and see how Ariana was holding up, as much as he wanted to demand answers from Cal. Though, if he was being honest with himself, he hadn’t gotten far with the criminal during his most recent visits.

      Alex headed for his desk and checked the time. His shift was almost over, and his stomach was starting to rumble. The tightness in his chest also wasn’t going away. It was making it difficult to take full breaths.

      Just as he was about done clearing his desk for the day, the chief poked his head out of Nick’s office. “Mercer!”

      Alex held back a groan as he made his way over. “Yes, sir?”

      Crawford waved him in and closed the door behind them.

      Alex took the seat he always did on the other side of the massive desk. He liked it a lot better with Nick on the other side.

      The chief made himself comfortable before sizing Alex up. “You wanted to speak with me?”

      “Yes. Damon Jones is missing.”

      “Who’s that?”

      Alex missed his best friend more by the moment. “Cal’s kid.”

      “Our guy from the kidnapping ring?” Crawford looked certifiably confused.

      “Yes. It’s been at least eight hours at this point and—”

      “Why are you concerning yourself with that case? We have a fed here working on that.”

      “I’ve updated her. But I’ve built a rapport with Cal. I can get answers out of him.”

      Crawford played with his mustache and didn’t respond right away. “You’re on the double homicide case. It’s up to you to find that missing kid.”

      “And that’s what I’ve been working on, but—”

      “Good. Stay focused on that. Let that agent deal with the kidnapping ring. That’s her job.”

      “But I—”

      “We’re done here. Go home, Mercer. Get some rest and come back fresh and ready to close your case.” He opened a file and flipped through the pages.

      Alex’s blood pressure rose. He bit back what he wanted to say and left the office, closing the door harder than usual.

      Crawford didn’t even look up.

      It made Alex want to punch something. Actually, that wasn’t a bad idea. He whipped out his phone and sent his wife a quick text.

      Alex: How’s Ari? Is it OK if I hit the gym before coming home?

      Dots danced on the screen before her message appeared.

      Zoey: She’s upset. I convinced her to do her homework.

      Alex: I’ll talk w/ her at home. Do I have time 4 the gym?

      Zoey: Sure. Cu soon. Love u.

      Alex: U2. Thx.

      He went to his locker for his workout gear. Hopefully after taking out his frustrations on a punching bag, he’d be in a better state of mind to comfort his daughter.
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