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Chapter 1.
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Liam.

Breathing through my nose to keep the others from hearing my distress, I fought against the panic clawing in my chest. Almost two months had passed since I’d talked to everyone about my fears, and I’d started to think I’d been wrong and that they’d be okay, and I’d worried everyone for nothing, but my fears had proven true. Jackson was missing. My belly tightened painfully at the sounds of Marie’s heart-wrenching sobs. How had I put Sana through this six times?

“I’m so stupid.” Having finished her tale, Marie cried even harder.

“Please stop calling yourself that,” Breanna said and looked at Sana for help.

I damn well knew the moment my phone had started ringing and I saw Jeremy’s name on the screen that something was wrong. Worried that Breanna’s family had done something, I answered instantly. To hell with the no personal calls during work hours rule.

Jeremy spoke calmly and quickly, asking me to get the girls and head to Marie’s. He said that Marie and Breanna were in a taxi and would meet us there. Before he even had a chance to tell me what was happening, I ran out of the office, yelling to the secretary that I had an emergency.

Bridget and I had been working together for almost twenty-five years. She’d cover for me without knowing what was going on. I would fill her in later.

Jeremy had been far too calm while telling me what happened. The kind of calm some people went into when they were scared out of their minds. When I asked him if he was alone, his father had taken the phone to let me know he was with him and told me who they’d already spoken with. I called Sana who said she’d leave work right away and I picked up Olivia at home. We headed right for Marie’s.

“Everyone’s in place,” I told Marie as I flicked through several notifications on my phone. “Elena’s organizing people in shifts to keep watch at the underpass. Sergio and a few others are out looking for him now. So is Jeremy and his father. Lyla’s checking all their childhood spots right now, and she has a friend staying at her place in case Jackson goes there.”

I read over more texts. “Jeremy’s mother will stay at her place in case he heads there or next door to Devin’s. Devin is out looking for Jackson. One of his adopted siblings who knows Jackson well is keeping watch at Jeremy’s place, and other family members are out looking. Grams will stay put while Danny goes out looking in case Jackson goes there. She’s got several family members out looking for him too.” I felt silly calling her Grams in this situation, but I had no idea what the woman's actual name was.

“I’ll stay here with Marie and Breanna,” Sana said and sniffled. She’d cried pretty hard on the way here, but she’d regained control of her emotions.

I kissed her. “Thank you.”

Breanna had just gotten out of a bad situation, and I didn’t want her trying to look after Marie on her own. She’d grown up with mostly just her own family for company. She’d feel more comfortable with Sana there with them because she was used to having people older than her around. “Olivia, I’m going to take you back to our place in the small chance that Jackson shows up there, okay?”

“Okay,” she said, wiping her eyes.

I kissed her head. “It’s okay. We’re going to find him.”

“You were all expecting this.” Marie clutched Olivia’s arm. “Why didn’t I see it? Liam kept checking up on us for weeks. I thought he was deflecting, that he was going through something. We were going to invite him over this weekend to try and get him to talk, but he was worried about us, not himself.” She covered her face with her hands and her fingertips dug into her skin.

“Hey,” I said, giving her a little shake. Marie didn’t release the grip on her face. “Hey. I should have been more forthright, but I was worried I’d upset him or make him angry thinking I was babying him. And if I was wrong, I would have frightened you for nothing.”

She’s not completely wrong. I am going through some stuff, and I should have talked to my partners already.

“How did you know?” she demanded, lowering her hands. “What did I miss?”

“He knows because he ran too, sweetie,” Sana said. “I’m going to tell you about it, so you understand it’s not you Jackson’s running from, okay?”

Guilt flooded me. I looked at the door and back to Marie. She needed comfort and reassurance. While I wanted to give it to her, the others could do that. This wasn’t where I was needed right now. I need to find him. Every second might count.

Sana grabbed my jaw and kissed me. “Go. I love you.”

“I love you too.”

“Fuck.” Voice raw with sorrow, Marie sat down heavily on the couch. “He asked me to take my meds at the same time as him yesterday morning. He was so shy about asking me, like he’d been when we first started dating. We had been taking our meds together on the days we spent time with each other, but once he moved in, it rarely happened anymore because I always go to sleep and wake up at random times. I can’t remember if he took his medication the day before that or not. I was home with him all day. I should know, but I’m not sure.” She stared at her hands. “He definitely didn’t take them last night or this morning.”

I hugged her tight. “Check the bathroom and see if he stopped by to get them while you were out. I’ll call the second I know anything. Make sure everyone keeps their phones charged in case he calls.” Unable to wait any longer, I ran for my car with Olivia hot on my heels. We hadn’t bothered taking off our shoes or coats when we’d arrived.

“I should have told her what you said,” Olivia said, breaking into sobs on the drive home.

“I doubt they were ready to hear it. Don’t blame yourself. It’s me who should have tried talking to them about my worries. He’s been missing less than twenty-four hours. He’s going to be okay, all right? Sana will get Marie to file a missing person report, and the police will look for him too, okay?” Please be okay. Please.

“Okay.”

Pulling into the driveway, I brought the car to a stop and hugged her. I hated to leave her when she was this upset, but I had to find Jackson. “Why don’t you get your mom to come over? I don’t want you here all by yourself worrying. If you need anything, call me. I love you.”

Olivia pressed a kiss to my forehead. “I love you too.”

“If he does show up here, text me right away. Just send a single letter, and I’ll understand and rush over. Keep him talking. If he leaves before anyone gets here, see if he’s on foot or in a vehicle and which way he goes.”

Nodding, she gave me one last hug before hopping out and rushing into the house.

I did a quick visual check of the driveway and yard, but the only tire threads and footsteps were ours. Fuck. If he’d taken his red car, he’d be easier to find, but it was sitting in their driveway. Knowing the others were checking Jackson's usual haunts and that the underpass would be constantly monitored, I decided to try hotels.

***
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A beeping noise woke me, and I snatched my phone off the charger.

Olivia: No one’s seen him yet. I’m staying with Marie today. Sana calmed her down a bit last night, but she’s still pretty frantic.

Sana’s arms wrapped around me, and she pressed a kiss to my cheek. “We’ll find him.”

“He’s been missing almost a day and a half,” I said, anxiety building up as I texted Olivia back. “I’m going to head out again.” I’d searched for Jackson until I could barely keep my eyes open before coming home to grab a few hours of sleep.

Her arms tightened around me as though she could feel the fear growing in my chest. “You’ll eat breakfast and then head out.”

“Sana—”

“Eat.” She rarely spoke in that tone of voice.

Nodding, I grabbed clothes. Instead of taking my time getting dressed and going over my list of affirmations for the day, I rushed to get my clothes on. For each button I did up, I repeated two things in my mind. We’ll find him. He’s going to be okay.

The dread in my gut screamed at me to get out and start looking again, but Sana dragged me to the kitchen.

“I called work and told them I’m working from home today. I don’t know if Jackson will come here, but I’ll stay home all day in case.”

“Thank you.” I rushed through a bowl of cereal. There was no time for a warm breakfast this morning. I often cooked something to start the day, using the quiet of the kitchen and the familiar motions of preparing food to center me for the day. But none of my usual things were going to let me feel calm and relaxed until we found Jackson and made sure he was okay.

What if he isn’t?

Sana tried to hand me toast but didn’t raise a fuss when I refused it. “After we find him, you’re going to tell us what’s been bothering you lately. I’ve been patient enough on this.”

My eyes stung. “It’s just my parents.”

“So talk to us about it,” she said gently.

Nodding, I forced a last bite of cereal down my throat. The cereal wasn’t sitting well, but I didn’t want to worry Sana. “I love you.”

She hugged me tightly. “I love you too. We’ll find him. Safe.”

Driving for hours, I combed the streets for any sign of Jackson and continued my search of hotels from yesterday. Why are there so many goddamn hotels in this city? No one had seen or heard from him yet. It was alarmingly cold out, and I worried about the windchill. Marie had said Jackson only took his leather coat when he left. It wouldn’t be warm enough for this weather.

With it being illegal to ask for someone’s room number at a hotel, all I could do was leave my number with the hotel staff. Each time, I would tell them there was an emergency and hope that if Jackson was at that hotel, they would pass on my message to him, and he would call me.

“I know you can’t tell me if he’s staying here or not,” I said as the employee wrote my number down. “But he’s self-harmed before. If you could just send someone to check on Michael to make sure he’s okay—”

The employee gave me a weird look. “I thought you said his name was Jackson.”

“Isn’t that what I said?” I asked, confused.

“You said Michael just now.”

Tears stung my eyes. “Sorry. Michael’s my brother. He died a long time ago. Same type of situation which is why I’m so scared right now.” Barely managing to get the words out without crying, I tried to control my breathing. The image of my brother lying in the snow at the lake flashed through my mind.

The suspicion that had started growing in the employee’s eyes changed to compassion. He turned to the computer and typed something in. “There’s no one named Jackson Montgomery staying here. I’m sorry. I hope you find him.”

Throat too tight to speak, I nodded gratefully. Feeling tears streaming down my face, I headed back to my car. There were plenty more hotels on my list. Securing my seat belt, I tried to stop the tears enough that I could drive, but they kept coming. What if . . . I couldn’t bear to finish the thought.

Unable to drive, I checked in with everyone who was on the search. Even the people I didn’t know. I asked them how they were doing and let them talk if they needed to. I cried more often than not at what I heard. Jackson had such a hard life.

Finding out Elena had been the one to find Jackson in the underpass, I barely made it through the conversation with her. She tried hard not to let it show, but she was terrified right now. Once I hung up, I sobbed in the car. I couldn’t go through this again. I couldn’t.

Having called the people I knew the least, I called Lyla next. Going out of her mind with worry, she blurted out some things that happened in the past that only made me worry more about Jackson’s possible state of mind.

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that,” she said when she heard me crying. “Fuck.” A few moments of silence passed. We didn’t know what to say to each other. Lyla spoke first. “Liam, forget everything I just said. That was in the past. He loves Marie. He won’t do anything stupid. My sister’s calling, I have to go.”

The line went dead, and I wished I’d thought to ask where she was, so I could go check on her. Taking some slow deep breaths, I turned on the engine and spoke with Breanna as I made my way to the next hotel. She knew Jackson less than I did, so at least there was no new story of Jackson’s painful past. She felt bad about not knowing what to do to help, and I did my best to reassure her that she was helping. It wasn’t like I was making any damn progress.
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Chapter 2.
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“I’ve got to stop by the house to reassure Colson,” Jeremy said after we talked for a bit. “We’ve only sort of told the younger kids what’s happening, but Colson could tell things were worse than we were making them out to be. We had to tell him more than the others. He’s pretty worried. Do you mind calling Devin? He barely slept before heading out again early this morning. I’m concerned about him. I keep calling him, but he hangs up on me because he’s too worried he’ll get distracted talking and miss seeing Jackson if he happens to pass him.”

“Yeah. I’ll call him now. Make sure to take care of yourself. Have you eaten?”

“Mom’ll force food down my throat while I’m here.”

I heard a sad sigh.

“I can see Colson looking out the window. Mom has her hands full with the other kids. I gotta get in there. I’ll call you later.”

Glad Jeremy had such a supportive family, I let him go and called his brother. While I’d met both of them at the same time, I knew Devin less as he’d been away a lot.

“Rhett, I told you now isn’t a good time,” Devin snapped. Anger colored his words. “We’ve already agreed we were equally at fault for what happened. Let’s just leave it at that and try to keep our friendship. I’m still looking for my friend, I’ll try to visit—”

“It’s Liam,” I said a second time because he hadn’t heard me the first. Rhett. Wasn’t that the name of the person Devin had started dating recently? It sounded like they’d broken up.

“Shit, sorry. I thought it was Rhett calling back.” Devin was silent for a few moments. When he spoke again, his voice softened. “We broke up a few weeks ago. Or, well . . . I guess we were never really dating. I just thought we were.”

“Why didn’t you tell us?”

“Jeremy was about to get married, and we had to get him through the wedding, plus two weeks of putting up with Breanna’s family. It wasn’t a good time to talk about my small troubles.”

“It’s not a small thing to lose a partner. Even if you haven’t been together long. You’ve known him a while now even if you didn’t start dating until recently. It must have hurt you that . . .” Not quite sure what had happened between them, I trailed off.

“I was the idiot who thought we were dating. I guess we just went from friends to friends with benefits.”

The pain in his voice made my heart go out to him. I’d noticed that he was someone who yearned to be in love. The fact that he lost the person he cared about right before his brother married the love of his life must have been difficult.

“Anyway, how can I help you? I haven’t seen Jackson. I would text the group chat right away if I had.”

“I figured that. I’ve been checking on everyone to see how they’re holding up. Give me a minute, I’m at the next hotel.” Running in, I gave my usual explanation and left my number with the staff.

No one here was willing to bend the rules and check the database to see if Jackson was staying there. If only Jackson had taken his car, I could look for it in the hotel parking lots. Was he even at a hotel? He could be anywhere. My mind flashed to the lake again, and I shook my head. He wasn’t there. Couldn’t be there. I would not make myself go there and relive the nightmare of my youth.

Calling Devin back, I apologized for interrupting the conversation and explained what I’d been doing.

“That’s a smart idea. Why don’t I take a section of the city and stop by the hotels there? Driving around aimlessly looking for him isn’t working.”

Hearing Devin sniffle, I told him everything would be okay. My gut told me it wouldn’t be, and I told it to fuck off. I’d been through that too many times already. Jackson wouldn’t do that. Devin and I spoke for a while, keeping each other company as we checked hotels, but we didn’t know each other well and started running out of things to say.

“Is Lyla seeing anyone?” I asked, reaching for conversation topics now. “She hasn’t said anything, but I see a little smile playing on her lips now and again that makes me wonder.”

“Yeah. It’s a casual thing which is why she hasn’t told anyone. She has a bad tendency to self-sabotage herself in relationships. She never says anything unless things get serious, which she kind of never lets happen. I’ve met Jayden though. He seems real nice. I hope they decide to make a go of it.”

“Do you know if he’s taking care of her during this? She lives alone, and I hate the thought of her going home to an empty apartment right now.”

“She stayed at my place last night. Jayden’s only here for college and he had to go home a while back to look after his mom. She’s going through cancer treatments.”

“Oh.” My mind flashed to my mother. “Everyone’s going through so much right now.”

“We always get each other through everything, Liam. Don’t you worry. We’re going to—” Devin’s voice had started strong, but it cracked now, and he drew a shaky breath. “We’re going to find Jackson.” A panicked sound echoed through the phone. “He’s going to be okay.”

“Devin,” I said as he started sobbing loudly. “I need you to pull over and park the car. You can’t drive right now.”

“I have to find him.”

“We will find him,” I said with more conviction than I felt. “And when we do, he’ll be very upset if you’ve been in a car accident. I need you to pull the car over, Devin. Now. Please.”

The tension in my chest let go a little as I heard Devin’s car slow. He was pulling over somewhere. “Please tell me where you are.”

“No,” he said in a small voice. “I need you to keep looking for him. Please.”

I stayed on the phone with him through his breakdown and tried my best to calm him down, but he was inconsolable. He frustratingly wouldn’t tell me where he was, but he at least poured his heart out to me. I hoped talking helped him in some way. The way he spoke about Jackson confirmed a suspicion I had for a while, but there was nothing I could do about the situation right now except do my best to understand how Devin felt.

Texting with Devin’s parents because I worried about Devin being alone right now, his father told me he would go to Devin. He told me that because of Devin’s health problems, he had a tracking app on his phone, and he could find his son. Devin’s weeping broke my heart, but I stayed on the phone until his father, Thomas, took the phone from him.

“I’ve got him, Liam,” Thomas said. “Hey, you little rascal. What happened to teaming up today? You left the house before I woke up.”

Devin cried so hard that his breath struggled as he answered his father. “We can cover more ground separately.”

“We’re going to keep looking, but it’s doubtful we’ll find him by driving around. I want you to remember that he’s never gone missing for more than two days before. He’s going to come home soon, okay? Very soon.”

Hearing Thomas be such a good father brought tears to my eyes. What would it be like to have a father like that? At least I had Sana’s father now. But still, I couldn’t help but wonder how different my life might have been if I had affectionate parents when I was young. Letting Devin go now that his father was with him, I headed to another hotel.

Looking at the growing pile of tissues on the passenger floor, I stopped at a gas station and threw them in a bin before filling the gas tank. Where the hell is he hiding? Jeremy had tried pinging Jackson's phone, but he must have turned it on airplane mode, or it was out of power. I hoped it was on airplane mode. If it was out of power, I couldn’t let myself think about why.

An unknown number came up on my phone, and I raced to answer it in case it was Jackson on a public phone, but it was a message from Devin’s father. I should have recognized the number considering I’d just been texting with the man.

Thomas: Thanks for contacting me. He worked himself up pretty bad. I know he probably scared you, but I meant what I said. I expect Jackson to contact someone before midnight tonight. He understands we’re all worried about him. Sometimes his mental illness can make him go non-verbal, but he will contact someone, even if it’s through text.

Thomas’s message should have lessened my worry, but my gut continued telling me I had to find Jackson and find him now before it was too late. Freezing from the brief time it took me to gas up, I jumped into the car and turned on the seat warmer. Eyes sweeping the street for any sign of Jackson, I headed for another hotel. Alexia called to check on me as the day progressed.

“I don’t know what to do. I should have handled things differently. If only I’d—”

“Stop it,” she said. “Nothing you could have done would have prevented this. He was going through multiple things. Some we knew of; some we didn’t. This is not your fault. What matters is finding him.”

We talked for a while, and Alexia didn’t mind when I would put her on mute while I ran into yet another hotel to leave a message and hope this would be where I found Jackson. Visions of me randomly encountering him in the hotel lobby gave me a small amount of hope. I’d hug him and convince him to come home.

“You’re going to take a break and eat now,” Alexia said.

“I’m good to go for a while longer.”

“Liam.” The way she barked my name made my ears ring. “You will get something to eat right now and take at least a twenty-minute break. I’m so sorry I’m not there to help. I’m about to start my shift. Text me if you find him and call me if you need me. Go eat. I mean it. Send me a picture of what you get, so I know you ate something.”

“Don’t you Domme me,” I said, trying for some levity.

“Don’t you fucking backtalk me. Eat. Now.” The playful tone of her voice made me smile.

Catching myself about to say, “Love you too.” I blinked as a pang of emotion tightened my chest. I missed her so damn much and right now the ten-hour drive between us felt more like a thousand. “Yes, Miss,” I said and pulled over to a corner store to grab something to eat.

“Good boy.”
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I was sitting in my car eating a sandwich when Sana called. She spoke over me when I asked how she was.

“They found him. I’m short on details, but I’m texting you the address of the hospital he was taken to.”

Relief so sharp it hurt flooded me, and a sob wracked my chest. He’s alive.

“Do you know how he is? Are you with Marie?”

“I only know that he’s at a hospital. Olivia is with Marie. Liam, I need you to breathe. He’s alive. I don’t know if he’s hurt or not, but he is going to be okay. We’ll get him through this.”

Tossing my half-eaten sandwich onto the passenger seat, I got back on the road. “Get to them and delay Marie. I don’t want her to rush in there crying and upsetting him. She should be calm when she goes to see him. I’m heading to the hospital now.”

***
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Reaching the hospital, I parked in the first spot I found. Seeing the girls heading to the entrance, I sprinted to catch up to them. Catching Marie just inside the entrance, I hugged her tightly. She was exactly as distraught as I knew she would be, having spent the past two days blaming herself for Jackson disappearing. Struggling in my arms, she refused to be comforted.

“Marie. Marie! Look at me.” Keeping a firm grip on her, I gave her a shake. She looked terrible. I don’t think she slept at all. “Jackson only got here a short while ago. He needs a bit of time to settle. Going in there in tears and freaking out trying to apologize is not going to help him settle down. You’re going to go home with Olivia. Right now.”

She tried to head into the hospital. I wasn’t even sure she’d heard me. I yanked her right back to me, not caring that I was being rough, and made her look at me.

“No, listen to me. I know you’re desperate to apologize to him, but you’re too emotional right now. You’re going to go home, calm down, and come back tomorrow. I’ll stay with him and let him know you want to see him. He’s going to be okay. Maybe not today, but soon. You’re going to come here in the morning, and you’re going to be strong. You aren’t going to cry in front of him, and you aren’t going to apologize a million times. The two of you are going to talk. You both overreacted the other day. He realizes this. You need to as well. I’ll text you as soon as I know anything.”

“I do know he called the ambulance himself,” Grams said, rushing over to us. She took Marie’s hands into her own. “It’s a good sign. A really good sign.”

Dissolving into tears, Marie hugged her. Breath coming in quick bursts from her nose, Grams gave me a pleading look and I nodded, understanding what she needed. Satisfied, she turned her attention back to Marie. “I’m sorry, Marie, we can’t all go in. It’s not a regular hospital. Come with me. Liam’s going to go check on him.”

She’s scared to see how he is. I need to get in there.

I aimed them both at the door. “Marie, you’re going to leave now and do this for him. You have to calm down before you talk to him. I’ll tell him you love him.”

“Okay,” she said, voice hiccupping. She seemed mentally present at last. “Okay.”

Sana and Grams kept a tight hold on her and led her away.

“You go with them too, please,” I told Olivia.

“Can’t I see him, just for a second?” she asked. Her nose looked sore from crying so much.

“No, not yet. I don’t know what condition he’s in, and I don’t want to overwhelm him with people. I don’t even know if they’ll let me in. If they don’t, I’ll stay in the family room to be nearby in case he decides he wants company later. Please check with everyone to make sure they all know he’s been found. We don’t want anyone out there still worrying, okay? Call Devin first.”

“Okay.”

Trying not to tremble as I held her, I reassured her Jackson would be okay after he had some time to rest. Please let him be okay. Telling her I loved her, I asked her to catch up with the others. She pressed Jackson’s laptop into my hands and headed out.

Finding out which floor to go to, I rushed up. It was relieving when the person at the desk didn’t immediately bar me. Instead, she took the power cord for the laptop and asked me to wait at the desk while she checked to see if he wanted to see me.
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