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      Josie Roghan laughed as she stumbled out of the car and waved to her friends. She’d barely slammed the door shut when Ana blared the horn and peeled away.

      The car disappeared into the foggy night while Josie zipped her jacket as high as it would go. She hugged herself and looked at the long driveway. Any other night, her friends would’ve dropped her off at the house, but with it being so far past her curfew, Josie had insisted on this.

      Mom was seriously the world’s lightest sleeper, and even just the tiniest crunch of gravel under the car’s tire would wake her. The horn blast may have, for all Josie knew, and the last thing she wanted was a lecture at this hour, especially after having just left the best party of the year. Sure, she’d stayed out longer than promised, but she didn’t want to let go of the excitement from the night. All she wanted was to fall onto her pillow and relive every moment before falling asleep.

      Josie reached into her pocket and wrapped her hand around her phone. Though she’d lived in the same house her entire life and knew the driveway by heart, she might still need the flashlight app. There was no landscape lighting, and the narrow path got steep in a couple parts. If she stumbled, she could just as easily wake her mom as a car tire. Being careful was the name of the game.

      Getting grounded was a given, as she’d missed curfew by a mile. But she wanted the punishment to be doled out in the morning rather than now, at the end of the perfect evening.

      As she took her first few steps on the dark driveway, the gravel did make noise under her wedge sandals. Didn’t matter yet, her parents would never hear her this far away. It was as she got closer that she would have to be in stealth mode.

      The music, laughter, and conversation from the party still rang in her ears as she strolled along, humming. The buzz from her first alcoholic drink kept her warm in the chilly night.

      Josie had promised herself—and her parents—she wouldn’t drink if there was anything at the party, but it had been impossible to turn down. Especially when Brock had asked her. The star of the school’s football team had never given her a second glance before, but at that moment, he’d looked at her like she was a beauty queen.

      She couldn’t wait to get home and write all about it in her journal. Then she’d lock it and find a new hiding place, just like she did every night. Mom was such a snooper and didn’t trust her because her older brother had gotten himself into so much trouble. Now Josie was paying for his stupidity.

      At least she was smarter than him. By a long-shot. Mom may be crafty, but Josie could always stay one step ahead. That was why she knew she could get home and into bed without being noticed.

      Trouble would come in the morning, but that was just fine with her. The party was worth any amount of grounding or labor her parents heaped on her.

      Crunch!

      That wasn’t from her shoes.

      Josie froze in place, her eyes widening and her heart racing.

      It was probably just some animal in the woods. Dad had insisted on buying a house tucked away from everything else, so that meant dealing with the occasional coyote or whatever. The land was private, but it was close enough to civilization to keep bears or any other really worrisome creatures away.

      She held still for a few moments, waiting to hear any other noises. Everything was quiet, so she carried on. With each step, her pulse grew closer to normal.

      Snap!

      Josie stopped again. Looked around. Couldn’t see much because of the trees surrounding her. Didn’t get any light from the stars. The fog illuminated everything just enough to make it spooky.

      Snap!

      Her breath hitched. She tightened her grip around her phone.

      Crunch, crunch.

      That sounded like footsteps. Too heavy to be coyotes or any other forest creature.

      “Hello?” she called.

      The little hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. Could someone see her in this dark?

      Crunch, crunch, crunch.

      The footsteps grew faster, louder—closer.

      Josie burst into a run. The stylish but unpractical shoes dug into her heels and squeezed her toes. She tried to ignore the pain. But the plastic dug into her flesh. She might have to kick them off, not that the sharp gravel would be much better.

      Crunch, crunch, crunch!

      Heavy breathing sounded behind her.

      She gasped for air, a lump forming in her throat.

      A thought hit her. The person chasing her could be her brother. Mom or Dad might’ve even put him up to this—to scare her out of breaking curfew again.

      Josie skidded to a stop. Her feet ached with hot throbbing pain. She spun around.

      The silhouette of the male figure running toward her had his wrestler’s build. His hood and the dark made it impossible to tell for sure.

      He wasn’t slowing.

      “Jared, enough! You win.”

      The figure came closer. Now he appeared more muscular than her brother.

      Dread washed through her.

      She spun around and burst into a run again. The straps dug so sharply into her feet that it brought tears to her eyes.

      The heavy breathing grew louder, closer.

      Josie slowed and kicked off one sandal. Her foot felt better until she stepped down and a sharp rock dug into her sole.

      There was no time to take off the other one.

      He was getting closer. Looked to be picking up speed.

      Josie sprinted toward the house. Pain shot through both feet for different reasons.

      The heavy breathing and crunching gravel behind her assured her the guy was closing in on her.

      She would have a better chance of escape if she ducked into the trees. So she darted to the right, but the ground sloped down suddenly.

      Josie slipped, tumbled. Her arm scraped a prickly bush. Her head bumped against a rock, slamming her to a stop.

      Crunch, crunch, crunch!

      She scrambled to her feet. Dashed behind a weeping willow. It was hard to breathe, and it took all of her strength to keep quiet as she gulped in air.

      Snap!

      Josie jumped. Gasped. Covered her mouth.

      Footsteps headed her way, each one louder than the last.

      Her hands trembled. The phone fell from her grasp.

      Thump!

      The screen lit up.

      Josie stiffened.

      “There you are, Josie Anne!” The gruff male voice definitely didn’t belong to her brother.

      Her legs turned to rubber. He knew both her first and middle names? This wasn’t random.

      It was personal.

      Crunch, crunch.

      She took a deep breath and bolted. Ran deeper into the woods. The moist dirt felt much better on her foot than the pointy gravel.

      As she ran, she managed to finagle off the remaining wedge. Her skin burned as a flap of flesh ripped free from her foot as the shoe flew off behind her.

      Her heel skidded as she brought her foot back down. She flung her arms out and regained her balance. Darted behind the trunk of an aspen, zigging and zagging as she raced farther away from her home.

      A wet droplet splashed on her cheek. Then another. A few hit her bare legs under the mid-calf-length jeans.

      If this was another rainstorm, it would make the ground even slipperier than it already was. The trees weren’t close enough to keep out the rain.

      “Come out, come out, wherever you are!” The voice held a creepy lilt that sent a shiver down her spine.

      Josie held her breath and listened, her terror increasing with every sound. A snapping twig. Raindrops bouncing off leaves. Branches brushing against each other in the breeze.

      The fog distorted every noise until she wasn’t sure where they came from.

      “I’m getting closer.” The sing-song voice was indeed louder.

      She had no other choice.

      Josie pressed her palms against the trunk and took the briefest moment to ready herself. Then she burst into a run. Her right foot twisted in slippery mud. She lost her balance. Reached out and steadied herself on a birch trunk as she passed.

      “I hear you!”

      Goose bumps pebbled her arms. Sweat broke out along her hairline. She struggled to breathe, to stay upright on the slick ground.

      She darted around one tree after another. Ran left, leaped right. Zigged and zagged around bushes.

      “You can run, but you can’t hide forever!” Her pursuer laughed.

      That was where he was wrong. She would not only hide, but get away.

      Josie’s mouth grew drier. Her breathing, shallower. She needed to stop and rest. Regain her bearings.

      No time for that.

      The laughter was growing closer.

      She leaped over an exposed root. Darted around a tree. Crashed into something.

      No, someone.

      The guy was as tall and sturdy as a trunk. He wrapped his hands around her arms. “Got her!”

      Terror gripped her. She struggled against his grip, which only tightened. It would leave marks.

      Footsteps and heavy breathing sounded.

      Josie kicked, flailed her arms.

      He let go of one arm and covered her mouth.

      She bit, pulled free. Ran.

      “Oh, no you don’t!”

      “Yes, I do!” She ignored the sticks digging into her flesh.

      Now she had at least two people to escape. And she was running farther from home with every step.

      Footsteps thundered, grew louder. The guys shouted, taunting her.

      Making her blood run cold.

      Two against one. Maybe more.

      What did they want with her?

      Josie leaped around a large pine. Her foot twisted painfully as it landed. The ground rushed toward her. She landed with a hard thud. Couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move.

      It took several moments before her body recovered from the shock. She pushed herself up to her knees. Put her weight on her feet. Sharp pain shot out from her ankle.

      She leaned against the trunk for support.

      “Gotcha!” Arms wrapped around her, even tighter than before.

      Josie struggled, but this time couldn’t get away.

      The man pulled her back the way she’d come.

      She squirmed, kicked. Pain radiated from her injured ankle, so she kicked with the other one. Then she screamed so loud her throat hurt.

      Another guy appeared. They yelled at each other.

      Josie couldn’t make out what they said over her own hollering.

      One of the men shoved a piece of tape over her mouth.

      She continued struggling against them. Yelled more, muffled as it was. Kicked with her good foot. Elbowed and squirmed.

      But it did no good against two men, both larger than she was. They half-dragged and half-carried her back the way they’d come. One of them used a flashlight, bouncing the beam everywhere.

      They passed one of her shoes.

      Time seemed to both slow and race. Her muscles grew weary, her ankle swelled, and her throat grew raw.

      They came to a road.

      Now was her chance.

      Josie took every ounce of energy she had left and bucked to loosen their grips, struggled to squirm her way free.

      It didn’t work.

      They came to a small sedan. The second guy wrapped her arms and ankles with the tape while the other one opened a trunk.

      She found untapped strength to fight even harder than before. The tape was unforgiving.

      Together, the two men hefted her up and tossed her in.

      Josie rolled against a bag with something hard in it. The stench of body odor and fish made her stomach turn.

      Slam!

      Crying, she flailed around and screamed. Finally, she gave up and only made noise when the car stopped.

      Nobody else would hear her while they were traveling.

      After what felt like forever, the engine cut. Muffled voices sounded from inside the vehicle. Doors slammed. Footsteps crunched on gravel.

      Then silence.

      Her ears rang. And rang. Then finally stopped.

      Were they going to leave her in the trunk to die? Force her to stay tied up, smelling gross odors?

      Was this a test? A cruel joke?

      It didn’t matter. She was going to find a way out before they returned.

      Josie kicked around, trying to push out a brake light. She vaguely remembered hearing something about that but had never paid attention.

      Because she never thought she’d get abducted.

      Nothing budged. This car was probably too old to have that safety feature.

      Maybe the backseat would fold down, giving her an escape. That wouldn’t help with the tape situation, but at least she’d stand a fighting chance.

      And fight she would.

      Josie maneuvered herself over the bag, ignoring what felt like dumbbells digging into her ribcage. She shoved the seat, kicked at it. But it did no good.

      Footsteps.

      Voices.

      Both grew louder, closer.

      Click, click.

      A key in the lock.

      The lid popped open.

      She screamed, muffled as it was.

      Her two abductors yanked her out. One shoved her against the car while the other grabbed the large bag and slammed the trunk shut.

      “Get up!” One shoved her.

      Josie tried to steady herself.

      Fingers squeezed her arm. “Are you stupid?”

      She couldn’t respond because of the tape.

      He muttered an explicative before throwing her over his shoulder.

      They entered a forest. The trees seemed to go on forever.

      She was far from home.

      Josie paid attention to every detail, memorized the path for when she would have the opportunity to escape.

      The man carrying her stopped. He tossed her to the ground.

      She cried out, unable to protect herself. Rocks scraped her arms and face. The hard ground jolted her shoulder.

      The other guy lifted her up.

      That was when she saw it.

      Dread washed through her.

      This was worse than the trunk.

      Far worse.

      A wooden box shaped like a coffin lay in a hole in the ground. It had a fan, an odd pipe, some water bottles, a blanket, and a flashlight. A pile of dirt sat off to the side.

      She tried to pull away from them.

      One of the men turned to her. He squeezed her shoulders and looked into her eyes.

      She couldn’t make out any features, as he wore a ski mask.

      “You have enough to survive for a week. Assuming your parents fork over the cash, you’ll be out much sooner. If they don’t, well, I’m sure you can figure out what happens then.” He laughed.

      Josie tried to get away.

      They both grabbed her and forced her into the box.

      She struggled against them.

      One of the men slapped her. “Hold still if you want to be able to drink those waters!”

      Heart pounding, she froze.

      He whipped out a knife and cut the tape around her wrists and ankles. The other guy ripped off the tape from her face.

      She screamed as loudly as she could, though her voice was getting hoarse.

      “Don’t use up all your oxygen at once!”

      The lid slammed shut. Hammering sounded.

      Then came the worst noise of all.

      Dirt piling on top of the box.

      She yelled and pounded on the lid until long after all the sounds stopped.
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      Detective Alex Mercer loosened the tie on his police uniform and chuckled nervously as the three kindergartners decorated his face with the cold paint.

      “Hold still,” said a little girl, holding a brush with a glob of red over the table.

      Behind them, his daughter Ariana laughed and snapped pictures. “Perfect!”

      “Don’t send those to anyone on the force.”

      “She doesn’t have to.” Captain Nick Fleshman appeared with his phone in hand.

      Alex groaned. “That better not end up on the department’s website.”

      His boss and best friend grinned. “Great idea! I was just going to have Lizzie put it on tomorrow’s social media posts about our safety awareness night.”

      “I can always count on you two.”

      “Stop moving.” The little girl turned Alex’s face back toward her before rubbing red paint all over his nose.

      By the time the three kids were done, Alex’s entire face was stiff from the paint which even covered his trim beard. He rose and managed a grin. “How do I look?”

      The two boys giggled, but the little girl nodded proudly with approval.

      Nick and Ariana snapped more pictures. His daughter ran over to Damon and showed him her phone’s screen. She and her boyfriend both laughed, glancing back and forth between the device and him.

      Alex gave police badge stickers to the kids and posed for photos with the artists before they ran off to their parents.

      Nick patted Alex’s shoulder. “You’re a good sport.”

      “It’s for the kids.”

      “And maybe for my entertainment.” Nick threw him a teasing glance and took a deep breath. “It’s so nice to have one of these nights without any abductions hanging over us.”

      Alex resisted the urge to scratch his face. “It hardly seems possible that we’re nearly to the year mark of no kidnappings.”

      “With Cal Jones dead, his cronies seem to have stopped.”

      Alex frowned. “I don’t dare think that optimistically. Everything was quiet for ten years between—”

      “Don’t say it.” Nick shook his head before walking over to a booth where kids were bowling for tickets.

      Alex scanned the community center’s gym for Zoey and the twins. Hopefully they were staying in their double stroller. The two-year-olds had been struggling to get out of it each time they left the house for the last week. This was not the place for them to be running around, especially given they seemed to think that running in opposite directions was a game.

      He didn’t see any of his family members in the gym. They could be in any of the other rooms, or even downstairs, where a group of clowns were performing. Alex was going to stay far from them.

      Alex walked around, giving stickers and high-fives to kids along the way. He stopped to say hi to his colleagues and neighbors, forgetting about his decorated face until someone pointed it out. He laughed and continued strolling through the building.

      The event had turned out to be a hit. More people had come out than in the previous years combined. They had already handed out most of the crime prevention tip sheets, and people were still coming in.

      When he reached the main entry, he saw his twins’ stroller. He’d know it anywhere, not only because of it being a double-size but due to a large purple paint stain they hadn’t been able to get out. Ariana said it gave it character.

      Zoey stood near the entrance with her back to the stroller, speaking with one of the women from the HOA. He was about to walk over, when someone tugged on the bottom of his jacket.

      Alex turned around to see a little girl in a tutu with sparkly paint all over her face. She pointed to his stickers and looked down.

      He kneeled. “You want to be a policewoman?”

      She nodded, barely making eye contact with him.

      He gave her a bright smile. “You would make a fine officer.”

      She beamed.

      Alex handed it to her. His heart warmed when she stared at it like it was gold.

      “Thanks!” She spun around and burst into a run.

      He chuckled as he rose to his feet and again resisted the urge to scratch his face. If it wouldn’t upset the kids, he’d go to the bathroom right then to wash the paint off. Instead, he turned back to Zoey.

      He froze in place.

      Someone was walking toward the twins’ stroller. Not only that, the woman had her hands reached out toward them.

      Everything else disappeared around him. His pulse drummed in his ears.

      None of his kids were going to be taken on his watch. Not again.

      Zoey was still busy talking with her back to the kids. Sandra McMillan, who was facing them, wasn’t looking their way.

      He couldn’t make out any details of the woman inching toward his children, other than she wore jeans and a red sweater. Her hair was blonde.

      And she was nearly to his kids.

      Alex bolted over and cleared his throat. “Can I help you?”

      The woman turned to him, surprise on her face. She wasn’t a woman, but a tall preteen. Her eyes lit up as she turned back to the toddlers. “Are they twins?”

      Relief ran through Alex. He almost felt stupid for the mistake, but after all the abductions he’d seen, he would rather be safe than sorry. “Yeah. Their names are Laney and Zander.”

      “So cute!” She waved to them and made a silly face, which caused Laney to laugh.

      Alex stepped closer. “She likes you.”

      The girl beamed. “I’ve always loved kids. I can’t wait to start babysitting.”

      “Have you taken the babysitting course here at the center?”

      She shook her head no.

      “Grab a flier, and after you’ve taken the class, give me a call.” He pulled out a card and handed it to her.

      “Really?”

      “Of course.” He leaned over and ruffled Zander’s hair.

      His son grabbed for him, laughing.

      He gave both kids a kiss and turned back to the preteen, but she was already over at the bulletin board, checking out the fliers.

      Alex maneuvered around the stroller and put his arm around Zoey’s waist.

      She gave him a funny expression. “That’s a nice look. You planning on making it permanent?”

      He chuckled. “I am. How’d you know?”

      “Funny. Are you going to drive Ari home? I’m going to leave soon because the twins are getting antsy.”

      Zander pulled on Laney’s hair and giggled. His sister burst in tears.

      “See what I mean?” Zoey sighed and turned back to Sandra. “It was nice talking to you, but I need to get these two home.”

      Sandra said goodbye, and Zoey glanced at Alex. “You’ll get Ari?”

      He kissed her cheek. “Yes. But I’m pretty sure she’s planning on getting a ride with Damon.”

      His wife stiffened. “Make sure he takes her straight home. I don’t like that he lives in that big house all by himself.”

      Alex nodded. “I’ll give him a talk. Again.”

      “You can’t repeat it enough.”

      “Don’t I know it?” He helped her settle the twins down and gave a sticker to Zander to play with instead of his sister’s hair.

      Alex and Zoey had been young when Ariana was born, which was why there was such an age gap between her and the twins. Alex had only been fourteen, and Zoey sixteen.

      He waved as Zoey left with the younger kids and checked the time. Things would start winding down before long, and he couldn’t wait to get home. It had been a long day at work before coming to the event.

      He glanced around for Ariana and Damon but didn’t see them. He’d be sure to mention Ariana’s curfew, though he’d already had several man-to-man talks with his daughter’s boyfriend. Damon, who was technically in foster care since both parents were dead, actually lived in his parents’ house. The property had been left to him upon his dad’s death. As long as Damon checked in regularly, his new foster parents didn’t care where he stayed—and the seventeen-year-old certainly preferred the house he grew up in.

      Not that Alex blamed him. He’d feel the same way in Damon’s shoes—he’d even helped the kid make sure the security system was updated and had worked on a few things around the house. But as Ariana’s dad, he made it clear they weren’t to be there alone.

      Alex headed back to the gym, but they weren’t there, either. He went down the hall to a dance studio now filled with shrieking kids playing a game that looked like a cross between tag and interpretive dancing.

      No way was he going downstairs where the clowns were. He pulled out his phone and sent Ari a quick text asking where she was.

      “Excuse me,” came a feminine voice from behind.

      He turned around.

      “Are you Alex Mercer?” The woman had curly red hair and icy blue eyes.

      “Yes. Is everything okay?”

      “I don’t know, but I was told to give this to you.” She shoved an envelope in his hands. “I don’t know who it’s from. Sorry.”

      She bolted out of sight.

      Alex called out to her, but she was already gone.

      An envelope from an unknown person. Nothing good could come from this. And it was already in his hands.

      He tucked it under his arm to pull on a pair of gloves. Then he slipped out the back door. After stepping away from the building, he opened the seal. There was still enough natural light to see the paper inside.

      His breath hitched as he pulled it out. Nothing else fell out. There was no powder or anything else suspicious.

      Just a folded notebook page with his name on it.

      The message inside took his breath away.

      Our daughter has been kidnapped. They’re demanding a ransom and said we can’t involve the police. We’re asking for your help as a missing persons blogger. Help us!

      The only identifying information was a local phone number. No names or anything else.

      Alex stared at the paper shaking in his hand.

      After a year of no abductions, the ring was back.
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or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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