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      The woman’s heart raced. Her mouth went dry. She took a deep breath and paced the park. Nerves always got the best of her at this point in the game.

      But it wasn’t a game. Not really.

      Well, maybe.

      She rubbed her rounded belly. It felt awful, like every other time. Itchy. Heavy. Awkward. Somewhat stiff. Not like the real thing would be.

      The fake pregnant belly was the closest she would ever come to actually having a child grow inside her. But she would be the only one to know that.

      She continued rubbing as she walked the perimeter of the playground. Looking. Waiting.

      Still no security cameras—that was why she’d chosen this one. And because a lot of young moms frequented it. She’d done her due diligence. Trees blocked the view of the street. Nothing to get in the way. Moms with baby strollers came as early as the sun lit the sky to get out of the house, away from their husbands. Not that she blamed them.

      The woman adjusted her floppy hat on the brown wig. The fake hair was even itchier than the belly. She hated the whole getup, but it was part of the process.

      How else would she get—and be able to keep—her next baby? Nature wouldn’t help her out. The most advanced medical technology hadn’t done squat.

      And best of all, this way she didn’t need a man to get what she wanted. Dealing with her exes had been the worst part of the ordeal, other than the heartbreak of not being able to pass on her DNA. She couldn’t push a kid out between her legs and she couldn’t adopt because of… Well, she didn’t want to think about that.

      None of that mattered anymore. The only thing that did was getting a baby, and this was her day. She could feel it. Something good was in the air.

      Her heart sped up again at the thought.

      If anyone would get to the park. She glanced around, not seeing a single soul.

      Where were the new moms? The other mornings, they straggled in one at a time before things got busy after breakfast.

      At this rate, there wouldn’t be any stragglers. She’d have to wait for nap time when things thinned out.

      She took a deep breath. It would be fine. One way or another, she’d return home with a baby to put in the empty crib. A baby to dress in the clothes already hanging in the closet.

      It was all a matter of patience. She’d done this before and she’d do it again.

      A crow flew down near her, cawing loudly.

      She jumped and walked over near the trees. The sun was already getting warm. Between that and the fake belly and wig, she would overheat before too long.

      Crunch, crunch!

      A car in the parking lot.

      Squeal! Crunch!

      Brakes.

      Her heart nearly jumped into her throat.

      This was it! The first opportunity of the day. She pulled a mirror from her purse and practiced her sweetest smile. It was perfect. She looked innocent and trustworthy.

      The chestnut wig even made her resemble an actress who was famous for being kind-hearted and generous. It gave others a sense of familiarity, made them feel like they already knew her. Like they could trust her.

      A wicked smile slowly spread across her mouth, but she quickly covered it up.

      Footsteps sounded.

      Her pulse drummed in her ears, making it hard to hear anything else for a moment. She pressed a palm against a tree and pretended to stretch. So freaking awkward with the belly and the hair getting in the way.

      No matter. It would all soon pay off.

      Assuming the person walking her way had a baby.

      Squeals and the patter of feet sounded.

      The woman turned around. Relief washed through her.

      A baby stroller and a mom with dark circles under her eyes. Two little kids ran ahead of her, heading straight for the toddler playground. She called to them to be careful.

      A tired, distracted mom. Could this get any better?

      The woman glanced back at the trees to the path she’d take to her car. She hadn’t parked in the lot, so nobody would be able to describe her vehicle to the cops, but she was close enough that no one on the road would notice her racing away from the park.

      She continued pretending to stretch before jogging delicately over to the bench where the mom sat, yawning.

      “Long night?” She gave her rehearsed sweet smile.

      The mom nodded and rubbed her eyes. “I always forget how much newborns wake up at night. Your first?” She glanced at the fake pregnant belly.

      “Yeah. We’re so excited.”

      “Congratulations.”

      She sat and held out her hand. “Thanks. I’m Jessica.”

      “Lauren.”

      They shook hands and made small talk while she peeked at the sleeping baby. Couldn’t be more than a month old.

      “How old?”

      “He’s nineteen days. No, twenty. Is it Wednesday?”

      Jessica gave the mom her most sympathetic smile. “Thursday.”

      Lauren’s eyes widened. “Really? The days really do run together. I better order groceries before the weekend.”

      “It’ll be here before you know it.”

      Crying sounded near the slide. Lauren jumped up, keeping a hand on the stroller, and looked in that direction. “Are you okay, Brooklynn?”

      The toddler wailed. “I bleeding!”

      Lauren leaped over to the slide and knelt over the fussing girl.

      Jessica looked back and forth between the baby and Lauren, who was now dealing with two crying tots.

      It didn’t get any better than this.

      Jessica leaned over toward the infant while watching Lauren from the corner of her eye.

      Still distracted.

      Hands shaking, Jessica undid the buckles. They were the same as those on the car seat in her backseat. She scooped the baby into her arms. Shot a glance at Lauren, who still had her back to them.

      “Stay quiet, Sammy,” she whispered to the baby.

      Then she ran.
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      Alex Mercer clocked out then headed for the captain’s office. Through the blinds, he could see his best friend typing on his laptop.

      Knock, knock!

      Nick glanced over and waved Alex in.

      Holding back a yawn, Alex pushed the door open and entered. “Morning.”

      “I have good news.”

      “Yeah?” Alex sat across from his friend.

      “Chang is moving and—”

      “That is good news.” Alex rested his hands behind his neck and grinned. Captain Nick Fleshman and Officer Chang had been at odds for over a year.

      Nick snickered. “I didn’t mean it like that. His absence leaves room for another officer to work the day shift.”

      Alex arched a brow. “There are others with more seniority than me. I don’t want to take advantage of our friendship.”

      “You’re not.” Nick glanced at his computer screen. “Nobody else is interested in days.”

      “Really?”

      “It’s true. What do you say? Interested?”

      Alex thought about it. Night shift was working pretty well for him and Zoey, but days probably would be better.

      “You’d be able to see Ariana more. Make it to more of her softball games.”

      He couldn’t deny that would be a benefit. Alex stopped by the middle school ball field when he could, but it wasn’t the same as being able to watch his daughter’s full games.

      “What do you say?” Nick arched a brow.

      “When do I start?”

      “I knew you’d say yes.” Nick clacked away on the keyboard. “Two weeks.”

      “Perfect. Ari will be thrilled.”

      “So will Zoey.” Nick glanced at him. “How are you two doing? The newlywed period is going well?”

      “Newlywed? We’re coming up on our first anniversary.”

      “The newlywed period is the first two years.”

      “Really? Well, it’s as great as it can be with three kids. We’re a little overwhelmed with the newborns.”

      “Newborns? Laney and Zander are three months old now.”

      “True.” Alex yawned. “But they still wake up all the time. It’s twice the work with two of them. Twice as exhausting. Zo and I barely have time to feed ourselves, much less time to plan anything for our anniversary.”

      “You’d better get home and let her get some sleep, then.”

      “And some sleep for myself.” Alex rose and stretched, trying to hold back another yawn. “We still getting the kids together for a movie night?”

      Nick nodded. “Let me double-check my schedule for the exact date. You two don’t have to stay. Just drop off Ari.”

      “We want to hang out. It’s been too long since we’ve hung out with you and Genevieve. Speaking of marriage…” Alex let his voice trail off.

      Nick cleared his throat. “I picked out a ring.”

      “You did?”

      “Yeah, now it’s a matter of getting five minutes alone with her to pop the question.”

      “Good luck with that.” Alex snickered. Between Nick and Genevieve, they had four kids. Nick had his three and Genevieve had just adopted Tinsley, who she’d been fostering. “Once you get married, can she work here again? Or is that still a conflict of interest or whatever?”

      He shrugged. “Not sure entirely. One thing at a time. She’s really happy there, so I’m not going to push it.”

      Alex reached for the doorknob. “If you need us to take the kids for an evening, just say the word. Preferably on one of my nights off.”

      “Will do. Thanks.”

      They said goodbye, then Alex headed for the parking lot to his new-to-him sedan. Actually, it wasn’t even new to him anymore. He’d had it about a year already, but it was such a step up from the beater he’d driven for so long, he still thought of it as new.

      He picked up a mint mocha on the way home, knowing he’d be up with the babies for a while to let Zoey sleep. Lately, the twins had been on opposite schedules, meaning that someone needed to be awake at all times.

      It was exhausting, but totally worth it. He was married to the woman of his dreams and they were an actual family. An unusual family, but it was theirs, and he wouldn’t have it any other way.

      Alex parked on the curb between his parents’ house and Zoey’s parents’ house, where they lived. His in-laws had converted their three-car garage into a living space for Zoey and him. It was the best situation since the Nakanos had adopted and raised Ariana, Zoey and Alex’s oldest. She was born when Alex had been only fourteen and Zoey, sixteen. Since they all wanted a hand in raising her, it was the least intrusive way to make it work.

      Once inside, Ariana nearly crashed into Alex. He steadied his coffee cup.

      “Sorry, Dad!” The thirteen-year-old flashed him an apologetic smile. “I’m running late. About to miss my bus!”

      “Want me to drive you?”

      “Really?” Her eyes lit up as she slid on her jacket. “Mom and the babies are sleeping, so she won’t even miss you.”

      Alex gave her a double-take. “They’re all three sleeping?”

      “Crazy, right?” She stuffed some textbooks into her schoolbag.

      “Let’s go.”

      “Wait.” Ari froze. “You’re not driving a cruiser today, are you? It’s always so embarrassing when you drive in that.”

      He snickered. “I want all those boys to know your dad is to be feared.”

      She groaned. “Dad.”

      Alex put his arm around her and kissed her forehead. “I’m just teasing. Kind of. But no, I’m not driving a cruiser today.”

      Ariana breathed a sigh of relief. “Okay, good. Let’s go.”

      He finished his mocha and tossed the empty cup in the trash before opening the door.

      “Bye, Mimi and Papi!” Ari called to her grandparents.

      They both called back their goodbyes. Just as Alex and Ariana stepped onto the front porch, the bus drove away.

      “So glad you’re here.”

      He ruffled her hair, which earned him a sideways glance. “Sorry. But I’m sure Mimi or Papi would’ve taken you. Or Grandma and Grandpa.” Alex nodded toward his parents’ house next door.

      “Or Mom, if nobody else would.”

      He remote-unlocked his car then they climbed in, talking about her latest science project. By the time they reached the middle school, there was a line of cars.

      “You can just drop me off here,” Ari said before Alex turned on the property. “It’s fine.”

      “Don’t want people seeing me dropping you off?”

      “Love you, Dad.” She gave him a quick kiss before jumping out and running across the parking lot.

      “Love you too, kiddo.” He waited until she was inside the building before heading back to the house, half-tempted to pick up another coffee. But if Zoey and the babies were both sleeping, he might be able to get some shut-eye.

      Back in the house, he waved to Kenji and Valerie as he passed through the kitchen on his way to the converted garage. His and Zoey’s home. Dark silence greeted him. Alex’s whole body relaxed. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been able to go to sleep right after his shift.

      He went into the bathroom to clean up and change. Zoey and both babies were sprawled across the bed, leaving him little room. He climbed in, careful not to wake anyone, and fell asleep as soon as his head hit the pillow.

      Soft cries woke him. It felt like he’d only gotten an hour of sleep, maybe less. He wanted to ignore the sounds but couldn’t do that to Zoey, so he felt around to see if the fussing baby was close. Sometimes they just wanted to be cuddled and would quickly fall back asleep. Nobody was in bed, at least not within his immediate reach.

      He sat up and looked around, rubbing his eyes. Zoey sat in the plush glider chair, rocking one of the twins. The other one was in the swing, cooing.

      “Sorry,” Zoey said. “Didn’t mean to wake you.”

      “And I didn’t want you to have to get up with both of them. Let me help.”

      She shook her head. “Go back to sleep. You need it. I actually got six straight hours of sleep today.”

      “Six? How’d you manage that?”

      “They both slept that long, and at the same time, no less.”

      “Miracles do happen.”

      She smiled. “Now it’s your turn for some sleep. I’ll take them out to see my parents once I’m done nursing.”

      He climbed out of bed and gave her a kiss. “Are you sure? I don’t mind helping.”

      “I know. You really are the best.”

      “Stop.”

      “No, I mean it. Some of my friends tell me they don’t get any help at night with their kids. You help every day after working all night, hardly getting any sleep. And you agreed to live in this garage at my parents’ house. I know that wasn’t easy—we could have our own place.”

      Alex panned his palms around. “This is home, and it was easy because then we can all be close to Ariana. She doesn’t have to decide which set of parents she wants to stay with, and it also gives us the chance to save money while you stay home. There isn’t any rush for you to go back to work. This is the perfect situation, actually.”

      Zoey gave him an adoring look. “I don’t know how I got so lucky.”

      “I don’t know how I got so lucky.” He kissed her again before also kissing both babies. Then he climbed back into bed.
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      Alex woke to a bright and quiet room. He stretched, unable to remember the last time he felt so rested. It was at least three months—just before they had two newborns to take care of. The babies had been born full-term and didn’t have any issues that multiples sometimes had. They were lucky in that regard. He couldn’t imagine what it’d have been like otherwise. Two healthy babies were hard enough to deal with.

      He took a minute to wake up before getting out of bed and cleaning a little. There was hardly ever any time for that with the two babies. Once everything was organized, he showered, dressed, then stumbled out to the main part of the house.

      Everything was quiet there, too. So much silence, he almost didn’t know what to do with himself. His stomach rumbled, reminding him to eat. He found some leftovers in the fridge and warmed those, checking his phone as he waited. Typical emails and blog post comments—nothing that couldn’t wait. He was about to check social media when the microwave beeped.

      Alex sat at the kitchen table with his food and nearly choked when he saw a private message. He ran a blog featuring missing persons cases, and one of the first cases had been solved. The girl had actually been found alive after nearly two years. Before Alex had gone to the academy, he’d put a lot of effort into getting word out about the case. It hadn’t been easy—the teen had been into drugs and because of that, people didn’t seem to care about her case.

      His heart soared reading the message from the girl’s mom thanking him profusely for his help.

      The door leading to the back yard opened. “You’re awake.”

      Alex spun around to see Zoey with a fussing baby in her arms. He got up and took the bundle from her. “And I have great news.”

      “You do? What?”

      He told her about the found teen, and Zoey wrapped her arms around him. “I remember that girl. You worked really hard to get the word out about her. Good job.”

      “I didn’t do anything much.”

      “Sure you did.” Zoey kissed his cheek. “If you want to come outside, we’re all out there enjoying the weather.”

      “Even Ari?”

      Zoey nodded. “She got back from school about an hour ago.”

      “No wonder I feel so rested. You didn’t need to let me sleep that long.”

      “I got six hours, so you deserve as much. I’m going to change her.” She reached for the baby.

      Alex darted away. “I’ll do it, then I’ll join you guys outside.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah. I feel so lazy. May as well do something useful.”

      She snickered. “Thanks.”

      He went back to their apartment and changed Laney, who cooed and grabbed at him the entire time. Alex laughed and somehow managed to get her changed despite her squirming. She took a fistful of his hair as they headed back for the kitchen. He gently pulled her away and held her lower so she couldn’t reach.

      Outside, Ari was sprawled on a blanket playing peekaboo with Zander. The baby squealed each time his older sister moved her hands to reveal her face. Alex took a moment to take it all in. This really was the life. While things weren’t perfect, he couldn’t ask for anything more—especially given everything they’d all been through. Ariana kidnapped two years earlier, him nearly losing Zoey to another guy, Zoey getting abducted. Heck, even Alex himself had managed to wind up prisoner to a madwoman determined to rid the earth of cops. In the last year, nobody they knew had been in any kind of peril. In fact, life throughout their small town had been pretty boring, and he hoped it stayed that way for a long time.

      Kenji threw some patties on the grill. They had an impromptu barbecue, and Alex’s parents came over through the gate between the two yards. With so many loved ones there, he barely had two minutes to hold either of the babies.

      Zoey slipped her arm around his waist and leaned against him. “It’s almost too good to be true, isn’t it?”

      “Don’t say that.” He grimaced, thinking of how it would be all too easy for things to go awry. “I don’t think I could handle another trauma happening. We’ve been through more than most people five times our age.”

      “Most people five times our age are dead.”

      “Exactly.” He checked the time, glad to see he still had hours before he had to think about heading to work. “Oh, I have good news.”

      Zoey arched a brow. “Really? Did you get a raise?”

      “No, but I might get to be on day shift soon.”

      Her mouth dropped open. “For real?”

      “Nick said Chang is leaving, and he’s offering me the shift.”

      “That’s great news! If we can get the twins to sleep through the night, then we can all sleep at the same time.” She yawned.

      “Speaking of sleep, why don’t you go get some before I have to leave?”

      “I got six straight hours, plus I napped when the babies had their late morning nap. I feel great.”

      “Are you sure?”

      She nodded. “Plus, Ari said she wants your help for her science project. If the babies sleep, then so will I.”

      “And if they don’t? At least not at the same time? Aren’t you worried it was a fluke?”

      “I think it’s the beginning of sleeping through the night.” Her eyes lit up with excitement. “I think they’re at that age.”

      “I hope so. Just let me know if you change your mind.”

      Zoey kissed his cheek. “Thanks, but I still feel great after such a good sleep.”

      Everyone finished eating, then Ari dragged Alex upstairs to help with her science project. He didn’t feel like he did much, but that was probably for the best. It was her project, after all.

      Once he made it down to the garage-apartment, Zoey and both babies were asleep in the bed. He kissed each one gently, then sat at the table with his laptop. It was tempting to get a quick nap before heading to the station, but he would probably only end up groggy.

      An email caught his attention, so he opened it and read the message.

      

      Dear Alex,

      You’re the same guy who runs that blog for missing kids, right? This is going to sound strange, but please hear me out. I’m a mommy blogger, and if you don’t know what that is, it’s exactly what it sounds like. I blog about my kids and life as a mom. It’s a thing, and there are a lot of us.

      Anyway, I’m really worried about one blogger in particular. She’s completely stopped posting about one of her kids. No pictures, no mentions, nothing. It’s really weird. Like the little boy was never born at all, except I know he was because he’s in all her old posts. I don’t really know what to do. I’m not sure about going to the police because I don’t even know where she’s from. She’s never mentioned her location. At least, not that I’ve been able to find. Everything about where she lives is pretty vague, which is common safe practice for mommy bloggers.

      I really hope you’ll look into this and mention it on your blog, or at least give me an idea of what I can do. People have asked about her five-year-old son in the comments, but she deletes them rather than answering them. And that’s quite unusual for her. Something’s wrong. I know it, but I have no proof. Please let me know what you think.

      Josie Matthews

      

      Below the message, she’d left a link to the suspicious blog. Alex read over the message again, and it did seem strange. Strange enough that he clicked the link to check it out.

      A big colorful banner loaded at the top of the screen with the name of the blog— Organic Mama Escapades. On the sidebar was a cartoon caricature of the mommy blogger, depicting her as having long, curly, honey-brown hair and large hazel eyes. Below that were links to popular posts, blog awards, and other mommy blogs. She didn’t appear to list her name anywhere—just Organic Mama.

      So, mommy blogs were really a thing. Who knew?

      He wanted to ask Zoey if she ever read them or was even aware of them, but that could wait. Instead, he read the top post, dated that day. It documented a trip to a park with her three kids—a boy just over a year, a girl about three, and a girl about seven. With that age spread, a five-year-old would fit comfortably into the mix, but there weren’t any mentions. And there were over twenty photos in that post alone.

      Alex skimmed through the ten posts on the first page and found more pictures of the same kids plus a few of the mom’s pregnant belly. None of her face and no mention of a five-year-old boy. He clicked to the next page of posts, curious to see if the older boy would be mentioned.

      There it was. Halfway down the page, on the fifth post. Two weeks earlier. The mom and kids went to a different park, but she had plenty of pictures of a five-year-old named Connor. The other kids appeared fond of him, based on the photos. They made silly faces, hugged, and played together.

      The following posts were more of the same—outings with four kids, two boys and two girls. The kids all happy and acting like they belonged together. But then when Alex looked up at the newer posts, Connor was just gone. And now that he looked closer, the kids seemed sadder. He hadn’t noticed it at first, but now it was obvious. They were missing Connor.

      Given the blogger’s lengthy posts chronicling every detail of their lives, something was more than a little off. Alex couldn’t let go of the feeling that something was wrong.

      But where had the boy gone? And why was there no mention of him for so long?
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      Nick tucked in the sheets and kissed Hanna. “Have sweet dreams.”

      “Don’t let the bedbugs bite.” She giggled and held onto her doll, which was an almost-exact replica of the nine-year-old.

      Nick’s heart warmed. How long would she stay sweet and innocent? His older two were like night and day compared to their baby sister. Everything that had happened to the family hit Ava and Parker so much harder than the youngest Fleshman.

      He blew her a kiss before closing the door then heading down the hall. Framed photos of the kids from days long gone lined the walls. Decorations Corrine had put up, just like she’d decorated most of the rest of the house.

      Oh, how things had changed. Now, they were not only divorced but his ex-wife and her lover were in jail for life. Nick had moved into the house after her arrest and finally had all the time he wanted with his kids.

      But things were far from perfect. Ava and Parker both carried deep wounds from everything their mother had put them through—the divorce, moving them across the country away from their dad, committing a felony in which Ava ended up held captive by Dave, her almost-stepdad.

      It was a good thing they were all in counseling. Nick hated to think of how much worse things would be if the kids had to deal with everything without outside help. Ava and Parker sure weren’t talking to him about their feelings. Not that he was the most feelings-oriented guy around. An air of emotional detachment helped him as police captain. Or maybe being captain helped him to shove aside his feelings. He’d be a mess if he felt everything he saw from the job. His personal life was more than enough for him.

      Either way, it wasn’t helping the kids. But the therapist was.

      Nick’s phone vibrated in his back pocket. He pulled it out. A text from Genevieve.

      Thinking of you. Several kissing and heart emojis followed the words.

      His heart warmed again. He wandered into his room and held the diamond engagement ring before texting her back.

      Thinking of you too… He added emojis, making sure to include more than she had.

      She sent back even more, then he sent back more until he was laughing so hard his stomach ached.

      Ava peeked in. “You’re worse than a teenager, Dad.” But the fourteen-year-old with salon-black hair and blood-red lips was smiling.

      Nick sat up and patted the bed. “Come in.”

      She sighed like she was put out but sat next to him. “What did I do now?”

      “Nothing. Can’t a dad just spend a few minutes with his firstborn?”

      “I guess.” She glanced at the ring. “When are you going to pop the question?”

      “Whenever I get two minutes alone with her.”

      Ava grabbed the ring and slid it onto her finger and held it to the light. “I told you I can watch the kids. Take her out to dinner. Hell, take her for a weekend getaway.”

      “Language.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Like you don’t hear worse at work all the time. I probably hear worse at school than you do from the cops.”

      “We have rules around here.”

      “Fine, whatever. All I’m sayin’ is, I’ll watch the kids. Tinsley and Hanna listen to me. You won’t have to worry about a thing.”

      “I don’t want to put you out.”

      Ava threw him an exasperated look. “I’m not going to break, Dad. Life is crazy and my mom is crazier, but I’m fine. Life has made me tough. I’m not weak.”

      “I’d never accuse you of that.” Nick smiled. “But are you really doing as well as you say?”

      “Yeah. I have good friends, family, and the newest phone. What else could I ask for?”

      Nick could think of several things but didn’t mention any of them.

      A dark expression crossed her face for a moment before disappearing.

      “What was that?” He sat up and studied her.

      “What?” Ava’s tone was defensive.

      “That look on your face.”

      “I don’t have any look on my face.”

      “A moment ago you did.”

      Ava let out a long, drawn-out sigh. “Dad, really. You worry too much. I’m not a case from work.”

      “No, but you can’t deny that expression. Are you worried about something?”

      She picked at her black nail polish.

      “Ava.”

      A beat of silence passed before she looked at him. “I’ve been thinking about Mason.”

      Nick’s stomach tightened at the mention of Dave and Corrine’s son. His children’s half-brother, and possibly Parker’s full-brother. Mason was also half-brother to Zander, one of Zoey and Alex’s twins.

      Could their life be any more complicated?

      “Have you heard from Mason?” Nick asked. “Seen him? Why are you thinking about him?”

      Ava groaned. “This is why I wasn’t going to say anything.”

      Nick took a deep breath and thought about all the advice their counselor had given him. “I’m not going to get upset, but it is my job to keep you safe. If there’s anything I should know, I hope you’ll tell me. I love you, Ava.”

      “I love you, too, Dad.” She handed Genevieve’s engagement ring back to him.

      “And about Mason?”

      “Well, nobody knows where he is, right?”

      “Correct.” Nick frowned. The kid had disappeared around the time Corrine and Dave had been arrested, and nobody had seen him. He’d been staying with Dave’s parents before running away. Nick had made sure the force kept an eye out for him, knowing he might go after Ava. He’d assaulted her before, but he also hadn’t known they were half-siblings—though he had known they were going to be step-siblings.

      Either way, the kid was sick, which wasn’t surprising given his genetics. Two mentally-unstable parents didn’t give him much of a chance at a normal life.

      Ava sat up straight. “Let me know when you want to propose to Genevieve, and I’ll clear my schedule. If you want help planning your speech or whatever, let me know. I can help you say something really romantic.”

      “You don’t think I can be romantic on my own? I’ve won her over with my charm so far.”

      She half-smiled and stood. “I’m just saying I can add a little something. If you want the help. I’m sure she’ll say yes either way. ’Night, Dad.”

      Nick studied her, wanting to ask more about Mason, but kept silent. If she was really worried, she’d say something. “Goodnight, sweetie.”

      Ava spun around and left the room, humming. Maybe she really was okay.

      He held up the engagement ring, and his heart thundered. Were they really ready for the next step?
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