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      Vanessa Chesterton-Avery ran down the dim hall and skidded to a stop in front of her oldest daughter’s room.

      Chris caught up to her. “Where’s the body?”

      “It was right here.” She pointed to the floor in front of her.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes,” Vanessa said, sweat breaking out around her forehead.

      “Where is it now?”

      “I have no idea.”

      “He couldn’t have been dead.”

      “I watched him die,” Vanessa said. In fact, she couldn’t get the image out of her mind. She probably wouldn’t ever unsee the life fading from Cortez’s eyes.

      Chris drew a deep breath. “Then what happened to the body?”

      A horrifying thought clawed at her. She gasped at the thought.

      “What?” Her husband took a protective stance, looking around.

      She struggled to say the words. “What if … if the guard found him?”

      He glanced down the other end of the long hallway. “I don’t see anyone on post.”

      “It’s the switch shift.”

      Chris visibly relaxed. “Okay, so they’re downstairs talking to each other. They wouldn’t move a corpse.”

      “You sure about that?”

      “Yes. They’d call the sheriff.”

      “Then where is Cortez?” Vanessa asked, struggling to keep her voice down. The last thing they needed was to wake any of the seven kids.

      Everyone was finally starting to blend into a family, even if it didn’t look normal. They were making progress. Bringing the kids into something like this would put all of that at risk. People could turn on each other and all gained trust could be lost. She and Chris had worked so hard over the summer to bring the two families together.

      “He has to be alive,” Chris said.

      “No. He can’t be. I saw him die.” She struggled to breathe, to make sense of the missing body. “If someone found him and dragged him off, they couldn’t have gone far. We can find them.”

      It was true. It had only taken her a few minutes to wake Chris and explain that they needed to do something with the corpse. Then they’d come out here.

      “Or he could’ve walked away,” Chris said.

      “That would be impossible. He was crawling when I found him. Already weak. He wanted Hope to find him dead, to think she’d killed him.”

      Chris frowned. “I don’t know what happened, but we need to figure it out. Now.”

      She grabbed his arm. “Let’s go.”

      “We should split up. We’ll cover more ground.”

      She stiffened at the thought of walking through their old, large house on her own. Someone else was somewhere, and everything was dark.

      Plus she was dealing with the fact that she’d just killed Cortez. He’d been almost dead already, thanks to Hope. He’d abducted her, and she’d fought back. Wounded him severely. And with everyone on Recluse Island looking for him, he couldn’t go to anyone for help.

      Instead, he’d come here. To their home, to Hope’s bedroom door wanting her to see him die. To live with remorse.

      But there was no way Vanessa was going to let him wrack her daughter with that kind of guilt.

      Vanessa had killed the monster, and she would have to live with what she’d done. If it protected her child, it was worth it. Even if now she was a killer.

      She’d taken a life.

      The reality of what she’d done took her breath away. She leaned against the nearest wall for support.

      “Vanessa, are you okay?” Chris asked.

      “I took a life.”

      “Maybe not.”

      “I did!” She glared at him. “I watched him die, and he wasn’t faking.”

      “Okay. Let’s figure out where his body is.”

      “Someone’s in our house. I don’t want to search alone.”

      “Do you want to ask the guard to help us?”

      “No. I’m not telling anyone what I did. I want us to look together.”

      “We’ll lose time and cover less ground, but if that would make you feel better let’s do it.”

      Relief washed through her. “Thank you.”

      He kissed her cheek. “Let’s be quick.”

      They hurried through the halls on the second floor until they made their way back to Hope’s door. They’d found nothing.

      Now a guard stood with his back to them at the other end of the hall.

      Dead bodies didn’t walk away.

      There was also no way in and out of their house. They’d found and sealed secret passages leading from their home to the other wings of the massive hotel that their house was attached to. Not only that, but they had guards posted and security cameras in the hotel, outside their home.

      For all the good that had done. Cortez had still managed to get inside.

      To Hope’s room.

      What if Vanessa hadn’t found him first?

      “Let’s check the other levels,” Chris said.

      Exhaustion squeezed every inch of her body. But they had no other option. Somebody had moved Cortez’s corpse, and they had to find that person.

      After an hour of searching, they were no better off than before. They hadn’t found anyone, dead or alive.

      “Could it have been a dream?” Chris asked, once they were back where Vanessa had left the body.

      “You don’t think I know the difference between a dream and reality?”

      “That isn’t what I said. Sometimes dreams can seem realistic.”

      “I’d know if I only dreamed about killing my daughter’s stalker.”

      “I’m not making a value judgment against you,” he said. “I’m only trying to figure out what happened.”

      “Either you believe me, or you don’t. Which is it?”

      “Of course I believe you.”

      “Then I don’t want to hear anything about Cortez not being dead. Someone moved him. That’s the only explanation.”

      “Let’s speak with the guard.”

      “And say what? That I killed a former hotel employee?”

      “No. We’ll ask him if he heard or saw anything unusual.”

      “Don’t you think he’d have said something? That’s his job.”

      “There’s only one way to find out.”

      She didn’t have the energy to deal with the conversation, so she leaned against the wall and watched as Chris made his way down the long, dim hallway. Their voices carried, but she couldn’t make out anything said.

      What happened to Cortez’s corpse? He’d somehow, in his injured state, found his way inside their home and up to the second-floor hallway to Hope’s door.

      Then Vanessa had cut off his air supply. He died. There was no question.

      Chris returned. “He said he’d keep an extra watchful eye out tonight, but he hasn’t seen anything, and the other guard didn’t mention noticing anything unusual.”

      “What’d you tell him?”

      “I said you heard something and are worried.”

      “Nothing more?” she asked.

      “What else could I say? That we lost a dead body?”

      “Not so loud.” She glared at him.

      “He can’t hear us from here.”

      “What are we going to do?” she asked.

      “Let’s get some sleep and figure it out in the morning.”

      Tears blurred her vision. “Sleep? Someone is in our home.”

      “And they’ve probably left.”

      “With Cortez?” she asked.

      “That’s the only thing that makes sense, assuming he’s dead.”

      She stepped away from him. “You don’t believe me.”

      “I do. You think you killed Cortez. It looked believable. But then he woke up after losing consciousness. He crawled away and is hiding. He isn’t a danger to anyone in his condition. You and I both need rest.”

      Vanessa glared at him.

      “If you didn’t kill him, that’s good news. His death isn’t on you or Hope. What more could we ask for? And even if he is dead, you did the world a favor. You’re a hero.”

      “Do you really believe that?” she snapped. “You’ve killed two men, both who deserved it. Are you telling me you have no guilt? Do you feel like a hero?”

      He didn’t answer.

      Because they both knew the answer to that question.

      It was why he kept turning to alcohol, to numb pain he didn’t want to feel.

      “I had to protect Hope from that,” Vanessa said. “That’s why I did it. If he died due to the injuries she’d inflicted on him — even though he was threatening to kill her — she would live with insufferable guilt. I know she seems tough, but she’s softhearted. This would destroy her.”

      “You’re going to tell her that you killed him?” he asked.

      “If we find and hide the corpse, she’ll think he ran away somewhere.”

      “And always have to look over her shoulder.”

      Vanessa tugged on her hair. There was no easy answer.

      “That’s what would happen,” he said. “But we don’t even have a body. I don’t think you actually killed him. He probably crawled away and is hiding somewhere. It would be easy to miss him in the dark. But the good news is, he’s not a danger to anyone in his state. We’ll look again in the morning.”

      Vanessa blinked back tears. She wanted to insist that she’d killed Cortez, but what if Chris was right? Him crawling off made a lot more sense than someone else finding and hiding his corpse.

      “Are you good with getting some sleep, and dealing with this in the morning?”

      “Okay.” She had no energy left anyway. There was no point in arguing any further.

      “It’ll be fine. I promise.”

      Nothing would ever be fine again.
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      Hope pressed her ear to the crack under the door and listened, barely able to hear anything over the sound of her pulse drumming. She took deep breaths and calmed herself.

      The hallway was quiet. Mom and Chris had finally stopped talking. But that didn’t mean they had left. They could still be out there.

      She needed to get into the hall.

      It was too hard to think. Her mind and her heart both raced out of control.

      Now she was guilty of multiple crimes.

      This had escalated beyond being in over her head. She was drowning. In quicksand.

      It was no time to lose her mind. Had to think. Hold everything together.

      Deep breaths.

      She could do this.

      Hope yanked open her closet door.

      The sight of Cortez’s body made her jump, even though she knew he — it — was there.

      He’d come to her room to die.

      But why? To see her one last time? Or to throw his death in her face? They both knew it was her that killed him, not that he’d given her any other choice. Dragging her away, threatening her. Said if he couldn’t have her, nobody could.

      His plan might’ve been to kill her since the moment he laid eyes on her.

      But now she had his dead corpse in her closet.

      She shouldn’t have dragged him into her room. But what else was she supposed to do? If she left it there, one of the other kids could walk out and find it. She was the oldest; she had to protect the others.

      Plus, she was the one who had killed him. She’d stabbed him to save her own life. And though he hadn’t died right away, that was what had ended him.

      She was a killer.

      What now?

      Maybe she should tell Mom.

      No. She couldn’t live with her thinking of her as a killer.

      She had to figure this out on her own. But what was she supposed to do with the body?

      It was going to start smelling at some point. And it was heavy. Moving it would be no small task.

      Why did Cortez have to come and die in front of her room? Selfish to the end. Now she had to deal with it.

      She should’ve called the police, or at least told Mom and Chris. But she’d moved it. Gotten her fingerprints all over it.

      Now she was in too deep. This was all on her to take care of. And she could, if Mom and Chris would ever leave the hall. Then she could at least move it somewhere else.

      There was also the matter of the guard, but those guys usually had their backs to the bedrooms. They thought someone could only come by way of the stairs.

      Obviously not. Cortez had proven that much. He’d gotten in somehow, even though he was almost dead.

      He had to have used a secret passage. That was the only explanation — the only way into the house was with the new keycards. Chris had sealed the secret passage they’d found.

      That meant there was at least one they’d missed.

      But how did Cortez get past the cameras outside?

      That was something only the dead guy could answer. The good news was that he was likely to be the last person to know about the secret passage he’d used. No one else would be able to get in without anyone from their family knowing.

      Now she had to deal with his corpse.

      Maybe she should call the police. The sheriff thought he was already dead when he did his investigation because of all the blood Cortez left behind after she’d defended herself against him.

      But he’d lived this long after her ordeal. Could something else have killed him? Or had he been that determined to get back to Hope to finish her off?

      She shuddered at the thought. It was the only explanation.

      Not that it mattered. She’d moved his dead body, and she was pretty sure that had to be a crime.

      It was in her closet under a blanket. Now he was probably covered in evidence that would link back to her. And not just them fighting in the abandoned part of the hotel.

      She shouldn’t have brought him in here. But she had. And she would have to woman up and deal with what she’d done.

      That meant getting rid of him, putting him somewhere nobody would ever find him.

      But where? Somehow she would need to get him out of the building without being seen. That would be impossible with all the new security.

      Maybe she could put him back in the hall and then call the police. At least she’d be doing the right thing. Yeah, that was what she needed to do. Put him back. Tell the guard. Then he could deal with it.

      That was the best idea. No one would know she’d moved it. He wasn’t bleeding, there weren’t any drag marks.

      But first, she had to wait for her mom and Chris to leave the hallway.

      She listened again.

      Quiet.

      Hope opened the door slowly and stepped outside. Faked a yawn, looked around.

      Mom leaned against a wall, like her life depended on holding it up.

      “What are you doing?” Hope asked, trying to sound surprised to see her. “You scared me.”

      “Why are you up?” Mom asked, looking her over.

      “I have to go to the bathroom. Why are you standing out here in the middle of the night?”

      “I’m, uh, just waiting for Chris.”

      “Not in your room?”

      “Well, I heard something. He’s checking it out.”

      “And you’re here because …?”

      Mom wrung her hands together. “Making sure you kids are safe.”

      “Why wouldn’t we be? You’re scaring me.” At least she didn’t have to fake being freaked out.

      “Something made the noise. I want to make sure you kids are okay.”

      She had probably heard Hope bringing the body into her room. Or maybe she’d heard Cortez before he died.

      Mom might figure out that she had it.

      Hope let out a little gasp.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Mom said. “Just use the bathroom and go back to bed. It’s probably nothing. You know how I am, always worrying.”

      “You should get some sleep too, Mom. Don’t you have that interview tomorrow?”

      “It isn’t an interview. They already hired me. I’m just going to meet my coworkers and get a tour of the school.”

      “You need to be at the top of your game tomorrow. Go to bed. I’ll wait for Chris.” Hope tugged on Mom’s arm.

      She pulled away. “I’ll be fine. I need to make sure you kids are safe.”

      Hope struggled to keep her voice steady. “We are safe. If anything goes wrong, that guard is just over there.”

      “Why do you sound like the parent?” Mom asked.

      “Because someone needs to think about you.” Hope looped her arm around Mom’s and pulled her toward the room she and Chris had been staying in since Cortez attacked her. Their bedroom was downstairs, but after Cortez attacked her, they’d been hovering to the point of sleeping near the kids.

      “Don’t worry about me,” Mom said, and pulled away. “I’m supposed to be thinking about you, and you need sleep.”

      Hope stood tall and put her hands on her hips and did her best to keep her tone lighthearted. “So do you. Now get to bed, young lady.”

      “You’re not actually the parent, and you need to get to bed.”

      Hope resisted the urge to scream. Would her mother never leave the hallway?

      “Please,” she begged. “Just get some rest. Seriously, the guard will keep us safe.”

      “Why are you so eager to get rid of me?” Mom asked, lifting a brow.

      “I’m not.”

      Mom stepped closer, studying her. “Are you okay? You look flushed.”

      Hope stepped back, a headache starting to form near her temples. “I’m not. It’s just the lighting. The nightlights make everything look pink.”

      “I don’t think so.” Mom reached out and pressed the back of her hand against Hope’s forehead. “You’re cold and clammy. Are you sick?”

      “No.” Hope’s voice cracked as she struggled to fight tears.

      “What’s the matter, then?” Mom asked, feeling her cheeks.

      “Nothing.” Hope stepped back. “I just have to go to the bathroom, and when I come out, you’d better be in your room. This is crazy. You have your interview to think about.”

      Mom sighed. “Tell me what’s wrong. You’re acting really strange.”

      Hope started to deny it, but stopped herself. She needed a new angle, and fast. “I want you to be my cheer coach, but if you mess that up tomorrow because you’re tired, that’ll never happen.”

      “I appreciate that, but why are you so clammy? You sound near tears.”

      Hope twisted a strand of hair around a finger and tried to think of something that would put Mom’s mind at ease.

      So Hope could get rid of Cortez’s body.

      “What’s wrong with me?” Hope asked. “It’s late, and we’re both tired. That’s what. And I’m really worried that if you mess up the interview tomorrow, the high school won’t have a cheer coach. Then I won’t be able to cheer my senior year. That would ruin everything. You’re basically trying to destroy my life by staying out here in the hall.”

      “Hope,” Mom said, her tone holding a warning.

      “I’m serious. Why don’t you care about my senior year? I already have to switch schools, now this. If I don’t cheer, what will I do about my college applications?”

      “Exaggerate much?”

      “Not at all. There’s a lot hanging on you becoming the cheer coach.”

      Mom sighed. “What happened to you having to use the bathroom?”

      “I still do, but I also need you to get some sleep. Will you be in bed when I get out?”

      She didn’t answer.

      “I’ll take that as a yes.” Hope stepped toward the bathroom.

      Chris came around the corner. He gave Hope a double-take. “What are you doing up?”

      “I have to take care of a girl issue.”

      “Hurry up, then go back to sleep.”

      “You guys, too.” Hope went into the bathroom, but kept the door cracked. Waited.

      Mom and Chris whispered too quietly for her to hear anything. Went into their room.

      Finally.

      With any luck they’d go to sleep soon.

      She hurried back to her room. Pulling Cortez out into the hall was more work than bringing him in. He was really heavy. That must’ve been what people meant by the saying ‘dead weight.’

      She wiped sweat from her brows and struggled to catch her breath. If it was this hard to move him such a short distance, how long would it take to get him anywhere else?

      It didn’t matter. She’d do whatever it took. By determination and will. Not to mention, she was strong. She’d been doing gymnastics and cheer her whole life.

      It was as if she’d been preparing for this very moment.

      Her throat was already parched. She needed water to pull this off.

      She looked around. No one was in sight, other than the guard. His back was to her, and even if he turned around, he wouldn’t likely notice Cortez from that distance in the dim light.

      Heart pounding, Hope went back into her room and found a water bottle. Even after downing it, her throat was still dry. She needed to be hydrated.

      There had to be another bottle somewhere. She dug around her things and finally found one. Guzzled it as quickly as the first.

      Now she was ready for the job ahead of her. Or at least as ready as she could be.

      Even though she didn’t know where she would move Cortez.

      She returned to the hallway.

      The body was gone.
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      Vanessa stifled another yawn, sipped her coffee, and picked at her food.

      She’d had plenty of bad nights’ sleep before, but nothing compared to last night. After going to bed, she’d tossed and turned, her mind spinning out of control. Images of Cortez dying flashed on repeat.

      If he’d really died.

      He had. She wasn’t going to let Chris’s doubts get to her. No, she hadn’t checked for a pulse, but he was dead. He’d stopped moving, the light had gone from his eyes. There was no life in him.

      She’d kept him from getting to Hope. That was all that mattered.

      That and the fact that his body was missing.

      There was also the matter of whether to tell the kids. They were all enjoying the summer, making the most of all the luxury hotel had to offer. Free movies, theater, bowling, dancing, food, and so much more.

      They’d struck the jackpot moving here. If only people would stop dying. First the lead manager, then the head of maintenance, and now Cortez. All within a couple of months.

      It was too much for the kids. They already knew some details of the deaths, but not everything. Definitely not that Chris killed Norm or that Vanessa killed his son.

      She couldn’t let them find out.

      Unless Hope was dealing with guilt, thinking she had killed Cortez. That might explain her behavior the night before.

      Telling her what Vanessa had done might help. But would she risk making things worse?

      Hope had been so fragile last night. Even if telling her about Cortez was the right thing to do, the timing was wrong. Her daughter needed to be stronger. Or would finding out she hadn’t killed him help?

      It was so hard to know.

      She needed an outside opinion. But that wouldn’t happen. She couldn’t tell anyone about the killings.

      If only they could find the body and let the sheriff take it from there.

      Then it would be out of her hands. Things could work out as they were supposed to.

      But they didn’t have the corpse. And Chris was sure Cortez was still alive.

      If he was right, he’d probably kill the kid himself. What was one more, at this point? He’d already killed two people.

      “Vanessa?” Chris’s voice pulled her from her thoughts.

      She turned her attention back to the table where they were eating breakfast with the kids. Living in a hotel had its benefits, and that included ordering in food. She’d resisted at first, but eventually figured out how much time it saved her not having to cook. Which was especially helpful on mornings like this.

      “Yes?” she asked.

      “What time do you need to leave for your appointment?”

      “Around lunch. Maybe I can squeeze in a nap.”

      “You do look tired, Mom,” Winter said.

      She could always count on the ten-year-old twins to be honest.

      “I didn’t sleep well.” She turned to Hope. “How are you? You woke up in the middle of the night, too.”

      “I’m fine.” Hope didn’t look any worse for the wear, but she was also the queen of applying makeup. She even posted instructional videos so other girls could learn her tactics. Social media was her life.

      No one was particularly chatty this morning. Vanessa didn’t have it in her to ask questions or get anyone else interacting. Her body was begging for more sleep, and her mind wouldn’t stop with the images of Cortez dying. Plus, there was the matter of trying to figure out where the corpse was.

      If he was actually dead.

      What if Chris was right, and he’d been faking? She hadn’t checked his pulse. Not only that, but he had also managed to break into their home multiple times when it was supposedly impossible. They even had security guards. What else did they need to do to keep him out?

      The thought of him still being somewhere in the house gave her the chills — whether he was dead or alive. If he’d crawled away somewhere else to die, the body would soon rot.

      A whole new problem.

      If he’d stayed where she’d left him, then Chris could’ve helped her move the corpse. Together, they could’ve buried him properly so no one would ever find him. Unlike with Norm, Cortez’s father. They would do better.

      Or he could’ve talked her into calling the sheriff. If she’d done that in the first place, they wouldn’t be in this mess.

      The investigation into Norm’s death was still going strong. The sheriff continued questioning them, but didn’t seem to have anything solid to go on. Chris was the last person to see him alive, so he was naturally the biggest person of interest. He’d also just fired the man for theft. That gave them a lot of reason to suspect him.

      But as far as the police were concerned, that was all circumstantial. There was nothing solid enough for them to issue an arrest.

      Things would surely intensify with Cortez. The police were already looking for him, but they didn’t hold out much hope of him still being alive. They knew that Hope had stabbed him — they’d seen the pool of blood and assumed he’d fled, but said he wouldn’t make it without medical help.

      But now things had taken a whole new turn. Somehow Cortez had managed to keep himself alive for a full week with blood loss, which clearly wasn’t as significant as the police made it sound.

      Had he also managed to survive Vanessa suffocating him?

      Anything was possible at this point. And if she was being honest with herself, the thought that she hadn’t killed him was a relief. If that were the case, then maybe last night would be her last sleepless one. She could rest easy after this, knowing she wasn’t a killer.

      But they needed to find Cortez first, in whatever state he was in. He was either alive and wanted revenge, or he was dead and would soon start to stink.

      Vanessa brought her attention back to her barely touched breakfast. Looked around the table. Most of the kids had left while she was deep in thought. Only Chris, Hope, and Blake remained.

      They all looked lost in thought, too. Blake had dark circles under his eyes. Had he slept badly also?

      Chris could be thinking about anything. Norm’s investigation. The Cortez situation. Who knew what else?

      “Do you have any big plans today?” Vanessa asked Blake.

      He blinked a few times before turning to her. “Not really. I’m pretty tired.”

      Hope yawned. “Seems to be a lot of that going on today.”

      Vanessa fought it, but yawned in response to her daughter’s. “It does seem that way. At least it’s summertime. The days are practically made for napping.”

      Blake nodded. “Sounds good to me.”

      “I’ll look into the dates for the sports tryouts while I’m at the school,” Vanessa said. “I’ll let you kids know what I find out.”

      “I don’t play any sports,” Blake said. “But thanks.”

      “And I don’t have to worry about cheer tryouts,” Hope said. “I have a shoo-in, right, coach?”

      “You still have to try out. Though I doubt you’ll have any problems. Just make sure you get enough sleep the night before.”

      “Obviously.”

      Vanessa turned back to Blake. “Why are you so tired this morning?”

      He rubbed his eyes. “Guess I stayed up too late playing video games. Lost track of time again.”

      “Remember my idea to set a timer?” Chris asked.

      “Next time.” Blake rubbed his eyes. “I think maybe I’ll take that nap now.”

      “Same.” Hope rose. “I’m too tired to think.”

      “You two need to start going to bed earlier,” Chris said. “Those early school mornings are going to hit hard if you’re not used to them.”

      “Sure, Dad,” Blake said. He and Hope headed upstairs.

      Chris put his hand on Vanessa’s. “How are you holding up?”

      “Exhausted. This is the worst possible day for my appointment.”

      “Can you reschedule?”

      “Do you know how bad that would look? I haven’t even started, and I’m putting off work? No.”

      “Then take a nap. I’ll look around some more. Maybe I’ll find something in the light that we missed before.” He took her hand and led them to their bedroom, closing and locking the door behind them.

      “What are we going to do if we find him alive?” she asked.

      “We’ll call the sheriff.”

      “You think that’s a good idea?” Vanessa’s heart clawed its way up her throat. “He could tell someone I smothered him.”

      “He’s delusional. Lost a lot of blood. Nobody’ll take him seriously.”

      “But there has to be proof — fingerprints, bruises, or something.”

      “He attacked you, just like he did Hope.”

      It startled her how easily he came up with the lie.

      “Cortez couldn’t even walk,” she said. “He was no threat — only to Hope’s sanity.”

      “The police don’t know that. It’s your word against his, and who are they going to believe?”

      “Depends on the evidence, which isn’t in my favor since I tried smothering him.”

      “Tried? I thought you were adamant he’s dead?”

      She shrugged. “Now I’m not so sure. You make valid points.”

      Chris gave her a quick kiss. “Get some sleep. What time do you want me to wake you?”

      She did the mental math to figure out how long it would take her to get ready and drive into town. “In about two hours, but I’ll set my alarm. You don’t need to worry about waking me.”

      “I’ll check to make sure you’re up.” He pulled the covers up for her. “In the meantime, I’m going to look around the house some more.”

      Vanessa climbed into bed, fatigue blanketing her like a fog.

      Chris said something, but she couldn’t make sense of it as she gave into sleep.
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