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      Sitting in his warm truck across from the park, Chester Woodran watched her walk across the open field. An overhead light turned on as she passed under it in the dusk. Her long, dark hair swished back and forth behind her. She wandered around the playground, walking between the climbers and slides until she stopped in front of the swings.

      He had spent hours watching her. Studying her. He knew her almost better than she knew herself.

      The moment of truth would arrive soon. She’d come a few minutes early, but he wouldn’t deviate from the schedule. He would act exactly on time. He’d laid the groundwork. He wasn’t going to let her change a thing.

      Chester pulled out his phone and scrolled through the pictures, stopping at his favorite. It was the girl in the park for sure, although he couldn’t see the details of her face up close yet. He would have to wait a few minutes.

      From the phone, her light brown eyes shone at him. Her shy, almost insecure face smiled sweetly.

      His heart sped up at the thought of many weeks of work coming together at long last. The waiting was about to end.

      Clenching the steering wheel with all his might, he took several deep breaths to calm himself. Every precaution had been taken. Prepared with painstaking care. There was no chance of anything going wrong so long as he stayed with the plan.

      The alarm on his digital wristwatch beeped. He turned it off and then leaned back into the seat, adjusting his over-sized glasses.

      It was time.
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      Macy Mercer sat on the swing, clutching the cold, metal chain. Soon she’d meet Jared, the sweet and adorable boy she met online. She pushed the dirt with her foot, swinging back and forth, listening to the leaves rustle nearby as a breeze picked up. The temperature felt like it had dropped ten degrees, so she zipped up her hoodie as far as it would go. She should have worn a coat, but it was too late to go back home.

      A crow cawed in the distance, giving her the chills.

      To distract herself, she grabbed the new smart phone she’d received for her fifteenth birthday. She checked the time. Jared still had another five minutes. Macy had been so eager to meet him that she’d sneaked out of her house a little early, eager for her first real date. Her parents had a stupid, outdated rule that she couldn’t date until she turned sixteen. There was no way she would wait an entire year. Not when her friends all went out every weekend.

      She looked around the empty park once more, the swing chains groaning as they carried her back and forth listlessly. Jared was supposed to meet her after his baseball practice. He was the star of the team, and sometimes had to stay a little late because the coach expected more from him than anyone else. She scrolled through their latest texting conversation, her excitement building.

      The phone buzzed, startling her. Hoping that it was Jared, she scrolled to the bottom of the screen and smiled.

      Sorry, coach is keeping me late

      Macy sighed, shivering in the cold Washington breeze. How long?

      Abt a half hr

      The last thing Macy wanted was to put the date off, but it was really cold. U sure 2day still works?

      You want my dad to get u?

      Macy ran her hands through her freshly-styled hair. Going with a grown man hadn’t been part of the plan. She was just supposed to meet Jared and go the mall, or maybe a movie or to the arcade. They were going to play it by ear.

      Is it ok? Or u wanna wait?

      It was getting colder, and no way she wanted to sit here that long. The mall was too far to walk to, but with his dad she’d be warmer and see Jared sooner.

      They’d talked for so long over computers and texts. Macy didn’t want to wait more. She’d show everyone she wasn’t afraid to go out with a boy, no matter what her parents said.

      She texted him back. He’s ok driving me?

      He offered

      U can’t come now?

      No. I have to help

      Ok. Your dad can pick me up

      K c u soon

      Sliding the phone back into her pocket, she looked around again. Something didn’t feel right, but she pushed it aside. She and Jared had known each other for a whole month, and he was sweet and funny. If he thought it was okay for her to go with his dad, it was fine. She wasn’t a little girl anymore. Macy held her chin a little higher.

      A green pickup truck with a black canopy pulled into the empty parking lot. Macy squinted, trying to see if the driver looked like an old version of Jared’s profile pictures. She couldn’t tell.

      The lights flashed the high beams, and she took that as her cue to go. She held her handbag close, stood tall, and walked to the truck trying to look mature and sophisticated.

      As she neared the truck, the passenger door opened. The man sitting in the driver’s seat looked nice enough. He had dark, straight hair with a receding hairline and big, geeky glasses. He kind of reminded her of her biology teacher, who always cracked science jokes that only he laughed at.

      “Macy?” He readjusted his glasses and ran his hands through his hair.

      “Yeah.” She leaned all of her weight on her left foot, biting the right side of her lower lip.

      He gave her an awkward smile. “I’m Jared’s dad. He said you needed a ride to his practice?”

      She nodded. The car radio played classic rock, like what her dad listened to. She relaxed a little.

      He patted the bench seat. “Come on in. He’s almost done with practice.”

      “Okay.” Macy climbed in and closed the door. The warm air felt good after being out in the cold. She buckled in. “Thanks for the ride.”

      “No problem. Jared didn’t want you sitting outside in the cold. Did you have a good day?”

      “Sure.” She shrugged. “Just school and stuff.”

      He pulled out of the parking lot and turned right. His phone made robot noises, and he pulled it up to his ear. “Jared. What’s going on?…Yeah, she’s here with me…Oh, okay. I’ll let her know.” He put the phone away. “Jared has to stay a little longer. Hey, I have a quick errand. Mind if I run to the hardware store before dropping you off at his school?”

      “Well, how much longer is he going to be?” Macy spun a ring around her finger, nervous. “Maybe I should go back home. I can always meet him a different day. It’s okay.”

      “I get it. I’ll take you to the school. I don’t want you to feel uncomfortable. You don’t even know me.”

      “Or back to the park. I can just walk back home.” Her heart pounded. Something wasn’t right.

      “Jared will be so disappointed. Let me take you to the school. I didn’t mean to creep you out.” He turned and smiled at her. “I wasn’t thinking.”

      She sighed. “Okay.” At least she would be able to get out of the truck. She could take a bus back home, or if worse came to worst she could always call her parents. She’d be grounded for sneaking out, but that might not be so bad. Just so long as she could get out of the truck.

      Macy’s stomach twisted in a knot, growing tighter the farther they went. Her mouth grew increasingly dry. She watched as street sign after street sign passed by.

      “Maybe I should go back. I think I might have forgotten something at home.”

      “Oh? Are you sure?”

      “Yeah. I need to go back home.”

      “Well, if you really think so. I’ll break the news to Jared. I’m sure he’ll understand.” He pulled out his phone and activated the voice command. “Call Jared.”

      “Wait.”

      “Yes?”

      “Well, uh….” Since he was being so nice, maybe she was overreacting. “You don’t have to call him.”

      “If you’re sure.” He pushed a button on his phone and put it back in his pocket.

      Macy took a deep breath. She needed to pull herself together or he might think she was immature. What if he didn’t want Jared to see her? She sat taller and flipped her hair back.

      He turned left down a road where he should have gone right.

      “Wait,” Macy said. “Jared’s school is the other way.”

      “I know.”

      Her blood ran cold. “What…do you mean?”

      The door locked beside her. “We’re not going to a school.”

      “Where are we going?” She clutched her purse tightly against her.

      “We’re going for a drive, Macy.”

      “I don’t want to. Take me home.”

      “You’re not going back home.”

      Her heart beat so loud, it sounded like it was in her ears. She pulled on the door handle, but it wouldn’t budge.

      “Child locks. You can’t open it from the inside.”

      She felt light-headed. “What about Jared?”

      “There is no Jared, sweetie.”

      Her breath caught. “Did you kill him?”

      He laughed. “That’s hilarious. No, I’m Jared.”

      The blood drained from her face. “You…mean…?”

      “I’m the one you’ve been talking to all this time.”

      Macy’s stomach turned. She was sure she would throw up. “You’re lying.”

      “No. It was me that you shared all your secrets with. All I had to do was throw on a picture of some random kid I found online. Everything else was me.”

      “You better take me back home. Once my parents figure out I’m missing, they can have the cops go through my laptop. They’ll be able to track your IP address. I know that much.”

      “That’s the thing. Before I picked you up, I was in your room and I reset your computer to factory settings. No one is going to find a thing.”

      Macy’s head swam. “No you didn’t. My parents are home. You’re totally lying. Just let me go, and I swear I won’t ever tell anyone about this.”

      He turned the music down. “I got in using your code to the garage right after you left. You mom was reading her Kindle in your parents’ bedroom, like you told me she always does. Your dad was in his office on his computer. They didn’t hear a thing. I went into your room and took care of your computer.”

      “Liar. You’d have to know my password.”

      “Ducky256.”

      She gasped. “How did you know that? I never told you.”

      “You didn’t have to. You told me enough. Ducky is the pet ferret you got not too long ago. After your cat died, right? Snowflake, right? And 256 is your student number at school. You gave me everything I needed without even knowing it. From there, it was easy to figure out your various passwords. I had to ask innocent enough questions, and it all came together.” He looked at her again, raising his bushy eyebrows.

      “I don’t believe you went into my house. You’re just saying that.”

      He tossed a small, framed picture at her. She picked it up and stared at it. It was a picture of her family. She had looked at that very picture before she sneaked out. He had been there. Had he seen her looking at it?

      “But, why? Why me?” And then, the question too terrifying to ask: what did he plan to do with her?

      “That’s a long story. I’m going to save that for later. Now really isn’t the time.”

      Macy took several deep breaths, trying to calm herself down. If she was going to get away, she had to think clearly. She knew that much. Maybe he was lying about the child locks. She would try to unlock it again when they stopped. If it opened, she would run before he knew what had happened.

      “Can you tell me something? You must have a good reason. I mean, really. You spent hours and hours chatting and texting with me. Did you choose me for a reason, or was I the only girl who would talk to you?”

      “It was you. I actually tried a few different personas until I found one you paid any attention to. For whatever reason, you liked Jared.”

      “But why? What’s so special about me?” Macy asked.

      “You look exactly like her. It took me a long time to find you. I spent weeks online looking for someone close to her age who looks exactly like her. I almost gave up, thinking it was impossible, but then I found your profile picture. I actually couldn’t believe it. You look so much like her, you could be her.”

      “Her? Who her?”

      “My Heather.”

      “What happened to Heather? Where is she?”

      “You ask too many questions. You need to stop.”

      “But you—”

      “See this?” He held up a flashlight as long as his arm.

      “Yeah. Why?”

      “I told you no more questions.” He swung it and hit Macy on the side of her head.

      Everything went black.
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      Alyssa Mercer finished putting on the final touches of mascara, and then stood back to look at herself before nodding in approval. She looked good, and she knew it. She was going to make everyone at the gym jealous again. No one ever thought she could be the mom of two teenagers, and that’s the way she liked it. When she was out with them, she was often taken for their sister.

      She picked up her curling iron and perfected a couple of curls before returning to the bedroom. Her eyes fell on the clock. She’d still have time to stop for a skinny latte before working out. Pulling her workout shoes from under her bed, she slipped them on and went into the hall.

      The house was quiet. The kids were probably still sleeping. They would sleep into the afternoon if she or her husband didn’t wake them. As she passed Macy’s room, she could smell the ferret cage. Why had she let Macy talk her into getting the thing? It was cute, but if they didn’t keep the cage clean it got smelly fast. Alyssa was going to have to tell her—again—that they would get rid of Ducky if Macy didn’t keep it up.

      Going down the stairs, she tripped over a pair of pants and grumbled under her breath. She had followed the books since they were little, teaching them the value of chores as toddlers. It never stuck. As they got older, it even seemed to backfire. Alyssa picked up the pants and threw them to the top of the stairs.

      She readjusted her black and purple velour pants and went to the kitchen. Smoothie bags filled the fridge, and Alyssa emptied one into the blender, with some fat-free milk and fresh bananas. As it blended, she went over everything she needed to do that day.

      When it was ready she poured it into a glass, leaned against the counter, and drank her breakfast. She set the empty glass in the sink, turned around, and nearly bumped into her thirteen-year-old.

      “Alex, what are you doing?”

      He looked disoriented. Probably because he was awake before noon. His brown, wavy hair stuck out in twenty directions and for some reason, he looked pale. Alex looked up at her, and looking into his eyes Alyssa knew something was wrong.

      “What’s going on?”

      He blinked a few times. “Have you seen Macy’s wall?”

      “No. Why? Did I miss a personality quiz?” The joke sounded weak, even to her.

      He pulled his tablet from his bathrobe pocket and held the screen up to her face. She took it from him and looked at his news feed, not seeing anything important. “Tell Charlie he needs to watch his language.”

      Alex took the tablet and looked at it. He looked like he was going to be sick. “No, Mom, it got pushed down.” He scrolled down and pointed to his sister’s latest status update.

      Alyssa’s heart sped up as she read it. “Is that some kind of joke?”

      “She’s not in her room.” He stared at her so intently, it felt like he was looking right through her.

      Without a word, Alyssa ran past Alex and back upstairs, bursting through Macy’s door. It looked like her daughter was in bed. She ran to the bed and pulled away the blankets. Several large stuffed animals lay strategically to look like Macy was there. How long had she been gone?

      Her heart and mind were both racing. She looked around the room for any clues. Macy’s laptop was on her desk. Alyssa sat down, feeling light-headed. She opened the laptop and turned it on.

      It didn’t start up like it should. It took too long. Then it prompted her to set up the computer. Had Macy erased everything? She couldn’t have. She wasn’t technologically inclined. She was always asking Alyssa for help with it.

      “It’s true?”

      Alyssa turned around to see Alex standing in the doorway, looking ill. “She couldn’t have gone far,” Alyssa said. “She’s probably just mad because we won’t let her date.”

      She cursed her husband under her breath. She and Chad had argued over that point countless times. Alyssa had never even convinced him to let Macy go on group dates. He didn’t want boys anywhere near her. She had told him that Macy would rebel.

      She had told him. Alyssa buried her face into her hands, feeling dizzy.

      “I’m going to get Dad.”

      Alyssa nodded, not even looking up. She had to do something. She pulled her cell phone from her pocket and called Macy’s number. She would tell Macy that the age restriction was lifted. Who cared what Chad wanted? She had to get her baby back.

      The call went straight to voice mail. She listened to the entire message, feeling a small sense of relief at hearing her daughter’s voice. She ended the call, doubtful that Macy would get the message if she had turned her phone off. Alyssa found Zoey’s number and called. Zoey was Macy’s best friend. She would know what was going on.

      “Hello?” Zoey sounded half-asleep.

      “Zoey, this is Macy’s Mom.”

      “Mrs. Mercer? What’s up?”

      “Have you talked with Macy?”

      “Uh…no. Why?”

      Alyssa took a deep breath. “Did she say anything to you about running away?”

      “What? No. Oh, crap. This is bad.”

      “Yes, this is very bad. Anything you know will help. Don’t worry about getting her into trouble. We need to find her. That’s the only thing that matters.”

      “I’m guessing you didn’t know about her date last night.”

      “Her what?”

      Zoey sighed. “She was getting together with a guy she met online.”

      The room shrank around Alyssa. “What…?”

      “Yeah. Jared something. Wait. Hold on. He messaged me on online, asking some questions about her. Let me look.”

      Alyssa took several deep breaths as she listened to the rustling sounds of Zoey on the other end of the line. Things were going from bad to worse.

      “I can’t find his message, Mrs. Mercer. Wait a minute. Oh, I see the problem. He deactivated his account. I can still see the messages, but his name’s gone, and there’s no picture. I wish I could remember his last name. Is Macy going to be okay?”

      “I hope so. Listen, Zoey, if you hear anything else, or think of anything, call me back. Okay?”

      “Yeah, sure. I’ll see if I can find anything else.”

      “Thanks. Bye.”

      “Bye, Mrs. Mercer. I’ll do anything to help find her.”

      Alyssa nodded, knowing, and not caring, that Zoey couldn’t see her. She opened the app on her phone and went to her daughter’s profile, searching for clues.
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      The ground beneath Macy bumped up and down, waking her. She looked around, her head pounding, and reached for the side of her head. A tender bump stuck out near her forehead. The last thing she remembered was going into the truck with the madman who had pretended to be Jared.

      She rolled to the side of the truck, slamming her already-sore head as they took a sharp turn. On all fours, she crawled to the back of the truck to see if she could unlock it. Everything was sealed tight. Not that she was surprised, given how much effort the guy had gone to with everything else.

      The two of them had spent hours and hours messaging and texting. “Jared” had always seemed so interested in her, like she was special. But all he really wanted was to figure out her passwords. She wanted to kick herself; her parents had told her countless times not to give out personal information online. She had thought Jared was safe, but she had obviously been wrong.

      Macy went to the sides of the truck, feeling around for anything she could open. She searched every single inch of the truck bed and canopy. It was no use; he had made sure everything was locked. All she found was a blanket, folded up and tucked into a corner.

      Where was he taking her? And who was Heather? That name seemed important to him. Maybe if Macy could figure out why, she could figure out a way to escape.

      The truck stopped, and the engine cut. Her stomach rumbled, and Macy realized how hungry she was. She hadn’t eaten anything since lunch, and who knew how long ago that had been? She’d been planning to eat with Jared, who didn’t even exist. She leaned against the corner of the walls.

      Minutes ticked by as she waited. She shivered and grabbed the blanket, wrapping it around herself. It had the light scent of a girl’s perfume.

      As she started to doze, a loud click snapped her back to reality. The door of the canopy opened and the madman looked in. “Good. You’re awake. I got some food. You’d better eat it because we’re not stopping again for a while.” He threw a wrapped hamburger at her. “I know you’re vegan, but that’s what you’re getting. Eat it or go hungry.”

      He lowered the canopy door.

      “Wait! Where are we going?”

      “You’ll find out soon enough.” The door slammed, and Macy heard the lock slide into place.

      She stared at the hamburger, sitting on the blanket. She hadn’t eaten meat in more than six months, but her stomach roared, begging her to eat the greasy, dead animal.

      The irony didn’t escape her. Macy had gone vegan to lose weight, tired of everyone calling her “Muffin-top Macy.” She’d lost the weight, but the name had stuck. That’s what had led her to seek a boyfriend online. Now, here she was.

      She wouldn’t let the psycho win. She wasn’t going to eat his burger. He might have poisoned it, anyway, or slipped something in to make her more agreeable.

      She’d show him. If he saw she couldn’t be controlled that easily, maybe he would give up and let her go. She had skipped meals plenty of times. When she first went vegan, her parents hadn’t taken her seriously and continued to serve meat-filled meals.

      Once they figured out that she would starve herself if that’s what it took, they changed their minds—and Macy’s diet.

      She threw the burger across the truck. She wasn’t going to eat it. If nothing else, it would take off a little more weight.

      She leaned her head against the wall of the truck bed, tired and scared. There was no getting away yet, she knew that. So she let herself fall asleep again, thinking that at least she might be rested when the time came to escape.

      The truck went over a large bump, waking her. How long had she been asleep this time? She could smell the cold hamburger. It permeated the entire truck bed. Her stomach rumbled again, but it twisted at the same time. As hungry as she was, the burger was the last thing she wanted to eat.

      Pulling the perfumed blanket up close to her chin, she wanted to go back to sleep. No, what she wanted was to go back in time and never talk to “Jared” in the first place. Why had she been so stupid? Why hadn’t she changed her passwords more often? She’d always heard how important that was.

      Before long, boredom struck. It felt strange to be bored when she could be killed any moment, but the waiting was the worst part. Waiting wasn’t her strong suit—but really, was it anyone’s?

      Of course, she knew that once the truck stopped she would probably give anything to be bored again.

      How was she going to fight him? She should know something about self-defense given how many hours she’d been forced to watch her brother’s karate tournaments and practices. There was something to do with pressure points, but she couldn’t remember what. She had never paid any attention, usually playing a game, texting, or reading.

      Why hadn’t she agreed to take the lessons with him? The sound of her dad’s voice telling her that it would be good for her bounced around her head. Why hadn’t she listened? There were so many things Macy would have done differently, if only she’d known. So many things.

      The truck hit another bump, and as Macy went into the air she realized she had to go to the bathroom. Bad. What was she supposed to do? Peeing in his truck would have made her happy, but she didn’t want to have to smell it, or worse, land in it at some point.

      They went over another bump, and she knew that she had to do something before she lost control of her bladder. The last thing she wanted was to soak her clothes. Macy squeezed her pelvic muscles and looked around in desperation. She noticed something behind one of the tires. Was that some kind of container? Why hadn’t she noticed that before? Her stomach sank as she realized it was there for her to pee in.

      Holding her breath to keep control of her bladder, she crawled over to it. It was an empty juice jug. That was going to have to do the job. They hit another bump, and she dropped the container as she leaked a few drops of urine. “Crap!” She scrambled for the jug and, feeling like an idiot, dropped her pants.

      When she was done, a feeling of relief washing over her entire body, Macy grabbed the lid and twisted as tight as she could get it. If she knew she was getting out soon, she would relieve herself in a corner to spite him.

      She pulled her pants back up and returned to the blanket. It was so cold, and she was starting to shiver. Lowering her pants hadn’t helped. Even with the blanket, she hadn’t been warm enough. As she settled down with the blanket, the pee jug caught her eye.

      Oh, that was gross. How could she even think that?

      But it was warm, she couldn’t deny that.

      No. She would wait. She wasn’t going to warm up with a pitcher of her pee. Macy looked at the ceiling, but before long, she was shivering.

      Shoving the blanket aside, she crawled over to the container and brought it back to the blanket. Sticking it in her lap, she pulled the blanket over her again. The warmth from the pee felt good, as disgusting as that was. Macy imagined it was one of those heat packets she put in her pockets when they went skiing.

      Macy must have fallen asleep again, because the jerk of the truck stopping woke her up. She blinked her eyes, trying to get her bearings. She felt groggy, and that had to mean she had been asleep for a while. Were they out of state? When she had been in the cab of the truck, they were heading east, more than likely leaving Washington. But where?

      The canopy opened again. Her abductor looked around, and then smiled when he saw her.

      “Don’t get any funny ideas. If you try to escape, I’ll go back and kill your entire family.”

      “What?”

      “I got in once. I can do it again. If you get away, I’ll go after them instead of you. Well, I will go after you too, don’t get me wrong.” He laughed. What a freaking psycho.

      Macy shuddered.

      “You still haven’t eaten the burger I was nice enough to get you? Get one thing straight: you’re not getting anything else to eat until you finish that first.”

      “But it’s old and gross.”

      “Maybe you should have thought of that when I gave it to you. Don’t test me, girl. I will wait as long as it takes for you to eat it before I give you anything else. It saves me money.”

      “But you know I don’t eat meat.”

      “Looks like you’re going to have to. It’s going to be even less enjoyable as cold as it is. I wouldn’t let it get any older, because it’s sure not going to get better.”

      “Where are you taking me?”

      “You’ll find out soon enough. Eat the burger.”

      “What’ll you do if I don’t?”

      “Don’t you listen? I won’t give you anything else to eat. I need some rest, so we’re going to stop for a bit. Eat that damn burger, if you know what’s good for you.”

      He slammed the canopy door shut, and locked it. Tears filled Macy’s eyes. Was he serious about killing her family? He was crazy enough to kidnap her, so he was probably serious about killing them.

      They hadn’t done anything wrong. This whole situation was on Macy, and she knew it. She had been the one stupid enough to get herself into the truck in the first place. She would have to figure something out.

      Her stomach rumbled again. Macy looked at the burger, disgusted. Would he really make her eat it? Why did he care what she ate? There had to be a way she could hide it, so he would think she ate it. Where? There weren’t exactly hiding places in the truck bed.

      She tried to focus on calming her stomach. Once it relaxed, she stared at the burger, imagining she was having a staring contest with it.

      “I’m losing my mind,” she muttered. If she was going to eat it, it needed to be soon. The burger wouldn’t get any fresher. Which was the more appealing choice? To starve, or to eat the cold, greasy burger? She would have chosen to go hungry, except that she didn’t want to be forced to eat it a day or two later. At least it was somewhat edible right now.

      The minutes ticked by as Macy stared at the burger. But the more she thought about it, the more she thought about having to eat it days down the road. That convinced her. She crawled across the cab and carried the burger back to the blanket.

      “I’m sorry,” she said to the cow she was about to eat. She unwrapped the waxy paper, and looked at the wilted bun, shaking her head. Her stomach growled, begging her to give it the nourishment.

      Closing her eyes, she bit down. The cold grease shocked her taste buds, and she had to force herself not to spit it out. The way it felt as she chewed it up only made it worse. It stank too. She plugged her nose, and took another bite, relieved to discover she almost couldn’t taste it.

      She shoveled it in, eating as fast as she could without choking. Macy tried to pretend she was eating a veggie burger, but it didn’t work. It was an old, disgusting slab of meat cooked in grease, no matter what she told herself.

      After finally finishing it, she threw the wrapper and tried to ignore how disgusting she felt. Her skin felt oily from the grease, and her stomach didn’t feel right. Hopefully once it settled she would have more energy for getting away—if she could.
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      Chad Mercer was typing at his typical 120 words per minute when there was a knock on the door. He ignored it. His family knew to leave him alone when the door was closed.

      The knocking continued, distracting him. Why couldn’t they let him get his work done? Well, it wasn’t actually work. Not yet, anyway. He had a popular sports blog, where he posted his opinions. People loved his sense of humor, and he always had good statistics.

      With his monthly page views and low bounce rate, he was able to get a lot of really good advertising on his site that actually paid some of the bills.

      He was popular online. People loved him. Unlike at home, where no one appreciated him.

      The knocking wouldn’t stop, and Chad lost the funny quip he’d been searching for. He sighed. “What is it?”

      “Dad! Let me in!” Alex pounded on the door again.

      Chad shook his head. “You know I’m busy.” When would they ever start appreciating what he was trying to do for the family? His wife already didn’t have to work, but no one seemed to care.

      “Dad! Macy’s gone!”

      Gone? He got up and unlocked the door, and then opened it. “What do you mean, she’s gone?”

      “She’s not here. She posted something online about running away.”

      Shaking his head, Chad went back to his desk. He minimized his blog and opened up a new window. Nothing from Macy showed up on his news feed. He typed in her name to pull up her profile. Sure enough, her latest update was one big, public tongue-sticking at him.

      The house phone rang next to him. He looked over, seeing the caller ID. It was his in-laws. His mother-in-law must have stopped playing Sugar Saga for three minutes and seen Macy’s update. He shook his head. Alyssa was going to chew him out. They had argued nonstop about Macy and what age she should be allowed to date.

      Alyssa had told him countless times that he needed to give Macy room to grow up or she would rebel. Macy had been giving him attitude for a while, and now she had taken it public. This was just a publicity stunt. His daughter wanted to rally support.

      Chad’s cell phone rang. He picked it up from his desk. It was Valerie Carter, Zoey’s mom. He clicked ignore and put it back down.

      “What are you going to do?”

      He had forgotten Alex was still there. His son looked like he was going to be sick. Macy would never believe how worried her brother was about her. With all his teasing and picking on her, he still adored his sister.

      Chad took a deep breath. “I’m going to look online and see where her phone is. You guys have those Child Protect phones where the GPS tracking can’t be turned off.” He turned to his computer screen, went to the site that tracked the kids’ phones and logged in. He could only see Alex’s phone, which of course was at their address.

      He scrolled the site for contact information and called them. When someone answered, he interrupted them before they could say two words.

      “I have one of your Child Protect phones, and my daughter’s phone isn’t showing up. Mind telling me what’s going on? I was told that this couldn’t happen.”

      “Sir, if the battery has been removed, we can’t track the GPS. It has to have the battery.”

      “What good are you? Do you know how much we pay for these? I want a refund!”

      “If you calm down and give me your information, we can—”

      “My kid is missing. You guys are supposed to be a technology company. Use it to figure out who I am and then send me a refund check.” He ended the call. “Dipsticks.”

      The house phone rang again. This time it was Sandra McMillan from the homeowners’ association.

      When he found Macy, he was going to give her the punishment of a lifetime.

      “How are we going to find Macy?”

      Chad looked back up at Alex. His lips trembled.

      Did Macy think of no one besides herself? First with the whole vegetarian—no, “vegan” thing, and now this. Did she find joy in making him miserable? He could see her sitting somewhere, laughing at the stress she was putting everyone through. All because he wouldn’t let her go on a date. After this stunt, she wouldn’t be going on any dates until she graduated.

      The home phone rang again, and this time he took the batteries out. That girl had close to a thousand friends on social media, and now every single one of them knew she had run away. Chad took a deep breath and then turned to his son again. “Do you know anything else? Anything besides what’s in her update?”

      Alex shook his head.

      “Well, I guess she’ll come home when she’s hungry. Why don’t you go check on your mother?”

      Alex nodded, and Chad was struck by how much his usually tough son looked like a little boy. It was easy to forget how young thirteen really was. The look on his face reminded Chad of when Alex was a preschooler, chasing after his big sister and wanting to do everything she did.

      For a moment Chad thought he should give his son a hug, but he stiffened. There was no need for that. “Don’t worry about her. She’s trying to scare us. I’ll bet you she’s at Zoey’s house hiding out. She’s going to lose her phone for a long time for this one. Don’t you ever try it.”

      Alex didn’t look convinced. He turned around and left the room.

      Chad ran his hands through his hair. If only his parents were still alive. There was nothing better than talking with his dad when he had a problem. He had always had a level head and could point Chad in the right direction. They had been killed in a car accident when the kids were really young, so he hadn’t had their advice for any of his parenting questions.
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      Macy’s head slammed into the truck’s side and she woke up, realizing she’d fallen asleep again. She rubbed the new bump, hoping they would stop soon. Her stomach felt worse than it had after eating the burger. The movement of the truck hadn’t helped, she was sure. The motion and the bumps wreaked havoc on her.

      Her stomach lurched, and she turned her head in time to throw up without getting anything on the blanket.

      She wiped her mouth and put her forehead against her knees, crying so hard she shook. What had she done to deserve this?

      What if it got worse? What did that psycho have in store for her? Would he really kill her family? Or was that something kidnappers said to keep their victims in line?

      Some kid in the news had recently escaped after being grabbed at the mall. Hadn’t Macy heard that that kidnapper had made the same threats? He never killed the kid’s family. But he was also in jail.

      Macy closed her eyes, still breathing through her mouth to avoid the smell of her own puke. She figured she might try to get more sleep, because who knew what would happen once they stopped? All she knew was she would need to think and act fast.

      As she drifted off, she breathed in through her nose. Immediately she gagged at the smell of her own vomit. Being trapped in the enclosed bed of the truck made the stench even more unbearable.

      The truck slowed to a stop. She could hear the engine cut and the driver’s side door slam shut. Footsteps on gravel came closer. Macy’s heart pounded, and when she heard the key turning close, her heart nearly leapt out of her throat.

      She breathed in fresh air as the back opened up. Macy covered her eyes in the bright sun. When her eyes adjusted, her eyes focused on her captor.

      His mouth formed into a cruel twist. “What is that smell?”

      “My stomach couldn’t handle your burger.”

      “You’re going to have to clean that up, you know.” His bushy eyebrows came together.

      Macy scooted back. “With what? It’s not even my fault.”

      “Shut up. I was kind enough to get you food and even a blanket, and this is how you repay me? Close your trap and clean my truck. That’s disgusting.” His scary glare bore into Macy’s eyes.

      “You were kind enough—?”

      “I said shut up!” He put his face less than an inch from Macy’s. “Find a way to clean it up. You made the mess, you clean it. Got it?”

      Macy blinked, but she kept quiet.

      “Got it?” he yelled. His coffee-scented spit splattered on her face. The smell made her stomach turn again.

      She wiped her face. “Don’t yell at me.”

      “I’ll yell at you if I want to. You destroyed my property. The acid in that will eat my paint. Get it cleaned up! Do you understand?”

      “Okay.”

      “Good.” The door slammed and locked again.

      Her lips shook, and her eyes filled with tears. He had done this to her, and now he expected her to clean the mess? With what? Did he actually think he had done anything kind to her? He was a monster.

      The hot tears spilled onto her face. She wiped them with her sleeve. Her nose dripped, so she wiped that too.

      The smell of the vomit made its way back to her nose. Her stomach lurched again, but she was determined to keep it down this time. She had to have some kind of control over something.

      The door unlocked, opened slightly, and something soft bounced toward her. Then something hard and loud landed a few feet away. The door slammed and locked again. Wiping her tears away, she picked up the object next to her. It was a roll of paper towels. She reached for the other thing. It was some kind of spray bottle.

      “Get cleaning!” the guy shouted from the outside of the truck.

      Her adrenaline pumped. Macy wanted to choke him the next time he opened the door. Wrap her hands around his neck and squeeze as hard as she could. Her hands clenched, breaking the skin.

      Macy pulled off a paper towel and wiped her face, then blew her nose. She threw the towels in a corner, held her breath, and grabbed the spray bottle.

      Crawling to the mess, she began to whisper, “I hate you. I hate you. I hate you.” She ripped off several paper towels and wiped at the mess. She had to breathe through her mouth, and with every breath in and out she kept cursing him under her breath. She threw the towels to the side and grabbed more, soaking up the mess until it was gone. Then she grabbed the spray bottle.

      Whatever was in there reeked of chemicals. It made her nose burn and gave her a headache. She wiped the floor where she had sprayed, hoping the headache wouldn’t last. When she thought she had the whole mess cleaned up—it was hard to tell with such little light—she threw the paper towels with the others and went back to the blanket.

      She sat in the corner and wiped away sweat. The air was cold and soon she was shivering, even with a hoodie. She played with a nail as she waited. He was taking forever and the chemical smell was making her head spin.

      After a while, the driver’s side door slammed again, and the engine started. Her head throbbed. How much further did they have to go?

      Macy had seen enough TV to know this could get ugly.

      Rubbing her temples, she tried to push those thoughts out of her mind. But as soon as she pushed one away, another would replace it.

      She knew enough to know that by forcing her to eat the meat, he was trying to show her he was in control. She also knew that anyone who needed to control others was actually scared and weak, despite their actions.

      She’d heard a quote somewhere, probably at school, that said something along the lines of abusers and bullies being scared little boys and girls deep down. People who were happy and confident didn’t treat people bad. Maybe Macy could find his weakness and use it to her advantage.

      Head pounding, she leaned against the wall again. The road had grown bumpier, and somehow it helped to lull her to sleep despite the jostling. She didn’t wake up until the truck stopped.

      Her head still hurt as she came awake, but it wasn’t as bad as it had been. Before she knew it the lock turned again, and both the door to the canopy and the truck bed opened.

      Bright light shone in Macy’s eyes, and she had to cover them with her arm. Her headache made the rays of light slice like razor blades.

      The man grabbed her shirt, and yanked her out of the truck. Outside the light was even worse, but at least she could breathe easier. Her head even felt a little relief until he slammed her against the side of the truck with both hands.

      He stared her down, less than an inch away from her face, and he narrowed his eyes. She had never seen anyone so angry before. He tightened his grip on her shoulders and pushed her against the truck again. “Don’t you ever—ever—talk back to me again. Do you understand? When I tell you to do something, you do it! Don’t question me.” He dug his fingers into her shoulder, and she could feel her skin bruise. “Do you understand?” he shouted.

      She nodded, afraid to speak.

      “Good. Now come with me.” He grabbed her arm and yanked so hard that she thought he might have pulled it out of the socket.

      Macy walked behind him, trying to keep up. He never stopped squeezing; she could feel his fingers squeezing down to the bone. She looked around, trying to figure out where they were. To their left, she saw fields of corn close by. Straight ahead, she could see a farmhouse and a dilapidated red barn. They appeared to be heading for the barn.

      “What are we doing?”

      “I told you not to talk back!” He stopped, turned and stared her down, squeezing her arm even harder. “Don’t speak unless spoken to. Ever again.”

      She looked away, and he yanked her along again. Macy couldn’t help rolling her eyes. Ever again? Seriously? For a scared little boy, he was sure full of himself. She had to hold onto the image of him as a frightened child if she was going to keep her sanity. She wouldn’t let herself develop Stockholm syndrome and feel sorry for the creep. She was going to get away. She was.

      They went through the barn door and Macy looked around, trying to figure out what he had in mind. She half-expected to see the barn converted into a torture chamber, but it was just a barn. A couple of horses stood to the left, some cows off to the right, and she could hear sheep somewhere. The smell of manure was all around, but after being trapped with the smell of her own vomit, it was a welcome scent.

      Rays of light shone through some of the rafters above, and dust danced through them. The fact that the sun could get through the walls encouraged her. She probably could too if she tried hard enough. They walked through the length of the barn, and stopped near some empty stalls.

      He bent over, forcing her to join him as he clutched her arm. He brushed aside some hay from the floor and lifted up a round piece of metal. A trap door opened up.

      Macy held her breath. She’d been wrong. He’d built the torture chamber beneath the barn, not inside it.
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      Alyssa stood from Macy’s bed, clutching one of Macy’s teddy bears. Trying to figure out a status update wasn’t doing any good. Her daughter was gone…gone. It wasn’t the time to play detective. Alyssa needed to get out there and find her daughter. She set the bear on a pillow.

      She ran down to the front door, throwing it open without even taking the time to put on her shoes. She ran down the driveway, frost crunching under her socks. They started to get wet, but she didn’t care.

      Willis from across the street was out in his front yard, doing some yard work. Alyssa ran to him.

      He looked up, appearing shocked. “Alyssa. Are you okay?”

      “Have you seen Macy?”

      “Not this morning. Is everything—?”

      “No! No, it’s not.” She felt like her throat was closing up. “If you see her, bring her home.”

      “What’s going on? Can I help?” Willis asked.

      “She’s missing!” Tears spilled out onto her face. Admitting it to someone she barely knew felt like defeat. “She’s gone,” Alyssa whispered. “I have to find her.” She burst into a run, heading down the street.

      As she ran in her socks, she stepped on a number of little sharp rocks. Failing to put on shoes now seemed like a stupid decision.  She was only slowing herself down more when what she needed was speed. She had to talk to as many people as possible.

      She saw another neighbor loading her kids into the car. Alyssa ran to them. “Jane, have you seen Macy?”

      Jane shook her head and Alyssa ran off. She didn’t have time to explain anything to anyone. What she needed was to find someone who had seen Macy.

      Alyssa ran as fast as she could through the neighborhood, only stopping to ask anyone she saw if they had seen her daughter. It was a pretty tight-knit community, so at least everyone knew their family. She didn’t have to deal with explaining what Macy looked like.

      Finally, she circled back around to her house. No one had seen her. Of course they hadn’t. Not if Macy had been gone since the night before. She ran back to her house and once inside, she pulled off her bloody socks and slid on some flip flops. Her feet burned and throbbed, but she didn’t care. She had to get back out there.

      “Where have you been?”

      She turned around to see Chad at the top of the stairs. “I’ve been out looking for Macy. What have you been doing?”

      “I’ve been on the phone, talking to everyone under the sun who’s seen Macy’s status update.” Chad’s eyebrows came together.

      Alyssa ran her hands through her sweaty hair. “Okay. You keep talking to them. I’m going to talk to more neighbors. Someone has to know something.”

      He folded his arms. “We need to call the cops.”

      She leaned against the wall. “You’re right. They can get more done than we can. You do that while I keep looking for her.”

      The corners of Chad’s lips turned downward. “She’s not out there. She’s with some kid she met online, giving us a very public middle finger. This is her way of trying to let us—”

      “Stop! I don’t care what she did, Chad. I need to find our daughter. Call the cops—please.”

      “And have them take her downtown,” he muttered. “That’ll teach her.”

      Alyssa stared at him, unable to find words. Had she really heard him correctly? She didn’t have time to argue with him. He’d been such a jerk lately, and this wasn’t the time to try to change that. “Just call them.”

      She ran out the door again. Her feet ached more as the drying blood stuck to the flip flops. “Macy!” She looked around. Maybe if Macy was around hiding and saw how upset Alyssa was, she might come out of hiding. “Macy!”

      This time, she ran to the park. Families were already gathering there. She screamed for Macy the entire way. Who cared if anyone thought she was crazy? She needed to get as many people looking for Macy as possible. She couldn’t do this on her own.
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      Her captor shoved Macy toward the hole in the barn’s floor. She pushed against him, trying to stop him. She didn’t want to go down there. She didn’t even want to know what could be there.

      “Are you testing me?” he growled. “Climb the ladder before I have to throw you down. You’ll break a bone—I guarantee it.”

      “What’s down there?”

      “It’s only a storm shelter. Get in!” He shoved her with more force.

      She gulped and let go of him. He still squeezed her arm, but she lowered herself to the ground and stuck her feet down the hole. She had to feel around before finding the ladder. It was made of rope, and swung as she tried to steady herself. As soon as she was on her way down, he let go of her. Once her head was all the way below, he slammed the door shut over her. She could hear him moving the hay around over the door. Something clicked. A lock?

      Macy stared up at the closed door above her until she felt a crick in her neck. Her eyes started to adjust to the light. She looked down and saw a few bales of hay. Sunlight shone in through walls of packed dirt.

      Unsure of how long the ladder would hold her weight, she climbed down and put her feet on the dirt floor. She looked around. Everything was dirt. She walked around the square little storm cellar. It was a relief to see that it wasn’t a torture chamber like she had feared. It was only a dirt cell with hay.

      The hay actually helped it to smell a little better. It was musty, but the almost-sweet scent of the hay made it bearable. She sat on a stack of two bales and looked up at the light, watching the dust dance around for a little while.

      She had to think of a way out.

      But even if she were to stack all of the bales on top of each other, she wouldn't be able to reach the boards by the ceiling.

      At least she was away from that psycho. Being alone was much better than being around him.

      Her stomach rumbled. It was finally steady enough to be hungry again, but she had no desire to eat. Whatever he would give her, if he was going to give her anything else at all, would probably only give her more problems. She kicked her feet against the hay several times and looked around the room.

      The wood at the top, near the ceiling, was old and cracking. Maybe she could pull the boards off piece by piece, if only she could reach them.

      The dirt walls were dry, but not crumbling. Maybe she could find a way to make a ladder or steps in them if she could find something to dig the holes. It wasn’t likely, but at least it was an idea.

      Something squeaked. A rodent. How did it stay alive? Was there something to eat? Not that she wanted to eat mouse food, but it might come to that. She shuddered at the thought.

      How much worse was this going to get? Macy didn’t want to know. She jumped off the hay and climbed up the ladder as fast as she could. It swung every time she moved.

      Holding on as tight as she could, she managed to get to the top without losing her footing. She pushed her foot into a corner of the walls, steadying herself once the ladder held still. Letting go of one hand, she pushed on the trap door. It didn’t budge, so she pushed a few more times. She may as well have tried to rip off the whole ceiling.

      Macy wrapped her leg in the ladder and braced with her other foot. Letting go of the rope, she pushed with both hands and all of her might. She ignored the rope as it swung again, but on her third push she lost her balance. As she fell upside down, her foot caught in the rope and anchored her in place.

      Macy breathed a sigh of relief, glad to have not broken her neck. She grabbed onto the rope, grateful no one could see her as she hung upside down, feeling ridiculous. She was probably stupid for thinking she could get the door open.

      Holding on, still upside down, she tried to pull her foot loose. It was stuck. Making sure not to let go, she pulled herself up little by little until she could reach her foot. With one hand, she pulled her foot free. It slid loose, and she maneuvered herself back into an upright position before climbing down.

      Once on the ground, she looked around the room again. The rodents stayed out of sight. All she had left were the boards near the ceiling. They were well out of reach, but she had to try. She had to do something.

      She went to one of the bales of hay, bent down, and pushed. It moved, but not much. It was a lot heavier than it looked. But what else was she going to do? Watch TV?

      Sweat beaded on her skin as she pushed the bale again and again. Finally, it reached the wall, and she sat down on the hay to rest. It felt good to get a little exercise. Her muscles burned a little.

      She was thirsty. When was the last time she had anything to drink? Not wanting to stop for long, she picked another bale, and pushed it toward the first one.

      By the time she had the two bales against each other, she was wiping sweat from her eyes. How was she going to lift the second one on top of the first? She would have to wait; she didn’t have the energy to try yet. She lay down on top of the two bales, imagining she was on a bed.

      Something poked into her back. Macy sat up and saw something shiny in the bale. She pulled out what appeared to be a tube of lipstick. She pulled the top off to find exactly that.

      Why was there makeup in the hay? She tossed it on the floor and lay down again.

      Macy shivered, starting to get cold. As she readjusted her position, she noticed that the hay below her had grown warm. Maybe she could use it to hold heat. She sat up and dug her fingers into the hay, pulling out as much as she could, earning several scratches. That didn’t matter. When she had a nice pile, she lay back down, and pulled as much of it over herself as possible, using it like a blanket.

      It didn’t take long to warm up. She closed her eyes, allowing herself to rest. She could hear hooves moving around above her. She hoped the ceiling was strong. The last thing she wanted to deal with was a cow or horse falling on top of her.
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      Zoey Carter closed her laptop in frustration. She had spent the last two hours searching for anything she could find on that Jared guy. It was as if he had ceased to exist. That wasn’t possible—she had chatted with him. She could still remember his photo: an adorable selfie taken at one of his baseball games.

      He was so sweet and had wanted to know what Macy liked. Jared had been so excited about their upcoming date, and had had a million questions. He didn’t want to mess anything up, and Zoey had been more than happy to help him out. Macy had never had a boyfriend or gone on a date or anything. Her dad was so over-protective; he wouldn’t let her do anything.

      He wouldn’t even let her watch PG-13 movies until she turned thirteen. Zoey always made sure they watched the good ones at her house so Macy could see what everyone else was seeing. Kids were always making fun of her, and Zoey didn’t want to give them another reason.

      The door opened, and her mom came in. “Has anyone heard from Macy yet?”

      “No.” Zoey frowned, fighting tears. “She’s going to be okay, isn’t she?”

      Her mom walked over and wrapped her in a hug. “I sure hope so.”

      “But she would have called me. Why hasn’t she texted or anything?”

      “Well, her wall post sounds pretty upset. If she really wants to get to her parents, she would stay away from contacting you because she’d know they would call you first.”

      “Still, she should let me know if she’s okay. She should know I can keep a secret.”

      “You know in a case like this, it’s more important to break secrets, right?” Her mom raised an eyebrow.

      Zoey rolled her eyes. “Of course. But she should tell me, you know?”

      The landline rang.

      Her mom gave her another hug. “I’d better get that. Maybe it’s news about Macy.”

      Twirling a strand of jet-black hair, Zoey looked around her room. There had to be something she was forgetting. Something that would give an important clue. There was no way Macy had run away. If anyone would have seen it coming, it would have been Zoey. They told each other everything. Well, almost everything. There was that one thing she hadn’t told Macy.

      Macy had been looking forward to that date so bad. It was all she had talked about for the last week. She spent more time planning what to wear than she did on anything else. She was as excited about sneaking out as she was about going on a date with Jared. She had been tired of being a goody two-shoes, and couldn’t wait to prove she wasn’t anymore.

      She spun around in her chair, looking at all the things that reminded her of Macy. Would Macy have run away with Jared? To spite her parents?

      Had the thrill of sneaking out with Jared been enough to unlock her wild, crazy side? Was that why she took off with him? A smile tugged at Zoey’s mouth. Maybe that was it. This could have been a loud, defining moment for Macy. Think of the fun times they could have when she came back, assuming her parents got the message and finally gave her some permission to have fun. They were probably going crazy right now not knowing where Macy was.

      Zoey’s mom came back into the room. “I’m sorry to do this to you, but we have to go down to the police station.”

      “What? Why?” Zoey felt like she had been punched in the gut.

      “The police want to question anyone who could know anything about Macy’s disappearance.”

      Zoey ran her hands through the length of her hair. “Isn’t there a twenty-four hour wait or something? She ran away, didn’t she?”

      “The police aren’t assuming anything. She met with someone online that nobody can even locate. They want to eliminate all possibilities.”

      “Wait. You mean they think she might have been kidnapped?”

      “Nobody knows. There are a lot of child predators out there. That’s why I’m always telling you not to give out any personal information.”

      Zoey took a deep breath. “But I talked with Jared. He was nice. I saw his picture.”

      “Did you ever meet him?”

      She shook her head.

      “If you want to help Macy, we need to go downtown.”

      “Can I have a few minutes to get ready?”

      “Sure, sweetie.” Her mom squeezed her shoulder and left the room.

      Zoey closed her door, then put her ear to it to make sure her mom really had walked away. She grabbed her jacket and slipped it on, opened her window, and climbed out onto the ledge. She looked at the woods that faced her back yard. Could Macy actually have been taken by some pedophile?

      Zoey stuck her hand into her pocket, grabbed a box and pulled out a cigarette. She lit it and took a puff, holding it in for a moment. Letting her breath out slowly, she tried to relax.

      She’d started smoking to look cool around the new kids she’d been hanging out with, but now she actually felt like she needed one. If her mom knew she was smoking, she would have a fit.

      The last thing Zoey wanted was to go to the police station. What if she said something that could get Macy into trouble? What if she got herself into trouble? Could they charge her with something because she knew her friend was going to sneak out? By law, she was only a kid.

      Her heart sped up as she thought about different kinds of worst-case scenarios. What if they sent her to juvie? What if everyone hated her for keeping Jared a secret? She didn’t let her mind go to the absolute worst case—something actually happening to Macy.

      As much as she didn’t want to admit it, deep down she thought that might be the most realistic option. If Macy had planned to run away with Jared, she’d tell Zoey and not post it for everyone.

      Zoey took another drag.

      Guilt punched her in the gut again as she thought about the other secret she was keeping from Macy—the one far worse than smoking.

      What if Macy had found out about that? Would that have been enough to send her over the edge to run away?

      Zoey took one last drag, then smashed the cigarette into the roof tile next to her. She needed another one, maybe the whole pack, but there wasn’t time for that. She climbed back into her room and sprayed some air freshener. Then she opened her door and listened for her mom. She could hear her downstairs, talking on the phone.

      Zoey grabbed some clothes and ran to the bathroom for a quick shower. What should she tell the cops? She should probably stick to Jared and what little she knew about him. She kicked herself for not downloading his picture.

      Maybe one of Macy’s other friends had talked with Jared and had been smart enough to save the picture.

      Zoey got out of the shower and brushed her teeth to get rid of the last evidence of her new habit. She looked in the mirror, examining her teeth, and then she brushed her long, black hair. She promised herself that the next time she saw Macy, she would come clean. She would tell her everything. The thought that she’d caused Macy to run away ate at her.

      There was a knock on the door. “Are you ready yet, Zoey? They’re expecting us at the station.”

      “Hold on!” Zoey grabbed her black eyeliner. She gave her eyes a smoky look before putting on some mascara. She loved her exotic eyes. They were so dark and mysterious, thanks to her dad’s Japanese roots.

      Her mom drove her to the station in near-silence. Zoey really didn’t want to talk about anything, and her mom usually respected that.

      When they pulled into a parking spot, her mom turned to her. “Just tell them everything you know. Don’t be nervous, okay? You’re not in trouble. Everyone just wants to find Macy. You’re her best friend, and you might know something that no one else does.”

      Zoey nodded. “Sure, Mom.” She got out of the car, not wanting to talk about it any more.

      They walked into the station together. Her mom told the officer at the front desk why they were there, and he filled out some paperwork. Then he looked up at Zoey’s mom and then back to Zoey.

      “Are you adopted?”

      Zoey rolled her eyes. If she had a dollar for every time some ignorant bonehead asked that, she would be rich. Because she looked so much like her dad, everyone assumed she couldn’t be related to her fair-skinned, auburn-haired mom. “My dad is Japanese.”

      The buffoon looked around. “Where is he?”

      Zoey narrowed her eyes. “Isn’t that the million-dollar question? Probably Japan, but who knows? If you figure it out, let me know.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “Okay. Unknown.” He scribbled more on his paper. “You two can have a seat over there.” He indicated toward the waiting area.

      Zoey followed her mom to the chairs. Her heart raced as she looked around at the plain, white walls and numerous windows. Yelling came from somewhere down a hall.

      Just as she was getting ready to jump from her seat and run back to the car, she heard familiar voices. She looked up to see Macy’s parents and brother walking out from behind the main desk. They must have been questioned. Her mom and dad stopped at the desk and talked with the loser filling out paperwork.

      Zoey’s mom went up and gave Macy’s mom a hug. Alyssa burst into tears, and the women held each other. “Oh, Valerie. I can’t believe this is happening.”

      Zoey looked away, afraid of crying herself.

      Alex sat down next her. His eyes were red and puffy.

      “You okay?” Zoey asked, feeling stupid. Of course he wasn’t.

      “They have, like, a million questions. They’re acting like Macy’s dead.” He shook his head and took a deep breath.

      “She’s fine. You know how tough she is. I’m sure it’s like her update said. She wanted to get away from everything.”

      Alex shrugged. He looked into her eyes but said nothing.

      Zoey looked over at their parents. They were talking with each other, paying no attention to the two kids. She put her hand on top of Alex’s. He flipped his hand over and laced his fingers through hers.

      “I don’t know what I’ll do if anything happened to her.” He cleared his throat. “I couldn’t—I mean, what would I do?” His eyes shone with tears.

      “She’s going to be okay.” She squeezed his hand. “She is. You know what? She’s probably off having the time of her life with Jared, with no clue what she’s putting us through.”

      He nodded. “I hope. When she gets back, I’m gonna beat the crap out of her.”

      “Alex. We’re leaving,” Chad called.

      He squeezed her hand before standing. They held their eye contact, their fingers lingering also. Before Alex reached his parents, he mouthed, “Call me.”

      Zoey nodded.
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      A thud woke Macy up. She opened her eyes, confused.

      “I see you’ve made yourself comfortable.”

      The trap door was open, and she could see her captor staring down at her.

      “Do you want something to eat?”

      She sat up, nodding. “And something to drink.”

      He laughed. “I’ll bet you’re thirsty after moving those bales around. I’ll get you something, but you have to do one thing for me, Heather.”

      Heather?

      “What?”

      “Call me Dad.”

      Dad? Had he lost his mind? Then she remembered in the truck, he said something about her looking like his Heather. “Why?”

      “Because, Heather. I’m your dad. I need to hear you call me Dad.”

      “Tell me your real name and I’ll think about it.”

      He glared at her. “You know my name, Heather. It’s Chester Woodran.”

      Chester? His name was Chester? No wonder he was such a jerk. With a name like that, he’d have to be mean to get any respect.

      “Well?” He narrowed his eyes.

      “You’re not my dad! And I’m not Heather.”

      He shook his head. “See. That’s exactly why I need you to call me Dad. As soon as you do, you’ll get your food and water. One more chance.”

      “Never.”

      “I’ll come back and see how agreeable you are later.” The trap door slammed shut, and she heard the same click as before.

      Was that why Chester had taken her? Had something happened to Heather, and he was trying to use Macy to replace the girl? If he thought she was going to call him Dad, he had something else coming.

      Tears poked at her eyes as she thought about her family. Did they know she was missing? She wasn’t sure how long she’d been gone, but since she had sneaked out of the house, they wouldn’t have found out until the morning. Maybe not even late morning, if it was one of those days when her parents let her sleep in.

      Even if they did know she was gone, would they know where to look for her? She had to be several states away, if not more. Would her friends have figured out that something was wrong? She had told her closest friends she was meeting Jared. Would they be worried that she hadn’t texted them about it?

      Burying herself further into the bed of hay, she gave in to the tears until she was sobbing and shaking. Where were her parents? What were they doing? What about her annoying brother? What she wouldn’t give to even see him and put up with his relentless teasing.

      Without realizing it, she cried herself back to sleep. She woke up when something tickled her hand, which was hanging out of the hay. She opened her eyes to find a black beetle crawling on her hand.

      “Augh! Get off. Off of me!”

      She shook her hand, but it didn’t come loose. She used her other hand to flick it away. She wiped the back of her hand on the hay furiously, as though that would get rid of whatever remnants of the bug were left on her skin.

      Was she going to die in this room? Was this going to be the last place she was ever going to see? Sleeping in hay with bugs crawling on her, surrounded by rats and who knew what else?

      A loud crack made her jump. Macy buried herself deeper into the bale of hay, even though she knew it couldn’t protect her. Rain slammed against the barn with such force that it practically shook above her. Thunder clapped again, and with it rainwater came dripping down the wall next to her. It pooled noisily on the ground.

      Did it flood down there? The rats weren’t running for cover, so maybe—hopefully—that was a good sign. She could hear animals stomping around up above. They whinnied, mooed, and bahhed, making the storm even more eerie than it already was.

      Macy lay there in her hay nest, listening to the sounds of the storm and of the animals. It was the distraction she needed, and finally she relaxed for the first time since the ordeal had begun. Storms had always been somewhat comforting, in a strange sort of way. At home, she used to love watching the rainfall from her house. It was almost magical, even though she was too old to believe in that stuff anymore.

      The storm gave her hope, almost like a sign she was going to be okay.

      Her stomach rumbled along with the thunder and the hunger ate at her, making her feel weak and light-headed. She had been hungry before and knew this phase would pass. There was no way she was going to let him win. If nothing else, she would walk away from this skinny at last.

      Focusing on the storm, she ignored the hunger pangs. She thought of her poor old cat Snowflake. Imagining him beside her helped Macy relax further. He had always been able to sense when she was upset, and would show up to comfort her.

      As suddenly as it had begun, the storm stopped. The quiet rang in her ears, and all she could hear was the water dripping down the wall from the spaces above. Macy closed her eyes. She wanted sleep to take her away again, but it wouldn’t.

      Her stomach growled again, rumbling over and over, making her light-headedness even worse. Her mouth watered for food that didn’t exist.

      At home, she could walk into the kitchen and grab anything—well, anything without meat or animal by-products. Alex always waved cheese slices in her face after she declared herself a vegan. Cheese had been her favorite, and was probably the sole cause of her muffin top.

      A noise caught Macy’s attention, and she looked toward the trap door as it opened.

      “Did you enjoy the storm? I was watching it by the fire, listening to music while lunch cooked in the oven. How did you like it from in here, Heather?”

      “My name isn’t Heather.”

      “The sooner you come to terms with the fact that you’re Heather, the sooner you’ll be able to get out of here. For now, are you ready for some food?”

      “I’m not calling you dad.”

      “That’s a shame. I’ve got some food here for you. Can you smell it?” Chester waved his hands around, like that would send the smell her way.

      “Nope.”

      “Are you sure you won’t change your mind?”

      “I’m not Heather, and you’re not my dad. I want you to take me back to my parents. Everyone’s looking for me, you know. They’ve figured out by now that I’m missing. They’ll find you.”

      “Don’t count on that, Heather.”

      “They know something’s wrong.”

      He shook his head. “You posted a note online, telling everyone of your intention to run away.”

      “What?” She sat up.

      “You didn’t think I could figure out those passwords, either?” He laughed. “Snowflake415. Your precious kitty and the date you decided to become vegan.”

      Macy gasped. “They’ll still look for me. Even if I said I was running away.” She clenched her fists. Would they, really? They had to. Her parents wouldn’t shrug their shoulders and carry on with life if she ran away.

      “Your note said not to look for you, that you would come back when you were ready.”

      She tightened her grip, digging her nails into her own flesh. “They won’t believe it.”

      “I think they will. I know all your typical typos, your lingo, and all the chat-speak. They’ll have no reason to doubt you wrote it from your own account.”

      He’d thought of everything. Even so, there was no way everyone would sit around, was there? She was a kid. The police would be forced to look for her, wouldn’t they? Or did they not bother with runaways? Not that they would know to look for her below a barn in the middle of nowhere, probably states away.

      “So, Heather, are you ready for lunch? I made you some vegetable soup—vegan approved.”

      Macy’s stomach growled again, and her mouth filled with water. She couldn’t let him know how much she wanted the soup.

      “I’m not calling you dad. You’re not my dad.”

      “Eventually, you’ll be hungry enough to be agreeable. I thought you’d be now, but it looks like you’ll need some more time. I’ll leave the bowl up here and you can think about it while I go to the store. I might make some other stops too. Come to think of it, I might be gone for quite a while. Are you sure you don’t want to eat now?”

      She wanted to eat it more than anything, but there was no way she was letting him know that. “I’m fine. If you know me so well, you know how I lost my weight. I can go a long time without eating.”

      “Suit yourself. You’re only human. Oh, that reminds me.” He held a bottle of water. “You’ll at least need something to drink if you’re going to survive. You may be able to go a long time without food, but you can’t go long without this. Drink it.” Chester dropped it, and as it bounced on the dirt floor, he slammed the trap door shut and locked it.

      Her mouth watered at the thought of the soup, reminding her how parched she was. He was right, and she knew it. She needed water. Macy climbed out of her little nest and ran to the bottle of water, picked it up, and stared at it. It was still factory sealed. There weren’t any punctures in it anywhere.

      Why had he given that to her? She told him she would never call him dad. Was he not planning on killing her? Did he want her to live? If that was the case, what was his plan? Did he actually want her to become his daughter? Like that would ever happen.

      She twisted the cap off and guzzled the entire bottle. She put the lid back on and threw it into a corner.

      In the distance, she heard an engine start, followed by tires driving on gravel.
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      Alex sprawled out across his messy bed, playing games on his cell phone and trying to distract himself from how stressed and worried he was. It didn’t fix anything, but at least he could get his mind off Macy for a little while.

      As if it wasn’t bad enough that Macy had taken off—or been killed, by the sounds of what the police thought—he and his parents had been questioned. Zoey, too. She had to be as worried as he was. She’d been besties with Macy for as long has he could remember.

      He moved up a level in Factoryville, and then chucked his phone across the room. He didn’t care about any of the games. Not now. The police had said they were going to go through Macy’s room if she didn’t turn up soon, and told them not to leave town. Where would they go? Jerks.

      Rolling over onto his back, he stared at a poster of his favorite band on the ceiling. When would Zoey call? It felt like forever since he saw her at the station. He hoped she was okay. She seemed about as well as could be expected, but that was before talking with the cops.

      Alex’s parents had been in the room when he was questioned, since he was a minor. The same should hold true for Zoey. He would feel a lot better being able to talk with her.

      If they could talk, maybe they could figure out what really happened. What two people were closer to Macy, really? Sure, Macy and Alex didn’t spill their secrets to each other, but they were pretty close. That was why she put up with his teasing. It was their thing. Always had been.

      The doorbell rang, and Alex groaned. Let it be Zoey, and not the cops. He could tell by the way they looked at him that they didn’t like him. His hair was past his ears, and he liked it scraggly. The older cop seemed to have him pegged as a thug. Did he seriously suspect that Alex had anything to do with it? That was ridiculous.

      Opening his door, Alex could hear muffled conversation downstairs. At least it was a break from his parents arguing. They didn’t get along anymore since Dad had started that blog. People online started thinking his dad was all that, so his head got big and he walked around upset that he didn’t get the same respect at home.

      Alex thought about closing his door to continue hiding, but he wanted to find out what was going on. Maybe the police had found something. Macy’s picture was all over the TV. Every discussion on social media was about her, too. That’s why Alex had been playing games—he didn’t want to read any more crazy theories. His friends had come up with everything from alien abduction to witness protection.

      If Alex didn’t stay away, he would end up beating the crap out of half the student body on Monday. Let them talk, but he wasn’t going to have anything to do with it. He made his way downstairs and saw his parents talking with three cops. One officer he hadn’t seen at the station tipped his hat. Alex nodded back and stood a distance away, not wanting to be dragged into the conversation.

      It didn’t sound as though they had anything new to share.

      “We need to search the house and we need you to step outside while we do,” said the one who had given Alex the evil eye back at the station.

      “What?” Alex exclaimed. He looked at his parents, begging them to say no. “Why do we have to leave? We didn’t do anything wrong.”

      Hat-tipper looked at him. “Then you have nothing to worry about, son. We should be in and out of here in no time. If there are any clues to your sister’s disappearance, then we need to find them sooner rather than later. The first twenty-four hours are critical.”

      Alex frowned. “Can I go back and get my cell phone?”

      Jerkwad shook his head. “No can do. You can have it back when we’re done. Now, please step out of the house.”

      “Fine.” Alex walked past his parents and the cops, out the door.

      Alyssa looked at him. “You can put your shoes on.”

      He glared at the jerk cop. “Wouldn’t want to interfere with the investigation.”

      Chad narrowed his eyes. “Alex, it’s the middle of November. Put some shoes on. Why are you being like this?”

      “Why? Because my sister is missing and we’re being treated like criminals.”

      “That’s how he expresses sorrow.” Chad picked up a pair of flip-flops and flung them at Alex.

      He caught them. “Awesome.” After putting them on, Alex walked down their walkway. “Am I allowed to walk down the street?” He didn’t wait for a response before making his way to the sidewalk. He looked down the street and saw Zoey’s mom’s car parked in front of their house, two doors down.

      Before he even made it to their driveway, Zoey ran outside. “Sorry I didn’t call you. My mom wouldn’t stop talking to me. I swear, she needs to get married and leave me alone.”

      “That won’t solve anything. Trust me.”

      “True. Your parents haven’t been getting along lately.”

      “Want to go to the park? The cops are going through my house.”

      “That bites. We’re probably next, though. Yeah, let’s go there.”

      Alex grabbed her hand, and they walked the three blocks to the park in silence. They went to their typical hiding spot underneath a tree with many swooping branches and sat down against the trunk, hidden from the world. Zoey leaned her head against his chest.

      “Where do you think she is?” asked Alex.

      “I hope she’s having a good time with Jared, but the fact that he’s gotten rid of everything identifying worries me. Why would he do that? I went through the messages he sent me, and there’s nothing in there about him. All he did was ask me about Macy and say how much he wanted to make her happy. The police even said that sounds really suspicious.”

      “They should try to get into his account.”

      Zoey looked at him. “They did. They called customer support and everything. He covered his tracks by hiding his IP address or whatever. I don’t know all that lingo.”

      “So, basically, they have no idea where or who Jared is.”

      “Nope.” She pulled out a cigarette. “Want one?”

      “I’ll share with you. Sorry I got you hooked.”

      “I’m not hooked. I can stop anytime. I think it’ll take the edge off.” She lit it, took a drag, and then handed it to him.

      Alex took the longest, slowest drag he could manage. He wanted to make it last since they were sharing. He didn’t want to admit how good it felt. He knew if his sister was there, she would be mad at both of them, especially for encouraging each other.

      They sat in silence until the cigarette was gone. Alex shoved it into the ground, twisting it back and forth.

      Zoey leaned back against him. “What do you think is going to happen?”

      He shrugged. “At home, I keep expecting her to walk around the corner. I know she’s not there, but I keep thinking she’s going to. It’s stupid.”

      “No, it’s not. I keep waiting for her to text me or something. I keep wanting to call her, but then I remember I can’t.”

      “Do you think Jared was real? Or some old creeper?”

      “I don’t think it was the kid in the picture. He looked too sweet and innocent to do anything wrong. You know, the kind of guy who would insist on opening her door, not talk her into running away.”

      “What if we never see her again?”

      “It’s too soon to think like that.”

      “But you said—”

      “Remember all those positive thinking CDs your parents used to make us all listen to when we were kids? If there’s any truth to them, what Macy needs is for us to think she’s going to come back. She needs our positive thoughts. They’ll reach her and help her.”

      “You really believe that crap?”

      “I don’t know. It seemed to work.”

      “Did you actually try?”

      “Yeah. Maybe.”

      “It didn’t help my family. My parents fight all the time and they pushed Macy away.”

      “But they don't listen to those anymore, do they?”

      Alex shook his head.

      Zoey took his hand and slid her fingers through his. “See? They got along when they did. Remember?”

      “I guess.”

      “They did. I was jealous. Trust me.”

      He wrapped his arm around her and sighed. “This whole thing sucks balls.”

      “It’s an effing nightmare. When she comes back, I’m going to give her a hug, then I’m gonna slap her across the face.”

      “You and me both.”

      “When she comes back, we really should tell her about us.”

      Alex looked at her in surprise. “You think so?”

      “Well, yeah. I always feel bad about keeping it from her. I was afraid she’d hate me. But if she cares about us, she’ll be happy for us. Then we could all hang out together. We won’t have to hide from her.”

      “Your parents would never let you spend the night again. We wouldn’t get easy make out sessions anymore.”

      “Who said anything about telling them?”

      They sat for a while, watching people’s feet go by and listening to kids squeal and shout at each other. Alex thought back to when they were all kids. Zoey had practically grown up with him and Macy.

      She had been like a sister to him his whole life until last summer. Somehow she’d started to seem different to him. Then one night, Macy fell asleep while they’d all been watching a scary movie. A frightening scene came on, and both Alex and Zoey screamed. They looked at each other and laughed, but when they made eye contact, something changed.

      When the movie ended, they sat there on the couch, talking for hours. They stayed up until about four, discussing everything from what the scariest movie was to which Pokémon was the strongest. They laughed over old memories and talked about jerks at school. Then, heart pounding, Alex made the riskiest move of all. He leaned over and kissed her on the lips, not knowing if she would push him away or kiss back.

      Zoey had kissed him back, surprising him with her passion. He had expected her to shove him on the floor and tell on him. They decided not to tell Macy—or anyone.

      For some stupid reason, it was okay for guys to go out with girls two years younger, but girls couldn’t. They had always planned on eventually coming clean to Macy. She deserved to know, and if anyone was going to figure them out it would have been her, but as far as they could tell, she was clueless. She definitely didn’t know that when Alex snuck out, he was meeting with Zoey.

      Zoey had been afraid to tell Macy and lose her best friend. Even though Alex and Macy bickered, she was quite protective of her little brother. She always had been. One time, a girl from school had been teasing Macy and she said some remark about Alex becoming sexy. That was the one time they had seen Macy get really pissed. She went off on that girl like nothing Alex had ever seen. He had thought for sure that Macy was going to deck the girl, but she had stormed off instead.

      Macy wouldn’t stand up for herself when it came to kids at school, but when someone said something about Alex, the inner monster had been released. Alex didn’t want to have that turned on Zoey, and Zoey didn’t want her lifelong best friend hating her.

      Zoey sat up straight. “I can feel my phone vibrating. I’m sure Mom wants me back home.”

      “I should probably get back too. My parents are going to freak out and not let me go anywhere now that Macy’s gone. My days of sneaking out are about to end. What are you going to say about smelling like smoke?”

      She flipped her hair back. “The usual. I ran into kids smoking at the park.”

      He nodded and then kissed her, hoping she wouldn’t get mad at him for kissing her while Macy was gone. Instead, she kissed him back, holding him tighter than usual. Her phone vibrated again, and he could feel it.

      Zoey stood. “I should go before my mom has a nervous breakdown.”

      “Yeah. Me too.”

      She gave him a quick kiss and then walked away. He watched her until she disappeared from sight.
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      Macy leaned against the bale of hay she had been pushing and wiped the sweat from her forehead. She was determined to pile them up so she could reach the wood near the ceiling. She had been staring it at it long enough. She knew that if she could reach it, she could pull the boards loose and squeeze through.

      Sure, she didn’t really have a plan beyond that. She didn’t know how to get off the farm, or where to go once she reached a main road. She had to take everything one step at a time and the first thing was to get the bales piled on top of each other.

      She looked around, searching for a way up to the boards before the madman came back. She didn’t know how long he had been gone, but it felt like forever. He was bound to be back soon.

      What did he have planned for her? Would he let her starve if she never caved and called him Dad? She didn’t have the best relationship with her own dad, but she wasn’t going to give in and disown him.

      Too exhausted to even attempt pushing one of the heavy bales on top of another, she paced the room. As she thought about how she was going to get out, her mind wandered back home. Was anyone worried about her?

      If that jerk was smart enough to remove her cell phone battery, there was no way anyone would ever find her. She remembered when her dad had gotten those phones. How could she forget? He had gone on for nearly an hour explaining how they would always know where she and Alex were with those. Macy and her brother had rolled their eyes at each other, both knowing they could leave their phones somewhere if they were going to sneak anywhere.

      Not that Macy was one to sneak around. Her brother was the master of sneaking in and out. She knew he was seeing friends who smoked with him, but she wasn't about to tattle. He assured her that he wasn't doing any other drugs. She had told him that as long as he wasn't doing anything dangerous, she would keep their parents out of it.

      Macy was sure if she ever got back home, she wouldn’t sneak out again. At least not to meet someone she had never met before.

      “Focus!” She shook her head. Thinking about all that wasn’t going to help her get back home. Or even out of the barn.

      She continued to pace in circles, staring at the bales of hay and the wood she was determined to peel away. As she walked, the room felt like it got smaller. She felt it might close in on her if she didn’t do something soon.

      With a sudden burst of determination, she ran at the nearest bale of hay and pushed on it as hard as she could from the bottom. It moved up into the air a couple of inches before dropping. Macy moved her fingers out of the way in time.

      She balled up her fists and went to the other side of the room, startling the rodents. She narrowed her eyes at the bale and crouched down as though in a race.

      “Ready. Set. Go.” She ran at the hay and used her momentum to push it up. It went up farther but soon dropped down again. Not to be deterred, she returned to the other end of the room and repeated the imaginary race. She got the bale a little higher, but again, it dropped.

      She repeated the process about five more times until she was too tired to try again. She lay down on the bale she had made a bed of and kicked her feet in frustration. She pounded on the wall next to her, not caring that it hurt her hands. She felt blood dripping down. All she had to do was pile up the hay and she could get out, but she couldn’t even do that.

      Light shone through the boards, mocking her. She pounded on the wall harder, so much so that little specks of dirt fell onto her, getting on her face. She wiped them away, and leaned against the wall. Hot, angry tears fell to her face, and she did nothing to stop them.

      She let herself sob. Feeling the pain deep down in her gut, she let out a scream. She heard the animals move around above. She didn’t care. She screamed again, that time louder.

      “Why did I get into that truck? Why was I so stupid?” She got up, tears still pouring down her face, and kicked the hay. “And why won’t you help me, you stupid bales?”

      Macy reached down and pulled out pieces of hay, throwing them around herself. She grabbed more and threw them too. They came out easier where she had been kicking. She pulled out as many as would come and chucked them around the suffocating, little room. She let out another scream for good measure.

      “Why? Why? Why?” She leaned against a wall and slid down until she was sitting on the ground. How had she been stupid enough to get herself into this situation? No one else she knew had been kidnapped. Only her. She had to be a special kind of stupid. It was no wonder no one at school ever wanted anything to do with her. In fact, the only guy who ever had any kind of an interest in her was a fake. He was a stalker. Some old dude, determined to turn her into his probably-dead daughter.

      She put her head onto her knees and sobbed again. What was she going to do? Was there any possibility of her getting out? Even if she managed to get one bale on top of another, would she be able to get enough piled up to reach those boards?

      And did it even matter? Her family would think she ran away. Maybe they would think she was happier without them. If Chester came back and killed her, it might be the best thing for everyone.

      Face still on her knees, she continued to wail. What was the point of trying to get away? So she could go back to school and have everyone laugh at her and call her fat?

      What was she fighting for, really? Was going back really so important? She could imagine the comments her “friends” were probably leaving on that post about her running away. They were probably telling her to stay away, saying good riddance. It was probably her most-liked post of all time.
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      Alyssa stood by the window in her bedroom, staring into the woods behind their house. She had run out of tears, but not grief. The longer Macy was missing, the more it ate away at her. She thought of the last thing she had said to her daughter the night before. It had been an irritated list of things for her to do over the weekend.

      Why hadn’t she given Macy a hug? Told her how much she loved her? A fresh lump formed in her throat. Sure, her kids annoyed her with their selfishness and lack of responsibility, but they were teenagers. Being moody and messy was practically in their job description. Alyssa hadn’t forgotten being a teenager. Why couldn’t she be more understanding? She had always promised herself that she wouldn’t turn into her mom.

      She was like her own kids in many ways, now that she thought about it. She was focused on her appearance, going to the gym daily. She was also busy distracting herself from the pain of the recent direction of her marriage.

      Alyssa looked around her room. She missed the days when she and Chad would spend hours in there, talking and dreaming. If only he was there to hold her. Alyssa wanted to pour her heart out to him, but she couldn’t even bring herself to leave the room and find him.

      He had been in his study, avoiding her since they found out about Macy. He probably felt guilty—as he should. He was the one who had driven Macy to run away, if in fact that was what had happened.

      Macy had to have snapped and run off, not wanting to be controlled any longer. Alyssa could remember hating control when she was a teenager. She had wanted so badly to be seen as an adult.

      Her eyes landed on her old scrapbooks, sitting under a pile of other books. She hadn’t looked at those in years. She walked over and picked them up, sliding the other books onto the shelf. She took the scrapbooks to the bed and opened the one that had Macy’s baby pictures.

      Alyssa couldn’t help smiling at the memories in front of her. She needed to look at these more often to remind herself how much her kids meant to her. It was easy to forget when they threw their snarky attitudes at her, but seeing the old pictures made her heart swell with love. They were the same as they always had been, only bigger now, and rightfully wanting some independence.

      She flipped through the pages until she couldn’t keep her eyes open any longer. She gave into their heaviness and rested her head on top of one of the pages, giving into sleep.
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      Macy watched the rain drip down the wall next to her. She hadn’t heard the truck return, and had no idea when Chester would be back. She was no longer hungry. She had spent so much time skipping meals that it got to the point where being hungry felt good.

      Her stomach stopped rumbling while she was crying earlier, and she was grateful for some kind of pleasure. She wasn’t sure how long the good feeling would last. Usually it went away when she saw or smelled food. The soup above was probably disgusting from sitting there so long, and knowing that helped her stomach to continue feeling good.

      With every passing minute, she became less and less convinced she’d be able to get out. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t get even one bale on top of another.

      She thought about her brother. What did Alex think of her disappearance? He was so hard to read these days. They still got along, but they weren’t close. It was as though something had come between them. His teasing bothered her more because of that, but she never said anything, not wanting to give him another reason to make fun of her.

      He would be worried, though. It gave her comfort realizing that. Sure, he could be the most annoying kid on the planet, but he cared about her. He had been the first one to notice when she started starving herself. He had practically begged her to stop. Deep down, he was still the sweet kid he had always been.

      She pulled more hay over herself and turned away from the wall. She could still hear water streaming down. It made her have to pee again, but she didn’t want to get up. She’d wait until she couldn't hold it.

      Was her best bet to pretend to be Heather? She really had no chance at escaping, unless the psycho moved her somewhere else. Why would he? He probably knew she wouldn’t be able to get out.

      Thunder cracked, and she jumped. She pulled more hay over herself, trying to hide from it.

      If she pretended to be Heather, would he give her more freedom? An actual bed, maybe? Would he let her stay in the farmhouse with him? Obviously she wouldn’t get her cell phone back, but lying in a bed sounded so nice. Maybe she would even get some fresh clothes.

      Maybe if she pretended to be his daughter, he would be nice to her. What if he continued to be a jerk? What had happened to the real Heather, anyway? She could try to find out if he let her out of the basement. It was worse than being in jail. Prisoners at least had rights and meals. She had nothing.

      Why was she even considering giving into him? That was what he wanted. She was down there so he could turn her into an obedient captive. Macy had taken psychology. That was exactly his plan. But maybe if she knew that, she would be able to keep herself from getting Stockholm’s syndrome and becoming sympathetic to him.

      He wouldn’t really go back and kill her family. He was only playing her.

      Macy needed a new plan, and unfortunately, that meant she was going to have to pretend to be his daughter. She would have to think of herself as a performer. The farm was her stage, that jerk was her audience. On the outside, she would be Heather, but on the inside, she would remain Macy.

      She had to. It was her only real hope of escape.

      Was the time passing slowly, or was that jerk staying away for a long time to mess with her? She rolled back over and looked up at the boards.

      She had probably been dreaming, thinking she could actually get out on her own. Chester would have taken every measure to make sure she couldn’t get out. He might have even put something in the bales to make them heavier.

      Now that she wanted out, she wasn’t sure what was worse: being alone in the horrid dungeon or pretending to be Heather and acting like Chester was her dad. She didn’t even want to look at him, much less act like his kid, but it was her only hope of escape.

      A noise outside caught her attention. At first, she thought it was the rumbling thunder again. Soon it sounded like wheels on gravel. Her heart picked up speed. Was he coming to check on her? Would she soon be climbing the rope ladder to never see the awful room again?

      Macy held her breath, listening to the sound of crunching gravel. She sat up when she heard a slight squeal of brakes. She couldn’t hear anything over the pounding of her heart.

      “Please come in the barn,” she whispered.

      She took several deep breaths, trying to calm her racing heart. She heard a car door slam, followed by what sounded like footsteps over wet gravel. Soon, all she could hear was the rain. She held her breath, trying to hear more.

      Something moved above her. She heard shuffling noises. Something clicked, and then creaked. Macy stared at the trap door, squeezing the hay in her hands.

      The door opened, and after what seemed like forever, he put his face down where she could see it. “Looks like you’ve been busy. Did you throw a party while I was gone?” He laughed. “Did you have enough time to think about what we discussed?”

      What they discussed? She stared at him, refusing to answer. She wanted to choose her words carefully. If she said the wrong thing, he might lock her up again.

      “Not feeling talkative? I’ve got some things for you, if you’re ready for them, Heather. We’ll start with a vegan lemon and asparagus pasta. You can have a shower and put on your new clothes. It’s the same outfit you wanted before we went on our trip. Do you remember? Try to forget about what happened to your mother. There’s no sense in replaying that in your mind over and over.”

      What was he talking about?

      “Do you remember what you have to say in order to get out of here, Heather?”

      Macy clenched her fists. “Yes, Dad.”

      His eyes widened, and then he smiled. “Good. Good. I’m so glad to hear it, Heather. You get this place cleaned up, and I’ll get everything ready.” He slammed the door shut, and then Macy could hear the click of the lock.

      She stared at the door in disbelief. He hadn’t let her out? How much longer was she going to be down there? Tears filled her eyes, and she wiped them away before they could fall to her face.

      What exactly did he mean by clean up? Did he only want her to pick up the hay she had thrown around? Or did he want her to put the bales back where they had been? Unable to bear the thought of spending any more time down there, she got up and started the process of moving the heavy bales back to their original positions. At one point, she slipped on the tube of lipstick.

      Macy picked it up and examined it. It was an expensive brand. She recognized it as one that Zoey’s mom liked to wear. It was strange that pricey makeup would be in a bale of hay in an underground cellar in the middle of nowhere. She didn’t have the time or energy to figure out what it was doing there. She shoved it into the hay and continued to push the bale.

      Angry tears filled her eyes as she pushed the hay around the room. What was it going to take to finally get out of the horrible, little room?

      Her muscles burned from pushing the hay around. They weren’t used to being used, and they protested. She had no other choice except to ignore them, right along with her stomach. The labor made her hungry again, and it didn’t feel good in the slightest. Macy was getting dizzy, and beads of sweat broke out around her face.

      Too tired to keep going, she stopped and leaned against the bale, breathing heavily. She tried listening for noises, hoping Chester would be back soon, but she couldn’t hear anything over the sounds of her own heartbeat and her heavy breathing.

      She noticed the individual pieces of hay she had thrown around the room. Sighing, she stood and picked up one after the other, stuffing them into the bale that had a dent from where she’d taken them, until there were no more left lying around on the floor. She looked around the room again, frustrated at how much more work she had to do to get the bales put back where they were originally.

      Her legs and arms ached, as did her shoulders, back, and stomach. The last thing she wanted to do was push them around anymore. Did she dare risk leaving them as they were? He would probably know most of them still weren’t where they belonged.

      Macy kicked the nearest bale, hurting her toe inside the shoe. It felt like everything hurt, and her stomach growled. Her throat was parched, with her tongue practically sticking to the roof of her mouth. She knew she couldn’t move another bale, at least not until she either had some food or rest.

      Perhaps she could beg him to let her eat before moving the rest of them. She needed something. Her aching muscles couldn’t be denied any longer, so she threw herself on the hay, unable to take her body’s pleas any longer. Her eyes closed on their own, and she didn’t fight them. She half-listened to the mice.

      The now-familiar sounds of the door in the ceiling caught Macy’s attention. She looked up to the door and saw Chester.

      “It looks much better down here. You’re finally ready to come to the house with me.”
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      Macy stumbled as she walked through the field between the barn and the farmhouse. It felt good to stretch her legs, and she hadn’t realized how stale the air in the cell had been until she got out into the fresh, country air. She gulped it, even though her lungs burned.

      They walked in silence. Macy had so many questions, but didn’t want to risk getting thrown back into the hay room. At least until she had some food, and maybe even a shower. Both sounded like luxuries.

      When they reached the house, Chester opened the door without unlocking it. He indicated for her to go in first. She walked in without looking at him. Smells of cooking food assaulted her, making her feel hungrier and yet a little nauseated.

      “Doesn’t it feel good to be back at your grandparents’ house?” He closed the door. “Some things never change, do they? I swear, this place is the same as when I grew up here.” He looked her over. “They certainly wouldn’t approve of how filthy you are. Let’s get to your room and you can clean yourself up. I need to put the blackberry pie in the oven, anyway. Do you remember where your room is?”

      Was he crazy? Macy shook her head, still not looking at him.

      “I thought you might have forgotten. They’re right. We need to visit more often. They miss their only grandchild. They’re due back soon, so I’m glad you finally came around. I don’t know how I would have explained you being in that barn.” He shook his head. “Follow me.”

      He went past her, down the hall, and stopped in front of one of the last doors. “Does this ring any bells?”

      Macy shook her head again, keeping her gaze off him.

      “We’re going to have to work on your memory. I’ll have to pull out our old family albums. It might hurt to see pictures of your mom, especially after what happened. I know your grandparents are going to ask about her. We’re going to tell them she decided to stay in Paris. Can you do that?”

      She nodded.

      “Say it.”

      Macy took a deep breath. “Mom stayed in Paris.”

      “Good.” He opened the door, showing what was obviously the room of a teenage girl.

      Macy’s eyes lit up despite herself. It was gorgeous, and most importantly, the bed was huge and looked really comfortable.

      “Find yourself some clothes, and I’ll show you to the bathroom. You probably don’t remember where that is, either.” He sounded irritated, as though it was a huge inconvenience to give her the tour of a house she had never seen before.
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