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      The group of seven men in the dim room snapped to attention once Five Fingers entered.

      “What are you doing here?” asked Pit Bull. “You weren’t on the schedule.”

      “We didn’t know you were heading over here,” said One Eye, who actually had both his eyes.

      The others spoke up, talking over each other.

      Five Fingers held up his hand. “Silence.” He took a seat at the table and waited for them to shut up. “I’m here because we have a real problem. This is going to have to be quick. And it better be the last time I have to fly in for an in-person meeting.”

      “Problem?” Pit Bull wrinkled his nose. “Don’t you mean problems, as in many? Other than the fact our numbers are diminishing?”

      “The authorities are getting close to me,” said Chops. “I don’t know how. I’ve covered my bases.”

      “I’m aware of that,” said Five Fingers, “but that isn’t why I’m here.”

      “Why, then?” Chops furrowed his brows. “Why would you risk being here?”

      “Because they’re onto us, too?” asked One Eye.

      Five Fingers shook his head. “Again, that’s nothing new. The cops have been tailing us for years. Just ask Nighthawk.”

      They each brought a hand to their heart and spoke in unison. “May he rest in peace.”

      Chops turned to him. “What is the problem?”

      “We need to do something about the police department.”

      “Which one?”

      Five Fingers just held his gaze. Didn’t bother answering such a stupid question.

      Pit Bull pressed his palms on the table. “We could take more kids from that area.”

      “No.” Several jumped at the strength of Five Fingers’s word. “Any time something happens there, they turn our way. Even things that have nothing to do with us. And with the feds now involved …”

      “They’ve been involved for years. What’s new?”

      “Our numbers!” Five Fingers slammed his fist on the table. “We’re down to almost nothing. Most of the original group are in prison or dead. If we want to survive, we have two choices. I don’t like either option.”

      “What are they?” Chops asked.

      “We either bring in more of us—and that’s dangerous at this point—or we up the stakes.”

      “Up the stakes?” One Eye cracked his knuckles.

      “What do you mean?” asked Pit Bull.

      Five Fingers drew in a deep breath. For a bunch of criminal masterminds, they sure could be dense. He checked the time—had to leave soon.

      Chops spoke up. “He means we abduct as many children as possible. Hit all the locations hard. Make impossible demands. Then the feds will be overwhelmed and will be spread so thin they won’t be able to get anything done.”

      Five Fingers nodded. He could always rely on Chops. “That’s right. It’s something we can do. The other option, along the same vein, is more ballsy, but it’ll get their attention.”

      The others all snapped their gazes to him.

      “What’s the other option?”

      “Yeah, what?”

      The others stared in anticipation.

      Five Fingers waited a beat before answering. “We go after their families.”

      “The feds’ families?” Eagle Wings spoke for the first time since Five Fingers arrived.

      Everyone looked surprised, even Chops.

      “Yes.” Five Fingers nodded slowly. “Feds, police—anyone who’s after us. Plenty of them have kids and families. We go after them, they’ll feel the bite and finally stop.”

      Chops frowned. “Or they come after us with even more force than before. And I know I don’t need to remind you about our current numbers.”

      “What about that blogger?” asked Pit Bull.

      Chops leaned over the table. “He’s a cop now, remember?”

      “He still blogs, and he has a bunch of kids. We’ve never touched the young ones.”

      Five Fingers checked the time again. “That isn’t a bad idea, except he brings a lot of attention to our cases. One wrong move, and we could be figured out.”

      “He’ll be too distracted by his own problem to worry about any of the others, though. It’s the perfect solution.”

      “I have other plans for the blogger.” Five Fingers rose and looked around at the group. “Now is the time for research. We need to figure out how to pull this off—which key people to go after. The blogger, maybe. His friend the captain, perhaps. Or we might want to steer clear of the blogger and his buddies altogether. I’m not sure I like the idea of going after him again. It’s risky. He really could bring too much attention to what we’re doing.”

      Chops stood, pushing his chair back. “But if he isn’t distracted, he’ll too easily put the pieces together and tell everything about our cases to the world. He needs to be our number one target. If we want anyone distracted, it’s him.”

      “I’ll think about it.” Five Fingers narrowed his eyes. “I don’t want anyone acting without talking to me. Got it?”

      Everyone mumbled.

      “Is that an agreement?” He made eye contact with each one.

      They all said yes.

      “Good.” He stepped toward the door. “We don’t have any room for errors. Three-quarters of our best men have been arrested and Nighthawk and Muscles are dead. I’ll set up a new online discussion room on the Dark Web within the next two days. You’ll get the login information in the usual ways. Any questions?”

      Most everyone shook their heads no.

      Except Pit Bull. “So, we don’t take any kids?”

      “Not until I give the word.”

      “What about any we still have?”

      Five Fingers threw his hands in the air. “I don’t care! Just don’t get caught. We have to stick to the plan. It’s more important now than ever.”

      With that, he stormed out of the room into the blinding brightness of the day.

      Things were about to get real.

      Fast.

      And the authorities would never see it coming.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Detective Alex Mercer took a cookie from the captain’s desk and sat across from him. Caramel melted in his mouth. “Mmm. These are good. Did Genevieve make them?”

      Nick shook his head. “It’s from a family I helped a few years ago. They bring in treats every so often. I always have to work out double-time afterward.” He laughed and rubbed his belly.

      “I believe it.” Alex grabbed another cookie. “Have time to take lunch now? I have a real hankering for that loud pizza place again.”

      “What are you trying to do to me?” Nick rose. “Yeah, let’s go. It’s been a quiet day.”

      Alex snagged another cookie. “It’s always quiet when Crawford isn’t around.”

      His best friend pulled on his jacket. “When the feds aren’t in town, he doesn’t have to worry about trying to impress anyone other than the mayor.”

      “We should send her some of these cookies as a thanks for putting up with Crawford so we don’t have to.”

      Nick chuckled.

      As easygoing and friendly as Nick was, he couldn’t stand the police chief, either. Wherever Crawford could try to impress his superiors was where he could usually be found. It had been a relief for everyone when he’d been promoted because he started spending the majority of his time at City Hall.

      And with the worst crimes lately being just mail theft, things were peaceful in the precinct again.

      Alex and Nick greeted other officers as they made their way to the back parking lot, where they climbed into Nick’s beloved Mustang. Before long, they were ordering their personal pizzas over the loud rock music.

      They settled at a table where it wasn’t too deafening and dug in.

      “How are things with Zoey?” Nick asked as he picked up the first slice.

      Alex’s stomach knotted at the thought. “I thought she’d change her mind about moving after the latest round of kidnappings were solved. They had nothing to do with the ring, but she doesn’t care.”

      Nick frowned. “She’s still looking to move out of the area?”

      “The area? Out of the state. She thinks Boise is the ideal place to raise a family. It’s too bad she won’t include me in the decision.”

      “Maybe she just needs more time.”

      Alex shook his head. “She’s been looking at real estate websites nonstop and is talking to her realtor friend every day. I really don’t know what’s going to happen.”

      “Do you want me to bring the family over tonight instead of tomorrow morning?” Nick pulled out his phone and looked at the screen. “Our schedule is free, although all of the older kids will be out. Adults and babies night?”

      Alex shrugged. “I don’t think it’s going to make much of a difference. She isn’t going to make a decision between now and tomorrow morning.”

      “Let me know. We’d be happy to change our plans.”

      “I appreciate it.” Alex finished his pizza and took a deep breath. A few weeks earlier a rash of kidnappings in the area—another rash—had been the last straw for his wife. Now she was serious about moving. With or without him.

      The thought made his muscles tense, his stomach lurch. He and Zoey had been together forever—or at least it felt that way. They’d known each other his entire life and had dated since he was only thirteen, aside from a brief breakup when Alex’s life fell apart. When he managed to pull it back together, they reconciled, too.

      And now it was looking like everything could go bust again.

      She was putting him in an impossible situation. Their entire life was in this town—friends, family, his job. He’d never been to Boise, or even any part of Idaho. Nor had any of the kids. Zoey, however, was convinced it was the safe capital of the world for raising a family.

      What she failed to realize was Alex had a target on his back regardless of where they lived. It was his life’s mission to bring home abducted children and take down their kidnappers. He’d done that numerous times before becoming an officer because his blog was both popular and successful.

      Criminals hated him for it. A ring of them had been after Alex and his family for years now, and they’d even convinced him to take down his site for a time in exchange for leaving the Mercers alone.

      They hadn’t.

      He put the blog back up. And he’d helped return close to a dozen kids since then.

      Alex realized Nick was talking to him. He shook his head to clear it. “Can you repeat that?”

      Nick held up his phone. “Genevieve wants to know what we can bring tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow.” It took him a moment to figure out what was going on the next day. The Fleshmans were coming over for brunch with the hidden agenda of convincing Zoey to stay in town. “Have her ask Zoey. I’m not sure.”

      Nick nodded then tapped a text to his wife before looking at Alex again. “G can’t get a hold of her.”

      Alex groaned. “Zo must be onto us. Just bring whatever you feel like. If we end up with a whole bunch of eggs, then so be it.”

      “Sure thing.” Nick tapped out another text. “You ready to head back?”

      Alex yawned. “Yeah. I’m going to refill my soda.”

      “I thought you were cutting out unhealthy drinks?” Nick lifted a brow.

      “That was the plan, but with all the stress of Zoey trying to move, I don’t care.” Alex picked up his plastic cup and refilled it, sadness overtaking his anger.

      Things had been going great when he and Zoey were on the health kick. It had been more her than him, but he’d always been willing to go along with her ideas—whether it be lemon water replacing his afternoon mocha or feeding their toddler twins only organic food—but moving without them both being on board was where he drew the line.

      And it may very well be the end of the life he’d built with the only woman he’d ever loved.
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      Nick double-checked the baby monitor and closed the door as quietly as he could, holding his breath.

      No cries. Megan was still asleep.

      He sighed with relief as he crept down the hall. Just as he reached the living room, Genevieve was coming from the kitchen.

      “You got her to sleep?” She collapsed onto the couch.

      He sat next to her and put his arm around her. “Barely. I thought she was going to wake when I put her down.”

      “Teething is the worst.”

      “Not as bad as colic.”

      “You win.” She leaned her head against his and drew a deep breath. “We have the evening to ourselves, and all I want to do is sleep. How sad is that?”

      He chuckled and kissed her forehead. “As long as you’re in my arms, it sounds good to me.”

      Genevieve gave him a sheepish smile. “It’s like we’re an old married couple. How often do we get time alone? And now we’re ready to sleep before eight.”

      Ava and Parker were at a party, and Tinsley and Hanna were at a sleepover. Before Megan was born, they would have had an elaborate date night planned.

      Nick pulled a blanket over Genevieve’s lap and turned on the TV. “I’ll tell you what. I’ll make some popcorn, and you pick a movie to stream. It’s a date, and at least we won’t be going to bed at seven-forty.”

      She yawned. “That sounds good, but I can’t promise I’ll stay awake.”

      “No worries.” He squeezed her hand and headed into the kitchen to microwave some popcorn. While he waited, he looked around for ice cream. The kids must’ve finished the stash. Probably a good thing, given how many caramel cookies he had eaten at work. He and Alex had already agreed to hit the precinct’s gym the next day after brunch.

      By the time he returned to the couch, Genevieve was already sleeping.

      He set the popcorn bowl on the coffee table.

      She sat up. “I was just resting my eyes.”

      “You sure?” Nick raised an eyebrow.

      “Yeah. Just waiting. Let’s watch the movie.”

      “Did you pick something out?”

      “They added a bunch of new ones.” She showed him the choices as he snuggled under the blanket with her and took a handful of popcorn.

      They settled on a rom-com she’d been itching to see. Something light and fluffy was just what he needed because his mind kept returning to Alex and Zoey. Not only did he not want to see his best friend move away, but he hated seeing him so miserable. Alex was good at putting on a poker face and pretending he wasn’t worried, but Nick could see through it. His friend was torn apart by Zoey’s announcement.

      Genevieve paused the movie. “Are you okay?”

      “What? Yeah.” He turned to her, confused.

      “You haven’t laughed at the last five funny lines.”

      “Oh.” He rubbed his temples. “I keep thinking about Alex.”

      She frowned. “I feel so bad for him, too. It seems there’s no convincing Zoey to stay.”

      “You’re not making any progress?”

      Genevieve shook her head. “When we met with Macy and Debbie after Zumba yesterday, the only thing she’d say was what a great place Boise is. She even went as far as suggesting we look into it.”

      “She wants us to move, too?” Nick exclaimed.

      “Any of us who were there. Not us specifically.”

      “We’re settled into this house, and the kids are all happy,” he said. “I’m not going anywhere. I’ll definitely miss them if they decide to move.”

      “Right. I wouldn’t change a thing now that Tinsley’s finally thriving in school.” Genevieve shook her head.

      “What about Ari?” Nick grabbed some more popcorn. “Alex says she refuses to go anywhere.”

      “Zoey didn’t mention it. I’m not sure if she’s planning on moving Ariana against her will, or if she’s just planning on taking the twins. But I couldn’t imagine leaving one of my children somewhere.”

      “She must think she’s going to eventually convince Alex to move. He’s always gone along with her ideas in the past, but this is different. They’re at a standstill.”

      “Right. Tomorrow, we need to get both Alex and Ariana to speak up. I don’t think she realizes how serious this is. Their family could split, and yet her goal is to keep all of the kids safe.”

      Nick rubbed his scruff. “I sure hope we can help them work something out. The precinct hasn’t heard a peep from the kidnapping ring in a few weeks.”

      “That isn’t going to convince her of anything,” Genevieve said. “There was a full year of silence before the girls were buried alive. It seems this town really is the Bermuda Triangle for kidnappings.”

      “And the last abductions weren’t related to the ring,” Nick said. “At least, not that we could find. Those abductors were acting on their own.”

      He and Genevieve went back and forth about it for a few more minutes before turning their attention to the movie again.

      Nick’s mind raced as he struggled to think of a solution that would make both Alex and Zoey happy. He didn’t want to see his best friend move out of state, but at the same time, he didn’t want his friends’ marriage to dissolve. Nick knew the pain and hardship that brought all too well. Luckily, for him that was now far in the past, but he would never forget the stress and heartache brought on by Corrine’s decision to move their three kids across the country against his wishes.

      The way things were going, Nick’s time might be better spent trying to help his friend either move or maneuver the tricky legal system which often seemed biased against dads.

      Hopefully Zoey didn’t know that.
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      When Alex woke, he rolled over, reaching for Zoey. But the other half of the bed was empty. He rubbed his eyes and checked the time. Had he slept through his alarm? No, he had plenty of time to get up and get ready for brunch with Nick’s family.

      Maybe Zoey had heard the twins and got up with them. That had to be it. He was a heavy sleeper, so he probably hadn’t heard the toddlers playing or crying when they woke.

      Alex rubbed his eyes and yawned. As he started to get up, he froze in place and stared at the closet, his heart hammering. Zoey’s half was empty.

      Empty.

      His stomach dropped, crashing down to the first floor and beyond.

      “What the—?” He leaped out of bed, dashed across the room, and turned on the light in the closet.

      All her stuff was missing—clothes, shoes, hangers, storage bins, and anything else she’d had in there.

      He darted to her dresser, opened the top drawer. Empty. The second as well. Same for all of the others. He looked under the bed where she stored her out-of-season clothes.

      Nothing but dust bunnies.

      He struggled to breathe, to take in the situation.

      This couldn’t be happening.

      But it was.

      She’d left. Moved.

      Without even a word. Slipped away in the night.

      He’d slept through his opportunity to talk her out of it.

      Alex raced to the window.

      Her car wasn’t in the driveway.

      He swore. Multiple times.

      Then he ran into the twins’ room. It too had been cleared of clothes, the beds stripped of the blankets and sheets. Laney’s and Zander’s favorite toys were gone—Zander’s blue teddy bear and Laney’s stuffed bunny.

      She’d left the furniture. Maybe that was a good sign.

      Either that, or she couldn’t fit it in her car. That made more sense. Her little smart car didn’t have room to spare.

      Ariana.

      His heart plummeted again.

      Zoey didn’t take their fifteen-year-old too, did she?

      Blood rushed in his ears as he tore across the hall to Ari’s room and flung open the door.

      Everything in the room was as it should be. His daughter even slept soundly in her bed.

      Relief flooded him.

      Until he remembered his wife and toddlers were gone. There was still so much wrong, even if he had one thing going for him—the eldest of his three children.

      He closed the door gently before storming down the stairs. Breathing heavily, he looked around the kitchen. Checked the table, the fridge, anywhere his wife may have left a note. They always left notes for each other in the kitchen.

      But there was nothing.

      Not that there was anything she needed to say. They both knew what was going on—she’d made good on her threat to move. She’d taken the only family members who couldn’t object to moving. Neither Laney nor Zander understood enough to give an opinion.

      They were gone.

      He looked in the converted garage-apartment they used to live in before they began house-sitting for his in-laws.

      His wife had left no clues there, either.

      Overwhelming rage ran through him, and without thinking he punched a wall. He shook out his sore, scratched fist then tore through the rest of the house looking for a note—or anything.

      But it was in vain.

      She’d left without a word.

      The reality was starting to settle in.

      He double-checked their bedroom in case he’d missed anything there. He hadn’t.

      Alex leaned against a wall and slid to sitting. The room seemed to spin around him. He tugged on his hair.

      How could this be happening? Everything had been going so well. Until the abductions the month before. Those girls had been kidnapped, and everything had flipped on its head for Zoey. No, she flipped.

      Sure, she’d talked about moving in the past, but it had never been anything serious. More along the lines of something she wished, or maybe something for them to consider down the line.

      Apparently now was down the line.

      He gasped for air, unable to believe she would leave without him. Without even telling him. In the middle of the night, as he slept.

      So much for being a team. Their tight relationship was obviously over. She wouldn’t have made such a bold move—literally and figuratively—if they weren’t done in her mind.

      Images of their life together raced through his mind, like a movie out of order. He thought of the day Ariana was born. They’d both been so young. Then his mind went forward to the twins’ birth. The day he and Zoey married. Playing in this very house as kids. Family vacations, both as kids and as adults. Ariana’s abduction. Alex’s career change.

      Every event in his life had Zoey in it.

      Now what was he supposed to do? Give in and move to a state he’d never been to? Try to convince her to come back? Or see if they could come up with something halfway so they could both be happy, at least on some level?

      A heaviness settled over him like a weighted blanket. Everything seemed hopeless.

      There was no way things could get worse. He knew that was a dangerous thought, but it was true. This was rock bottom.

      Where could they go from this situation she’d put them in? He couldn’t pretend he was okay with what she’d done. If he moved to Idaho with her, that would be going along with what she was doing. Then she’d think she could call the shots from then on.

      Or was he being insensitive? Not giving her worries enough consideration? Was this disappearing act supposed to be a wakeup call, showing him how strongly she felt about the family leaving?

      She’d gotten his attention. That much she’d accomplished.

      He struggled to take a deep breath, to make sense of the situation. Pressure built around his temples and behind his eyes and nose. His heart felt like it would give out.

      The alarm on his phone blared, telling him to get ready for brunch—for the intervention to convince Zoey to stay where their life was.

      He barked a bitter laugh, the sound foreign to his ears.

      The only reason he got up to turn off the alarm was because Ariana slept down the hall. He didn’t want to wake her because she’d been at some school party until late.

      Alex trudged across the room, his feet heavy. The phone felt strange in his hands. He turned it off then collapsed onto his bed, still trying to come to terms with what was actually happening.

      Later—a minute or a month, Alex didn’t know how long he’d been lying there, squeezing his fists—a text came in. He checked the message, hoping it was Zoey but knowing it probably wasn’t.

      Nick: We’re going to bring hash browns, waffles, and fruit. Sound good?

      Alex closed his eyes and drew a deep breath. The last thing he wanted was to admit to his best friend what had happened, but there was no other choice. He would either tell Nick over text or have their family arrive and find out then, in person.

      Nick: We can bring juice too.

      Alex: Today isn’t going to work.

      Nick: Why not?

      Alex: Zoey isn’t here.

      Nick: What do you mean?

      Alex: She left with the twins.

      The phone rang. He didn’t have to look back at the screen to know it was Nick.

      He accepted the call and spoke before Nick could say anything. “Just stay home and enjoy your food with your family.”

      “What do you mean Zoey left with Laney and Zander?” Nick demanded.

      “Just like it sounds.”

      “Did she go to Idaho?”

      Alex sighed. “That would be my guess.”

      “What happened?”

      Sharp pains pressed into Alex’s skull. He got up and closed the door, not wanting Ariana to overhear him. She would obviously find out what happened, but he wanted to tell her personally, not have her overhear it.

      He returned to the bed and tried to figure out the quickest way to explain the situation. “I woke up and she was gone. She took the twins, all their clothes, some toys, and bedding. Probably other stuff I didn’t notice. I’m sure she’d have taken more if her car was bigger.”

      “She didn’t tell you she was going anywhere? No text or note?”

      “Nope.”

      “Have you called her?”

      Alex drew in a deep breath. “Nothing I have to say right now would help the situation. I need to calm down—not that I can imagine that happening anytime soon. I do have to pull myself together for Ariana when she wakes up.”

      “What do you need?” Nick asked.

      He looked at his frazzled reflection in the mirror. “Nothing. Like I said, have your food with Genevieve and the kids.”

      “Do you want to bring Ariana over here?” Nick asked. “You don’t have to bring any food. The two of you can eat what we have.”

      “No,” Alex said quickly. The thought of facing anyone—even Nick, Genevieve, and their kids, who were like his own family—was too much.

      “What are you going to do?” Nick asked.

      “I have no idea.”

      “You two need to eat. Why not come over here? Or we can still go to your house, if you don’t feel up to driving.”

      “What I need is time to figure out what to do. I have zero appetite.”

      “Let me help. I’ve been in a similar situation, remember.”

      “Did Corrine move with the kids in the middle of the night?” Alex asked.

      “No. She was much more dramatic about everything. But that doesn’t negate the fact I can help. If you don’t want me bringing the whole crew, I can still bring some food over for you and Ari, and we can brainstorm together, just you and me. What do you think?”

      “I don’t know what to think.”

      “Then it’s settled,” Nick said. “I’ll be over in about an hour with some breakfast. We’ll eat, come up with some ideas, then hit the gym. See you soon.”

      The call ended before Alex could respond.

      Now he needed to tell his daughter that her mom had moved out without them before Nick arrived.
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