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      Isabella Thorne is precisely that—a thorn in my side. For years, my best friend’s little sister has tagged along behind us, dogging our every step. She’s wildly independent and outspoken… and the most tempting woman I’ve ever met.

      

      When two young women disappear from her college campus, Izzy comes to me for help. She’s hell-bent on finding the truth, but I refuse to put her in danger. She means too much to me, and I’ll do everything in my power to keep her from doing something reckless—even if it means handcuffing the little hellion to my bed to keep her safe.
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      IZZY

      It was like she’d vanished into thin air. I glanced around the room, looking for my partner, but she was once again absent.

      Unlike most students, Nicole hadn’t skipped a single class this semester that I could recall. She was quiet and studious, the exemplary kind of student professors loved. But for the past two weeks, she’d been noticeably absent. I hadn’t thought much about it at first, but we had a group project due before midterms, and we hadn't even started on it.

      Pushing back my chair, I approached the professor’s desk.

      His dark eyes lifted to mine as I approached. “Miss Thorne. What can I do for you?”

      “I was wondering about Nicole. She's my partner for the project, and she hasn't been here for the last couple of weeks.”

      He lifted a brow my way. “Have you tried calling her?”

      “I have.” I had called, I had texted, I had even emailed her using the school directory. I hadn't heard a single thing. “I was actually wondering if she dropped the class.”

      Professor Crawford turned to his laptop and scrolled for several minutes before slowly shaking his head. “I don't have an official withdrawal.”

      My lips pressed together in a flat line. So she was just blowing it off. “What do I do about the project?”

      He offered a bland smile. “Unfortunately, everyone else is already paired up. You'll have to make do by yourself until Nicole comes back.”

      That was crap. When she finally showed up, and God only knew when that might be, I would have the project done and she would get credit for it. I shook my head. “I'd like to be by myself then, please.” If I was going to do all the work anyway, I’d rather be by myself than with a partner.

      Annoyance flickered over his features before he gave a curt nod. “As you wish. You'll have the same deadline as everyone else.”

      “Understood. Thank you, Professor.”

      The chime signaling the end of class rang out just as I made it back to my seat, and there was a flurry of movement as everyone packed up their bags.

      Leaving my things for the time being, I moved over to the table next to me. “Hey, have any of you seen Nicole recently?”

      One of the girls shook her head. “Sorry. Sucks that she bailed on you.”

      No kidding. I turned my gaze on the other three assembled there. “You guys hear anything from her?”

      A guy named Parker shook his head. “She’s in my statistics class, but I don’t think she’s been there the last couple weeks, either. If I see her, I’ll let her know you’re trying to get a hold of her.”

      I offered a small smile. “That would be great, thanks.”

      I tossed my textbook in my bag, then headed across campus toward the main building. My next class didn’t start for another fifty minutes, so I had time to burn. I had no desire to go all the way back to my dorm; I would just grab a coffee in the café and hang out until it was time to leave.

      My gaze swept the room as I entered the coffee shop, and I spied a few people I knew in the far back corner. My new roommate, Tasha, waved at me, and I returned the gesture to let her know I’d seen her. Though we’d only met a little over a month ago, Tasha seemed nice enough.

      My previous roommate had dropped out just before this semester had started, leaving me without a roommate. I’d already selected to have a double room, so administration had paired us up. Tasha was more the party type, so we didn’t see each other a whole lot. I liked to have a good time, but I wasn’t hanging out at the frat houses every night like she was.

      I hopped in line to order my coffee, my mind turning back to the situation with Nicole. Why hadn't she at least responded to let me know she wouldn't be attending class? That irked me more than anything—the fact that she chose to ignore me completely instead of just being upfront. There was no way she hadn’t seen my calls or messages—she just didn’t want to acknowledge me.

      Frustration burned through me as I stepped up to the counter and ordered my coffee. While I waited, I studied the people flowing around me. One of them surely knew Nicole. Maybe I could track her down that way.

      I let out a sigh. Though it might make me feel better, there was really no point. I’d gotten Professor Crawford’s approval to do the assignment by myself, so it didn’t matter whether I found her or not.

      The barista slid the coffee my way, and I thanked her with a smile before cutting across the room to my friends. My gaze landed on Brock, who smiled up at me.

      “Hey, Iz.” He slid over in the booth, making room for me.

      “Hey.” I offered a wan smile as I dropped into the seat next to him.

      His caramel-colored eyes swept over me. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.” I forced a smile, then changed my mind. “Do you know Nicole Ramsey?”

      He shook his head. “No, I don’t think so. Why?”

      A sigh filtered from my lips. “She hasn’t been in class for, like, two weeks. We’re supposed to be working on a project together, but I can’t get a hold of her. I thought she might have dropped out, but Crawford says he hasn’t seen an official withdrawal.”

      “I’m sorry.” He looped one arm around my shoulders. “Maybe she’s just taking some time off.”

      “Maybe, but she never struck me as that type of person. She’s kind of quiet, keeps to herself, but… I don’t know.” I shook my head. “Something about the whole thing bothers me.”

      His thumb drew little circles on my shoulder. “Don’t worry about it. Everything will be fine. Just get the project done by yourself, then take some time off for the holiday.”

      I automatically tensed as he continued, “Speaking of, I had an idea.”

      I had a feeling I knew exactly what he was going to say. He’d been hinting at it for weeks, and I’d been putting him off as long as possible. “Yeah? What’s that?”

      “You should come home with me over Thanksgiving. My parents really want to meet you.”

      I squirmed in my seat. I liked Brock, and he was an amazing guy, but despite my declaration to my family that I was considering marrying him, I was nowhere ready for that.

      For a jock, Brock Zimmerman was one of the nicest, most down-to-earth people I knew. He’d earned a scholarship to play basketball for the college, and his dark hair and soft brown eyes drew me in, made me feel safe and warm. But even though I’d told my entire family Brock and I were dating, it was a lie.

      We’d gone out a few times, even kissed, I just felt restless when I was with him, like we didn’t quite fit. I knew I had to be crazy, because on paper we were an almost perfect match. We liked the same music, enjoyed the same books and movies, and we always had fun when we hung out. But that’s all it was—fun. It felt like something was missing, the deeper connection a couple should share.

      Part of me felt guilty, because I knew he cared about me and wanted us to be a couple. It wasn’t that I wasn’t attracted to him—he was incredibly handsome and smart, and any girl would be lucky to have him. The problem was me. Specifically, the fact that I was hung up on a guy I could never have.

      There was only one man I’d ever truly wanted. Unfortunately, Aiden Blackwell was my brothers’ best friend, and eleven years older than me. He’d never seen me as anything more than Gray and Drew’s annoying little sister, but I’d crushed on him for years, hoping that one day he’d feel the same. He didn’t.

      Still, I wasn’t entirely ready to give up just yet. I wanted someone to make me feel the way Aiden did. I wanted to feel those flutters in my stomach each time they walked into the room, like him being there made everything better.

      I didn’t get that with Brock. Our kisses had been good but not spectacular. I often found myself comparing him to Aiden, and I hated myself for it. It wasn’t fair to him that I’d never given him a chance. I just needed some more time to work through everything and figure out exactly what I wanted.

      “Maybe.” I forced a small smile. “But Mama always has a big spread on Thanksgiving, so I’ll have to help.”

      “We could go to your parents’ place on Thursday, then drive out to my place for the weekend,” he offered.

      I sipped my coffee. “Yeah, maybe.”

      I could feel him studying me from the corner of my eye. I knew he sensed that something was off, but he was too nice to bring it up. That was one thing I both loved and hated about him. He always deferred to me, and he never pushed. Growing up with three brothers, I was used to everyone being in my business and pressing for answers.

      Being with Brock was totally different, and it was refreshing in a way. While my head screamed at me to commit to him, my heart wasn’t quite ready.

      Two very different paths stretched before me, leading to two very different men. But which to choose? The one who was safe, or the one I wanted?

      It felt like I was being pulled in two different directions, and I had no idea which way to go.
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      AIDEN

      I sensed her before I saw her. The air shifted, my lungs tightened, and something flickered in my chest. It was like this every time Isabella Thorne was even remotely close. I couldn't begin to explain it—like a chemical reaction between my body and hers. It was as if we were connected in some way, like my body and soul knew her in the most primitive way that one human could recognize another.

      Izzy was as much a part of me as the blood pumping through my veins. She'd owned my heart for years, though I would never admit it out loud. There were a million reasons we could never be together, not the least of which was the fact that she was almost eleven years younger. And my best friends’ little sister.

      I was already on my feet before the soft pad of footsteps reached the door to my office, and I drew in a deep breath, steeling myself for the sight of her. A mere second later her head popped around the doorway, a tentative smile on her face.

      I hated it. Once she'd been completely open and unreserved around me. But a few weeks ago my feelings for her had raged out of control, finally bubbling to the surface. I couldn't bring myself to be around her any more than absolutely necessary, and I knew she felt the shift between us.

      I hated that I was shutting her out, but I had to keep her at arms-length for my sanity. Being so close to her but knowing she would never be mine was too much to bear. There was no way I could explain to her why I'd cut myself so abruptly from her life, so I forced myself to pretend everything was okay, even when it felt like I was being torn apart.

      “Hey, Iz.” I forced a smile. “What's up?”

      She pointed toward Grayson’s office. “Is my brother out today?”

      “Yep.” I nodded. “I think he said something about wedding stuff with Claire.”

      “Oh, okay.” She pursed her lips, looking a little lost.

      My gut twisted into a tight knot. “You need something?”

      “Kind of.” She licked her lips. “I was hoping to talk to one of them, but Drew's not here either, so...”

      She looked up at me hopefully, and I swallowed hard. Christ. I'd never been able to deny her anything when she looked at me like that. Stepping back, making sure to keep plenty of space between us, I gestured to the chair in front of my desk. “Have a seat. Tell me what’s on your mind.”

      She glanced at the open door before sinking into the chair. The other officers would never suspect anything would happen between us. Izzy was the chief's sister, after all. But I didn't dare close us in together. Just having her this close was making all kinds of stupid thoughts ricochet through my brain, my body tensing as her chest rose and fell on a fortifying breath.

      I dropped into my chair to hide the fact that my body was incredibly happy to see her. “So?” I lifted a brow her way. “Is everything okay?”

      “I'm not sure.” She gave a slow shake of her head, then laughed a little. “I'm going to sound crazy, so just bear with me. This girl, Nicole, is in one of my classes, but she's been absent for more than two weeks.”

      “Okay?” I wasn't entirely sure where she was going with this. People skipped class all the time.

      Izzy rolled her eyes, and a huff of impatience escaped her lips. “She’s never missed class before—not once. I asked my professor about it, but he has no record of her withdrawing, and it's too late in the semester to change her schedule.”

      “Maybe she's not feeling well,” I said as I leaned back in my chair. “Or maybe she just needed a break.”

      Her lips pressed into a thin line as she regarded me with no small amount of disdain. “It's not just that. No one else has seen her—no one,” she emphasized. “I asked a few of my friends, people who know her. It's like... I don't know.”

      Izzy spread her hands wide. “Maybe it's nothing. Or maybe something bad happened to her. I don’t know, but I want to make sure she’s okay.”

      I mulled that over for a moment before leaning my elbows on the desk and staring at her. “Have you checked with administration, or reported it to campus security?”

      “Not yet.” She shook her head. “I wanted to get some advice.”

      I weighed my words, trying to decide exactly what I wanted to say. “How well do you know this girl?”

      Annoyance flickered over Izzy’s features. “We're not like best friends, but⁠—”

      I held up a hand. “Just hear me out. She's a grown woman. It's not at all uncommon for people to check out for a few days. Maybe something happened we don't know about. Sometimes life throws curve balls our way, and we need some time and space to process everything.”

      Hell, I knew that better than anyone. The source of my ire and secret desires was sitting across from me right now, obliterating my good intentions. I’d missed her so damn much over the past few weeks, and all I wanted to do was wrap my arms around her and tell her how I really felt—how I’d always felt. But I couldn’t.

      Izzy's mouth parted like she wanted to say something, but I continued before she could speak. “I completely understand where you're coming from. But if her family or boyfriend or friends had reported her missing, the college would know about it already.”

      Izzy’s face fell. “I guess.”

      A twinge of sympathy moved through my chest. She had the biggest heart of anyone I knew, and she'd definitely inherited the same protective genes as her brothers. She advocated for her friends and family, and she jumped at the chance to help any time someone was in trouble. To be entirely honest, I thought she was worrying herself over nothing, but I didn't want to hurt her feelings by writing her off.

      “I can't promise anything, but...” A hopeful glint filled her eyes as she peered across the desk at me, and the sight made my chest tighten painfully. “I'll see what I can find out.”

      Her shoulders fell on a relieved breath. “Thank you.”

      I nodded. “You're welcome.”

      “I'll try her room again, see if her roommate is there. Maybe she'll know something.”

      I offered a smile. “Maybe.”

      Izzy clenched the handles of her purse as she stood, then shifted awkwardly. “If there's anything else you need from me...”

      She let the sentence trail off, and my mind took a left turn into the gutter. There was so much I needed from her, too many things to count. But dwelling on the impossible only led to disappointment, and I'd had far too much of that recently.

      Shoving the thoughts away, I willed my arousal away before I rose to my feet. “I think I have enough information for now, thank you.”

      “Okay.” A tiny smile unfurled over her lips, and my heart flipped over in my chest. “Thanks, Aiden. You're the best.”

      Emotion lodged in my throat, and I swallowed it down. God, how I wished things were different. I wished those words held an entirely different meaning. She'd always looked up to me as a kind of older brother; it was the only reason she was here today. “Right. Well. I'll let you know what I find out.”

      “Thanks.” With that, Izzy pivoted and strode out of my office, taking every ounce of oxygen and my heart with her.
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      IZZY

      My stomach twisted into a knot as I glanced across the table to where Emery and Drew sat next to one another, heads bent close together. Just a few seats down, Gray and Claire sat together much the same way. Both couples looked deliriously happy, and while I was glad for them, the sight sent a spiral of jealousy straight through my heart.

      “Disgusting, isn't it?” Luke leaned close to my ear and whispered.

      I smiled despite the turmoil twisting my stomach into a pretzel. “I think it's cute,” I whispered back.

      And truly, I did. I just couldn't help hoping or wishing that I had the same thing. As if sensing my unease, Mama spoke up from the end of the table. “How is Brock, Isabella?”

      “Fine.” I stabbed a green bean and chewed methodically, hoping she would stop her line of questioning. She didn't.

      “You should bring him to dinner one of these days,” she encouraged, not for the first time.

      “Maybe.” I offered a tight smile. Ever since I had announced nearly a month ago that not only was I dating Brock, but that I also intended to marry him, Mama had been pressing me for details each time I saw her. I couldn't tell if it was because she was truly eager to see me get married, or because she was determined to call my bluff. Daddy and my brothers had no reservations telling me exactly what they thought.

      “I don't know why you feel the need to marry some guy you just met,” Luke complained.

      I swiveled my head to look at him. “Why wouldn't I? Maybe it’s time to start thinking about settling down. What about you? You're two years older than me, and⁠—”

      “Exactly,” he snapped. “I don't have plans to marry for a while yet, and neither should you.”

      I rolled my eyes and turned my attention back to my plate. The problem was, I had zero intention of marrying Brock. I wasn’t even sure I wanted to date him. But Luke didn't need to know that.

      I loved my brothers, but their incessant need to meddle in my business was exhausting. So far, Grayson was the only one who had kept his opinion to himself. In fact, though he hadn't come right out and said it, I had a feeling he encouraged me to follow my heart. Unfortunately, my heart led me to Aiden, who refused to acknowledge my existence.

      I had no idea what I could do to make him see me as a woman. Any positive outcome on that front seemed slimmer than ever, especially after yesterday's discussion with him. He seemed more than a little reluctant to help me, and I couldn't figure out if it was because he didn't believe my story, or if he just didn't want to be around me. Possibly both.

      I felt Emery’s eyes on me, but I kept my gaze fixed on my plate. I was terrified that if I looked at her, she’d see the envy I felt at being the only single one left. Luke didn’t count—he’d probably be a bachelor forever. But I wanted more. I wanted a happily-ever-after with a man who adored me. I wanted what my brothers had found with Claire and Emery.

      Thankfully, Grayson turned the topic to football, deflecting everyone's attention from me. After we were finished, I helped carry the plates to the kitchen where Mama and I loaded the dishwasher and washed the pans.

      My mother seemed to sense that something was bothering me, because she rested one hip on the cabinet as she dried the roasting pan I passed her way. “Do you wanna talk about it?”

      I forced a smile. “I’m glad Emery’s feeling better. Seems like everything is going well with her and Drew. I’m happy for them.”

      Mama was silent for a moment. “It's hard to see them together, isn't it?”

      I nodded, emotion clogging my throat. I’d been instrumental in bringing them together, and I truly was happy for them. I just wanted the same happiness for myself.

      My chest ached, and I rubbed one hand over my heart. “I feel so guilty,” I finally admitted. “I want to be happy for them, and I am happy for them, but I'm jealous of what they have. And as soon as I feel jealous, I start to feel guilty.”

      “It's only natural to feel that way,” Mama soothed. “You and Emery are best friends. It's normal to feel envious when someone starts to move on to the next phase of their life without you. But you know she'll always be your friend.”

      Rationally, I knew that. I was even the one who had pushed them together. “I know,” I said softly.

      “What about Brock?” she inquired. “Are things not going well?”

      I lifted one shoulder, staring sightlessly at the sudsy water in front of me. “Truthfully, I don't know. He's nice enough. He really is. He's been begging me to come meet his family, and he wants to meet you guys too.”

      “What's holding you back?”

      Aiden, whispered the little voice on my shoulder. But I could never admit that to her. I wasn't sure I'd be able to admit to anyone that I'd been in love with him for as long as I could remember.

      Grayson, Drew, and Aiden had been like the three musketeers when we were younger, and I followed them everywhere. Not only was Aiden friends with my brothers, but he worked with them, too. I had a feeling that Aiden’s nobility would never allow him to consider me as a potential girlfriend. He was too loyal to Grayson and Drew, and he would never want to disrespect them.

      Had he given any sort of indication that he wanted a relationship with me, I would've approached my brothers. But he hadn't. Not once. It was more than a little disconcerting, but I had no idea what to do about it.

      Over the past couple of years I’d dated a few men in the hopes that I would find someone who made me feel the way Aiden did, but I hadn't had any luck so far. Maybe I was being unrealistic. I'd been clinging to this crush for years; maybe it was time to let it go once and for all and move on.

      I turned to meet my mother’s gaze. “Am I too picky?”

      She studied me for a long moment before responding. “Out of all my children, I can say with certainty that you are the most stubborn.”

      My heart sank a little in my chest. That didn't exactly sound like a good thing.

      “But that's not a bad thing,” she continued. “In fact, it's the opposite. You know exactly what you want, and you won't settle for anything less. You've been that way since you were a baby. Once you make up your mind about something, you won't let anything deter you. It takes a lot of courage to do that.”

      Tears pricked my eyes, and I dropped my stare to the floor. I had a decision to make. Should I try to put myself out there for Aiden once and for all, or should I be happy with what I had and focus on Brock?

      “Just follow your heart,” she said quietly. “I know you'll do the right thing.”

      I gave a little nod. “Thanks, Mama.”

      She patted my shoulder, then set the dish towel on the counter. “I'm going to go check on your daddy. Come see me before you leave.”

      “I will.” I took my time finishing up the last of the dishes, then gathered my things. My mind turned back to school and, consequently, Nicole. I still hadn't heard from her, and my worry had only intensified. Though she hadn't been home last week when I stopped by, I still wanted to speak with her.

      I told Mama and Daddy goodbye, then headed toward Nicole's apartment. According to one of the girls I’d spoken with, Nicole lived off campus, about ten minutes away. I found the apartment complex with no difficulty and parked in a visitor’s space in front of her building. I tried to stay optimistic as I entered through the front door and headed up to the second floor, then strode halfway down the hall to the third door on the left.

      The knock echoed down the hallway, and I automatically tensed, shifting from foot to foot. I knew she wasn't going to answer. I had already resigned myself to not getting any answers when the door suddenly swung inward.

      I wasn't sure who was more surprised, me or the stranger inside the apartment. “I, um…” I glanced at the number on the door to make sure I’d come to the right apartment. “Is Nicole Ramsey here?”

      The woman shook her head. “No, sorry. I haven't seen her for a while.”

      “Are you her roommate?” I asked, tipping my head to one side as I studied her.

      She gave a little nod. “Yeah, I moved in about a month ago.”

      “My name is Izzy.” I held out a hand, and she shook it.

      “Selah.”

      “Nice to meet you.” I adjusted the strap of my purse on my shoulder. “I go to school with Nicole, and we're supposed to be working on a project together. She hasn't been in class for the last couple of weeks, and I can't get a hold of her. I was wondering if you might know where she is.”

      Selah lifted one shoulder, her mouth twisting into a slight grimace. “I couldn't tell you. I work a lot, so we barely see each other.”

      I nodded. “I'm just starting to get worried, is all.”

      “If I had to guess,” she offered, “I would say she's probably with her boyfriend.”

      “Who’s her boyfriend?” Nicole and I hadn't talked a lot, but she told me once that she wasn't seeing anyone.

      “I don't know his name,” Selah replied. “I assumed it was someone she went to school with. If you ask around, I'm sure you'll figure it out.”

      “I'll do that. Thanks.”

      “Sorry I couldn't help,” she said.

      “I appreciate it.” I shot her a little wave, then headed back to my car.

      This whole situation was looking worse by the minute. She hadn't been in school for several weeks, and not even her roommate had seen her. If she wasn't at school and she wasn't at home, where the hell was she?
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      I scrubbed one hand over my face as I stared at the computer screen in front of me. I still hadn't decided what to do about Izzy’s request yet. Over the past twenty-four hours, I’d done a little digging into Nicole’s life to see if anything stood out.

      Nicole Ramsey was of legal age and lived off campus in a small apartment building. Her work history was sporadic, several jobs overlapping the other, or with long spaces in between employment.

      That in itself didn't tell me a whole lot except that she never held down a single job for more than a few months at a time. It was entirely possible that, just like her work history, she found school to be tedious and tiresome. More than likely, she was taking a break and deciding if it was worth pursuing.

      I felt conflicted. Izzy was genuinely worried for Nicole's safety, so I didn't want to just write it off without at least checking. I felt like a glorified babysitter, trying to track down some flaky coed. As if I didn’t already have enough on my plate.

      I reached for the phone just as the door to my office opened and Chief Grayson Thorne stepped inside. Every muscle in my body tightened at the sight of my best friend, the man who happened to be Izzy's oldest brother.

      I smoothed my face into an expressionless mask as he dropped into a chair across from me. “Hey, what's up?”

      “Nothing.” He gave his head a little shake. “Haven't seen you for a while.”

      Guilt sliced through me. I’d been avoiding Sunday dinners at the Thornes' house because I couldn't bring myself to be around Izzy more than I had to be. “Sorry,” I murmured. “Things have been a little hectic.”

      He nodded, his probing gaze still fixed on mine. I curled my hand into a fist and dropped it to the desk. Had he heard about her coming to see me yesterday? Maybe I should just be upfront with him before he got suspicious. “Izzy was in here yesterday looking for you.”

      “Yeah?” He shrugged. “She never called or anything. What’d she need?”

      “A friend from college apparently hasn’t been in class for the past couple weeks.” He lifted a brow, and I sighed. “She’s worried something might have happened to her, so I told Iz I’d check into it.”

      “Good deal.” He dipped his chin in a small nod. “How's everything else coming along? Any news on the unidentified man from the photo?”

      I shook my head. “I'm still digging, but I haven’t found arrest records that match his description yet. I’ll reach out to some of the surrounding departments. Hopefully someone will recognize him.”

      Andrew Thorne, Gray's middle brother, had arrested Seth Stratton last month after he’d raped several women, leaving one dead. When the man escaped from jail, he'd kidnapped Drew's girlfriend Emery and held her hostage. According to Emery, a second man had shot Stratton before coming after her.

      Thank God, she had managed to escape before he’d reached the room where she was being held. In a strange twist, Stratton’s body had been found several days later, dead from a single bullet wound to the head, just as Emery had reported.

      Unfortunately, there was nothing to identify whoever had killed Stratton. He’d cleaned the cabin, leaving nothing behind. He’d even gone so far as to remove the bullet from Stratton’s brain to stall us on that forefront.

      The man seemed to have no intention of coming after Emery. He’d even sent her flowers while she was in the hospital. At least, we assumed they were from him. In the note, the sender had apologized for everything she’d sustained and wished her well.

      On all fronts, it seemed like whoever had killed Stratton hadn’t approved of his actions. In a strange way, the man had done us a favor by taking justice into his own hands. While it would have been better to let the police handle it, I was glad no more women were at risk. Stratton was gone, and that was all that mattered. We thought that was the end of it. We were wrong.

      A few days ago, our department received an envelope with two photos inside: one of Stratton postmortem, the other of an unidentified male. We could only assume that the photographs had been sent by the killer. The man had obviously been at the crime scene, but we hadn’t yet discovered the identity of the second male.

      Considering what had happened to Stratton, we were all concerned that his man would be the next victim. We needed to find him before he ended up dead, too.

      Gray rested his elbows on the chair and steepled his fingers. “Keep me posted.”

      “Will do.” I nodded my assent, but he didn't leave. The way he stared at me, like he could look straight into my soul, immediately put me on edge. “Something else on your mind, Chief?”

      “Actually, yeah.”

      He’d dismissed our earlier conversation about Izzy with relative ease. Had he been waiting, biding his time just waiting to confront me? Could he see how much I cared for her?

      He cleared his throat, and the sound scraped over my nerves. Oh, Jesus. He knew. I opened my mouth to speak, but he beat me to it.

      “I wanted to talk to you about the wedding.”

      I blinked. That wasn't at all what I'd been expecting. A relieved breath filtered through my nose, and the tension dissipated from between my shoulder blades. “What's up?”

      “I'd like you to be a groomsman, if you're interested.”

      “Are you sure?” My brows drew together. “I thought Drew and Luke were standing up with you?”

      “Drew is,” he confirmed. “But you're my best friend, and I'd like you to be there. Luke could care less whether he’s in the party or not.”

      He rolled his eyes. “The only reason he’ll even show up is so he can try to find some single chick to take home, and he can’t do that with Izzy on his arm.”

      My heart lurched, and a mass of conflicting emotions swirled in my chest. I could only imagine walking down the aisle, Izzy tucked in close to my side. My throat constricted at the mental image. It was too close to what I'd fantasized about for years. Izzy on my arm, becoming my wife, the mother of my children.

      I wasn't sure I could stand the torture. On the other hand, how could I not? I needed to see her. I wanted to see her all dressed up, wanted to hold her in my arms as we danced—just once.

      I was afraid every thought showed clear as day on my face, and I wiped my expression clean. No way could I ever let Gray know how I felt about her.

      He waited patiently for my response, and I shoved the impossible thoughts away. “I... Yeah. I'd be honored.”

      “Thanks. Well, I’ll let you get back to it.”

      I smiled wryly. “Yeah, thanks. I’ll see what I can dredge up.”

      With that, Gray disappeared, and I forced my attention back to the case at hand. My gaze raked over the photograph on the desk in front of me, and a heavy sigh filtered through my nose. We needed to find the man who killed Stratton, and the only way to do that was to find the man from the photograph before the killer did.

      My thoughts drifted to Izzy, and I closed my eyes. She’d texted me late yesterday afternoon, telling me that she'd stopped by Nicole's apartment. Apparently her roommate had been home but admitted that she hadn’t seen Nicole for quite a while herself.

      Blowing out a harsh breath, I grabbed up my phone. I found the number I was looking for in the directory, then waited for the call to connect.

      “Dresden Police Department.”

      “This is Lieutenant Aiden Blackwell,” I introduced myself. “I’m with Cedar Springs PD. Can I please speak with Detective Rodriguez?”

      There was a beep as the man put me on hold, then transferred me to the detective. “Rodriguez,” came a voice a few seconds later.

      I reintroduced myself to the man.

      “What can I do for you?” he asked.

      “I'm hoping you can help me with a couple of things.” I briefed him on the recent issue with Stratton.

      “A few days ago, I received an envelope with two photographs inside. One was of Stratton postmortem. His name was labeled on the back. But there was a second photograph as well—a man we haven't been able to identify. Judging from Stratton's behavior, there's a good chance this guy could be involved somehow. He's never been picked up in Lincoln County, but I was hoping you could check your database to see if he looks familiar.”

      “No problem,” Rodriguez responded. “Send me an email and I'll see what I can do.”

      He rattled off the address, and I sent the picture over, speaking as I did so. “One last thing. A woman from Wesleyan College appears to have gone missing. According to a classmate, she hasn't attended in more than two weeks. I know it's a stretch, but I was wondering if you’d had any missing persons over the last few weeks.”

      The man was silent for a moment. “And the person who reported her missing?”

      “A fellow classmate.” I scrubbed at the back of my neck. “She's a… family friend.”

      “I see.”

      There was a wealth of meaning in those two words, and I beat back the urge to explain my situation with Izzy.

      “Description?”

      I passed along the information Izzy had given me when she stopped in. “All right,” he replied. “I'll check and get back to you soon.”

      “I appreciate it.” I hung up, then threw myself into checking every lead I could think of to find the man in the photograph. A little over an hour later my phone rang, and I grabbed it up, thankful for the reprieve. “Blackwell.”

      “It's Detective Rodriguez,” he stated. “Good news and bad news. No one matching the woman’s description has been reported missing. And we don't have any deaths for that timeframe either.”

      While it was a good thing that Nicole wasn't dead or missing, it still left us without any idea where she might be. “Thanks, I'll pass it along.”

      “If your friend is concerned, she may want to consider filing an official report.”

      “We might have to do that. Thanks for checking.”

      I truly hadn’t expected anything else, but it was still a disappointment. My leg jiggled nervously as I debated my options. Well, I wasn't making any headway with the Stratton case anyway. I tapped the end of my pen on the desk then tossed it down and grabbed up my phone again. Before I could think better of it, I hit speed dial, my stomach flip-flopping as I waited anxiously for the call to connect.

      “Hello?” Izzy's sweet voice filtered through the line and the breath eased from my lungs.

      “You busy?”

      Her confusion was palpable as a brief silence fell, and every muscle vibrated with restless energy as I waited for her response. Finally, she spoke. “No?”

      It was more of a question than a statement, but it was good enough. “Get ready. I'll be there in thirty.”
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      Aiden gave me a nod, and I turned to the detective seated across the table. “My name is Isabella Thorne, and I attend Wesleyan College. A woman in one of my classes has been absent for several weeks. At first, I didn't think much of it,” I admitted at the detective’s dubious expression.

      “Actually, I was kind of irritated because we were supposed to be working on a project together, and I thought she'd been avoiding my calls. But I kept calling and texting, and she never answered.”

      I slid a look Aiden’s way, and he dipped his chin, a silent encouragement to continue. “I started to get worried, so I asked Lt. Blackwell what to do.”

      Detective Rodriguez nodded. “He spoke with us to see if a woman matching her description had been reported missing.”

      I knew that; Aiden had filled me in on the way here. He seemed to be taking this seriously and I was immensely relieved. I knew the detective didn't believe me, but having Aiden next to me gave me the confidence to press forward. I was grateful that she wasn't listed as missing or worse, dead, but I still needed to make sure she was okay.

      “Tell me, though, Miss Thorne—why would you assume something was wrong? She's of legal age, and it's not uncommon for college students especially to skip class.”

      It was the same thing Aiden had told me, but from Rodriguez it felt more like an admonishment. I opened my mouth to speak, but Aiden’s knee bumped mine under the table, a silent cue to not lose my temper. I immediately bit back the retort that had jumped to my tongue.

      “I understand why you would think that,” I said as tactfully as possible. “But when I spoke with several acquaintances, they'd all denied seeing her recently. None have seen her in their classes, and none have spoken with her. It’s like she just… disappeared. I gave it some time, just like Lt. Blackwell suggested, then visited her apartment. Even her roommate hasn't seen her for weeks.”

      Rodriguez's eyes narrowed, and I felt my blood congeal in my veins. “Why didn't her roommate report her missing?”

      Shit. I couldn't very well tell them what her roommate had confided—that she'd been acting strange and had been gone more and more often. If they learned of her change in behavior, they certainly wouldn't look into it. I knew something was wrong, and I needed to figure out what had happened to her.

      “I'm not entirely certain,” I said evasively. “Her roommate—Selah—mentioned that she works a lot and their paths don't always cross.”

      Well, that wasn't a complete lie. Rodriguez steepled his fingers together as he regarded me in silence for several long moments. “Anything else?”

      I shook my head. “No. I'm just worried about her.”

      “That's understandable.” He absently tapped the blotter on his desk. “We can look into it, but I can't promise you any more than that.”
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