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      Maddie Graves-Winters made a grunting sound as she helped her husband Nick thrust a huge bag into the back of their Ford Expedition. The back section of the vehicle was overflowing with supplies, and she was starting to worry that not everything would fit.

      “That’s our tent,” she said to Nick. “We have to find a way to fit it. Otherwise, we’ll be staying with the kids.”

      Nick made a face. “There’s no way we’re sleeping with the kids.” He carefully nudged Maddie out of the way so he could get a better grip on the canvas bag. “Just give me a second, Mad.”

      Maddie, still dubious, took a step back and watched her husband put his back into the effort. Through his thin cotton T-shirt, she could see his muscles flex, and she internally let loose a girly sigh. Her husband was a good-looking man. She still liked to joke that they were closer to thirty-five than forty, but pretty soon that wouldn’t be true. To her, he would always look like the teenager she’d first fallen in love with mixed with the man who loved her unconditionally and brought her out of her shell. It didn’t matter how old they got, he would always be the handsomest man in the world to her. The muscle flexing only proved it.

      “Mad, what are you thinking?” Nick asked, jerking Maddie out of her reverie.

      It was only then that Maddie realized she’d been drifting in a cloud of memories and had completely lost track of what her husband was doing. She straightened. “Oh, well…”

      Nick patiently waited.

      “Fine.” Maddie shot him an exasperated look. “I was thinking how hot you are when you flex like that. Sue me.”

      Nick chuckled and popped a quick kiss on her mouth before turning back to the tent bag. “It’s nice to know I’ve still got it,” he said. “I happen to think you’re smoking hot too.”

      “Even though I’ve given birth to your big-headed babies twice?”

      “Ah, Mad, you’re always going to be the hottest woman to me.” He glanced down as their toddler, Olivia—who was affectionately known as Olly around the house—wandered over and wrapped her arms around his leg. She was blonde like her mother, with a pair of the biggest blue eyes Nick had ever seen. “It doesn’t hurt that you carried two of my big-headed babies, though,” he teased as he leaned down to stare Olly straight in the eye. “What’s the deal, babycakes?”

      Olly giggled, delighted. “I’m not a baby,” she insisted. She spoke unbelievably clearly for her age, something Maddie and Nick hadn’t realized until spending time with a toddler near the same age who belonged to close friends. That toddler dropped words all the time and adapted them whenever he felt too lazy to speak the correct way. Olly was a dream when it came to talking. Unfortunately, she had her father wrapped around her finger and knew it. The way she was wrapping herself around Nick told him that she was about to manipulate him.

      “You’re my baby,” Nick insisted. “You’re always going to be my baby.”

      “I’m a big girl.” Olly was insistent. “I want juice.”

      Nick glanced up at Maddie to gauge her opinion on the subject and caught the almost imperceptible shake of her head. “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” he said. “We’re going to be leaving soon to go to the campground, and it’s an hour-long drive. I think we should wait until we get to our campsite for juice.”

      Olly’s lower lip came out to play. “I’m so thirsty,” she lamented.

      Nick was the one looking sad when he raised his gaze to meet his wife’s steady stare. “She’s thirsty.”

      Maddie’s eye roll was pronounced. “You’re such a pushover,” she complained as she gave Nick a light shove and fixed her full attention on Olly. “You have to wait until we get to the campground. I’ve packed all the juice.”

      “Aw.” Olly batted her long eyelashes at her father “I’m so thirsty.” She dragged out the “so” like her great-grandmother Maude had taught her. Olly had learned how to manipulate her parents at the hands of the master.

      “You can wait,” Maddie assured her, firm. “We’re going to have treats when we get to the campground. I promise you’ll have fun.”

      Olly didn’t look thrilled at being denied, so Maddie wasn’t surprised when she turned her back on them and stomped toward the house. “I’m mad,” she informed them.

      “We’re sorry you’re mad,” Nick called to her back. “You can have juice when we get to the campground.”

      “I’m still mad,” she informed him.

      “I have no doubt.” Nick was sheepish when he turned to his wife. “She’s mad, and I’m crushed.”

      “That’s because she knows just how to play you,” Maddie replied. “She’ll be fine. She’ll forget all about it in five minutes.”

      “But I’ll always remember disappointing my baby girl.” Nick looked mournful.

      Maddie wasn’t falling for it. “Get over it,” she ordered as she turned to her left to mark the sound of approaching footsteps. Their son Finn—who was seven going on thirty—scuffed his shoes against the driveway as he closed the distance. “What’s wrong with you? Did another girl break your heart?”

      Finn gave her a dirty look. “Nobody broke my heart. Geez, Dad, why does she say stuff like that?”

      Nick’s snicker was instantaneous. “I can’t say, Bud. She’s a girl. They think differently than us.” He ruffled Finn’s dark hair. Their oldest child was the spitting image of him. He’d inherited his mother’s tendency to pout, however. “Is something wrong?”

      “Yes.” Finn answered without hesitation. “I don’t want to go camping.”

      “Well, you’re going,” Maddie said. There was no give to her tone. She was the one who had set up the camping trip with their closest friends. It was supposed to be a weeklong extravaganza of fun, where the adults could relax and the kids could play with one another. She’d been looking forward to the trip for weeks. There was no way she would let Finn’s pouting ruin it.

      Nick took a different tactic with his son. “Why don’t you want to go?”

      “Because it’s going to be all girls,” Finn replied. “Why don’t you have any friends who have boys for kids? The only kids close to my age—and they’re still babies, nowhere near as big as me—are Olive, Poe, and Lana.” He leaned closer to his father and offered the next part in a conspiratorial whisper. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but they’re all loud girls.”

      Nick’s lip twitch told Maddie he was holding back the urge to laugh. “They are girls.” He sat on the edge of the hatchback and scratched his chin as he debated what to say. “Here’s the thing, Finn, we’re going camping with the others because they’re essentially family, not just friends. I know the girls irritate you, but you have to put up with family no matter what, so … you’re going to have to suck it up.”

      Finn didn’t look happy with the pronouncement. “Can’t I stay here with Granny? She’s going to be watching the house. I’ll just stay with her and play with my friends.”

      “Absolutely not,” Maddie replied without taking a breath. “Granny is going to be … hanging out with her friends this week.” She frowned when she pictured what her grandmother would be doing in their absence. She was certain there would be bourbon and cards. She was also almost positive that destruction of property was on the menu because Maude Graves, Maddie’s beloved grandmother, liked to torture her arch nemesis Harriet Proctor whenever the opportunity arose. What better time to wreak havoc than the upcoming week when she would have no supervision?

      “Then what about Aunt Christy and Uncle John?” Finn wheedled, referring to Nick’s brother and Maddie’s best friend, who had just happened to fall in love and get married. They were the proud parents of three boys, one of whom happened to be close in age to Finn. “I know they would take me,” Finn added when his father didn’t immediately speak.

      “I’m sure they would take you too,” Nick said. “The problem is that we’re going on a family trip, and you’re part of the family.”

      “Then can we bring Milo with us?” he asked, referring to his closest cousin.

      “Not this time.” Nick looked pained. He understood why his son was uncomfortable, but there was no way Maddie would allow Finn to skip out on the trip. She’d been manically planning for weeks, and she wanted both of her children there for this event.

      “Well, that just blows,” Finn announced.

      Maddie’s mouth dropped open. “Who did you hear that from?”

      As if on cue, the front door of the Victorian Maddie and Nick shared with their children and Maude opened to allow the latter to exit. She had her phone pressed to her ear and Olly’s hand firmly clutched in hers as they carefully made their way down the steps. Maude was still surprisingly spry for her age, but she had to be careful not to trip. A broken hip could debilitate her in record time. “Well that blows,” Maude said into the phone.

      Nick slowly tracked his eyes to Maddie, who looked sheepish. “Do you really need to ask where he picked up that lovely little saying?”

      Maddie scowled at her grandmother as she waited for the older woman to arrive at the vehicle. Maude chatted on the phone another two minutes before disconnecting.

      “You lost this,” Maude announced as she handed Olly’s hand over to her mother.

      Maddie eyed her daughter with speculation. “Did you try to convince Granny to give you juice?”

      “No,” Olly replied.

      “Yes,” Maude countered. “I told her the orange juice in there was for my vodka, but she didn’t listen.”

      “Oh, don’t tell her things like that.” Maddie took Olly’s hand and fixed her with a stern look. “What did I say? You have to wait until we get to the campground to get some juice. You’re fine.”

      Olly stomped her little foot. She was pretty agreeable in general. When she decided to be stubborn, though, there was no holding back. “This blows.”

      Maddie slowly tracked her gaze to her grandmother and glared so hard she thought her eyeballs might pop out of her head. “Both the children are picking up some lovely sayings from you these days.”

      “Yeah, they’re coming along,” Maude readily agreed, seemingly unbothered. “So … you’re out of here, right?”

      Maddie made a face. “Not even close. We have to finish packing. The others haven’t gotten here yet. Once everything is set, we’re out of here. We’re not there yet though.”

      “You have a ballpark though for when you’re going, right?” Maude pressed.

      “Well, that’s subtle,” Nick drawled, shaking his head. He’d managed to get the tent to lay flat and was fully focused on Maude, who was like a grandmother to him too. “What time is the party you’re throwing tonight?”

      Maude was the picture of innocence. “Who says I’m throwing a party?”

      “Oh, don’t even.” Nick was having none of it. “We both know you’re going to be partying nonstop while we’re gone.” He glanced up at the sound of tires on the driveway and acknowledged the incoming Harker family with a wave before focusing on Maude again. “There are rules.”

      “You can’t give me rules,” Maude countered. “I’m a grown-up. I don’t abide by rules.”

      “There are rules,” Nick insisted. “First up, you need to keep all the alcohol and shenanigans to your apartment.” They’d built out the garage as an apartment for Maude when she had trouble with the stairs in the Victorian. They wanted her close but knew it was important that she have some privacy when they started procreating. “I don’t want beer caps left around the house like last time. Olly still sticks things in her mouth.”

      “It’s a good thing you’re cute,” Maude noted to the toddler. “Because you’re not very bright.”

      Nick glared at Maude. “Secondly, no loud music after ten o’clock. I’m going to have people watching you. Keep it within reason.”

      Maude stuck out her tongue. “Since when did you turn into such a stick-in-the-mud?”

      Jack Harker picked that moment to join the party, his daughter Olive’s hand firmly tucked in his. The duo looked as morose as Maude, Nick noted. It was rare for Jack to look so beaten down.

      “What’s wrong with you?” Nick asked his friend by way of greeting.

      “He hates camping,” four-year-old Olive replied before her father could. She had long dark hair—it was her mother’s natural color—but it was streaked through with green right now. Jack and his wife Ivy were big on letting Olive be creative. That included temporary hair rinses to change the color of her hair. To Maddie, that seemed like a terrible idea. Olive seemed to enjoy it though.

      “You hate camping?” Nick’s brow wrinkled as he took in Jack’s grim features. “How come?”

      “Because it’s stupid,” Jack replied, not missing a bit. “Nothing good has ever arisen when it comes to camping,” he replied. “It’s a stupid activity, and as soon as Neanderthal man figured out how a roof worked, it should’ve died away.”

      “Wow.” Nick had to fight back a laugh. “Tell us how you really feel.”

      “That is how I really feel,” Jack replied. “Camping sucks, and I don’t like it.”

      “And here we go,” Ivy Morgan-Harker drawled as she arrived from the opposite side of their vehicle and murdered her husband with a withering look. “What did I say?” Her hair was brown like Olive’s but streaked through with pink. It was her signature look, and Maddie had never known her friend’s hair to look any different.

      “I told you I would come,” Jack gritted out. “I didn’t say I wouldn’t complain. You know I can’t go camping and not complain. It’s physically impossible.”

      “Oh, I know.” Ivy was clearly far from impressed as she looked at the back of Nick and Maddie’s Expedition. “So, we have a little bit of room if you need to fit anything in,” she started.

      “Two coolers,” Maddie replied.

      “They’ll have to go in the back with Olive.”

      “I don’t want coolers in the back with me,” Olive argued.

      “It’s an hour,” Ivy shot back. “You’ll survive.”

      “Then maybe you should sit in the back with the coolers, and I’ll sit up front with Daddy,” Olive suggested.

      Ivy and Olive were known to argue with one another. Maddie had figured out that they weren’t really fighting when they did it. The whole Harker family liked to talk at one another instead of to one another at times. It wasn’t fighting. It was simply the way they communicated.

      “You can’t sit up front, Olive,” Jack replied reasonably. “You’re too little. You have to sit in your special seat. You know that.”

      Olive’s scowl was instantaneous. “Just once I want things to be how I want them to be.”

      “They will be.” Jack ruffled her hair and turned his attention to Olly, who knew exactly who she could break to get her way. “Hello, little love,” Jack trilled when she meandered over to him.

      “I want juice,” Olly said in a pitiful voice as she batted her eyelashes at Jack.

      “I have juice,” he assured her as he picked her up. “Let’s get you some.” He started back toward his vehicle.

      “Just let it go,” Nick suggested when Maddie opened her mouth to call after them. He focused on Ivy. “Are you ready to go camping?”

      “I happen to love camping,” Ivy replied. “Jack is another story. He hates camping.”

      “I don’t get that,” Maddie countered. “How can you hate camping?”

      “To be fair, every single time we’ve gone camping something terrible has happened,” Ivy explained. “It’s just bad luck. I’m hoping, since we’re going as a group this time, that things will be better, and he’ll lighten up.”

      Nick remained dubious. “No offense, Ivy, but I’ve never known Jack to lighten up about anything.”

      “I know.” Ivy held her hands palms out. “There’s always hope though.” She turned her attention to Maude. “Are you coming with us?” She seemed surprised.

      Maude’s snort was hardly ladylike. “Don’t be ridiculous. I’m not a camping person.”

      “Granny didn’t even like camping out with us in the yard when I was a kid,” Maddie explained. “She has no joy for the great outdoors.”

      “That’s not true,” Maude argued. “I happen to like drinking next to a bonfire as much as the next person. Sleeping on the ground is stupid though.”

      “Preach it, sister,” Jack called out as he accepted a cooler from Nick and started trudging back toward his vehicle. “Sleeping on the ground is stupid.”

      Maddie’s lips were pressed so tightly together to keep herself from laughing they started to hurt.

      “You’ll be fine,” Ivy growled at him. “We’re all going to have a great time.” She glanced at the street. “No word on the others yet?” she asked. They still had six adults and five children on their way to join the fray.

      “Harper texted,” Maddie replied, referring to her friend Harper Harlow-Monroe. “She said that Zander got all the kids worked up on doughnuts and juice so they’ve had to stop and let them run off the sugar twice at rest areas. She’s not happy.”

      “Well, we have time,” Ivy said. “I know you have a list of things we’re supposed to be double-checking. We might as well do it while we’re waiting.”

      “Awesome.” Maddie shot her a thumbs-up. “I love marking off a list.”

      “You are multifaceted weird,” Ivy agreed as they wandered toward her vehicle first, and out of earshot of the men. “Let’s go through it all.”

      “What about you?” Jack asked Finn when he returned after stowing the cooler. “Are you excited about camping?”

      “No,” Finn replied. He was surly. “I want to stay home.”

      “Not with me you’re not,” Maude barked. “I have grown-up plans. You’re better off with your parents.”

      “Yes, and that doesn’t fill me with terror in the least,” Nick drawled.

      “Why don’t you want to go camping?” Jack asked Finn.

      “Because it’s all girls,” Finn replied. “There are no boys to hang out with.”

      “There’s Barney,” Jack noted, referring to Zander Pritchett’s son, one half of a twin-team.

      “He’s a baby,” Finn argued. “Plus, he likes to hang around with the girls. He thinks it’s fine to play house and stuff.”

      “And you don’t think that,” Jack surmised.

      “I just wish I didn’t have to go and hang around with the baby girls,” Finn replied, crossing his arms over his chest. “It’s not fair.”

      “We talked about this.” Nick used his most reasonable tone when speaking to Finn. “Your mother is really looking forward to this. It’s a family vacation. You don’t have a choice. You have to go.”

      “Fine.” Finn, who was hardly ever belligerent, stuck out his chin. “I’m not going to have fun though.”

      “That will teach her,” Nick drawled. “There’s no better way to punish your mother than to make yourself miserable. Did you learn that trick from Uncle John?”

      “I hate girls,” Finn insisted. “They’re mean.”

      “You liked girls last week when little Lissy Brandon was making eyes at you.”

      Finn’s cheeks flooded with color. “I’m never telling you anything again!”

      Nick held up his hands, instantly contrite. “Sorry. I’ll be better next time.”

      “This trip is going to suck,” Finn complained. “I just hate girls so much.”

      “You’re going to have fun,” Nick promised. “You just need to get over yourself.” He flicked his eyes to Jack. “Maybe you need to do the same.”

      “Oh, no.” Jack shook his head. “Mark my words. This camping trip will be a disaster like all the others. I can feel it.”

      “Oh, that’s the spirit. There’s nothing like assuming the worst is going to happen. That won’t be a self-fulfillling prophecy or anything.”

      “I don’t care how you look at it,” Jack replied. “It’s going to turn bad. It always does.”

      Nick could only hope that wasn’t true. Maddie had worked hard to set everything up. He wanted them all to have a happy, relaxed week for her sake if nobody else’s. She’d earned it.

      Unfortunately, much like Jack, he was leery.

      It was likely going to be a long week.
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      Hidden Harbor Campground was on the banks of Lake Charlevoix. Maddie had visited the camp once with her mother and grandmother when she was a kid, and it had always stuck in her mind as a magical place. She wasn’t disappointed when Nick pulled in—a long line of cars behind them—and she got a glance at the lake.

      “Awesome,” she said on an extended breath. “Can you smell that lake air?”

      Nick’s eyebrows hopped in amusement. “You’re so corny, Mad. I guess it’s good I like you corny, huh?”

      “Definitely,” Maddie replied. They were outside the check-in office. “I’m going to get all the paperwork settled. It shouldn’t take more than ten minutes.”

      “I’ve got it.” He smiled at her encouragingly, and then looked at his children when she was gone. “Are you guys excited?” he asked.

      Olly, who was buckled in her car seat, solemnly nodded. “We’re going to camp,” she said.

      “We are,” Nick agreed. “You’re going to love it.” His eyes moved to Finn. The boy still had to sit in his booster seat for another few months, and it was something they’d taken to arguing about. Nick was a police detective, however, and Michigan’s Child Passenger Safety Law said children had to be eight years old. Even though he personally believed Finn was ready to sit in his seat without being boosted, he would never willingly break the law. “What about you?”

      “I don’t want to be here.” Finn kept his gaze out the window. “You saw all those girls.”

      “I did,” Nick confirmed. Honestly, he felt bad for his son. It was just poor luck that all the other women in Maddie’s core friend group had daughters of a certain age. “They’re not so bad.”

      “They’re babies.”

      “I’m a big girl,” Olly volunteered out of nowhere.

      “You are a big girl,” Nick agreed.

      “You’re a baby,” Finn countered. His voice wasn’t all that judgmental, but there was no warmth to be found there.

      “I’m a big girl,” Olly insisted, her voice ratcheting up a notch.

      “You’re a baby,” Finn repeated.

      “Big girl!” Olly practically growled.

      Sensing trouble, Nick inserted himself into the argument. “Enough is enough,” he insisted, pinning Finn with a serious look. “You’re the big brother. Stop bugging your sister. You know how she gets.”

      “Because she’s a baby,” Finn said.

      “Just knock it off,” Nick ordered in a steely voice. “You’re upset—and I get that—but in thirty minutes you’re going to be having fun with the girls, and you won’t even remember that you were angry.”

      “Um, I’ll remember.”

      “Just please stop.” Nick wasn’t used to pleading with his children, but he felt the need to do just that today. “This camping trip is important to your mother. I want you to put in some effort and make this nice for her.”

      Finn looked annoyed at the prospect and didn’t speak.

      “Just remember that your mother does everything for you and always listens when you have a problem and cuts the crust off your sandwiches on grilled cheese day,” Nick continued.

      “The crust is the best part,” Olly said out of nowhere, doing a decent job of mimicking her father’s voice.

      “It is,” Nick agreed. “You need to be kind to your mother,” he insisted for Finn’s benefit. “She’s a pretty good mom, isn’t she?”

      Finn looked pained. “Yeah, but I don’t want to be here.”

      “You’ll survive. You might even have fun if you let yourself.”

      “Ugh. Fine.”

      Nick was all smiles when Maddie returned to the car five minutes later, multiple sheets of paper in her hand. “All set?” he asked.

      Maddie nodded. “Yup. We’re in the corner over there.” She pointed. “All three campsites closest to the lake are ours. We can set them up however we want.”

      “That sounds like a job for Super Maddie,” Nick teased. “There’s nothing you love better than organizing.”

      “Definitely not,” Maddie agreed.

      

      ONCE THEY WERE ALL PARKED AT THE SITES—they doled out the vehicles between the three different parking slots—Maddie took charge of the layout for their camping extravaganza.

      “I think we should use the fire pit at the middle campsite as the main one,” she said to Ivy, Harper, and Rowan Gray-Davenport, her magical friends who had joined her in an effort to solve paranormal mysteries while still having a life. They split the work so they could help keep each other—and their families by extension—safe. “We’ll put all the chairs over there. Make that the hub, and basically split up the tents between the other two campsites,” she said. “We’ll put Zander’s family on the middle slot. Then we’ll put Rowan and Quinn on the same slot with Nick and me so Kai and Olly can play together,” she continued, referring to the two toddlers in the group. “And if we put Harper’s family with Ivy’s family, then their kids will be happy.”

      “Lana won’t be happy,” Rowan replied, referring to her older daughter. “She’ll want to be close to Poe and Olive, but she’ll survive. I agree it’s better to keep Olly and Kai close, so they don’t wander too far to find one another.”

      “Cool.” Maddie blew out a sigh before glancing at Harper. “And Zander, will he be okay being on one of the sites himself?”

      The question clearly amused Harper because the corners of her lips shifted upward quickly. “I think putting Zander on a site by himself is a good idea,” she said, tucking a strand of her flyaway blonde hair behind her ear. “The only option is to put him with us, and then Jared will be a bear all week.” She was referring to her husband, Jared, who loved her best friend, Zander, but didn’t always like him because he was so theatrical. “I think that’s the best setup to keep everybody sane.”

      “Okay.” Maddie rubbed her hands together. “Then we should start setting up.”

      The men did the heavy lifting, which meant moving the coolers to the middle campsite and carrying the tents to their proper locations. Nick, Quinn, and Jared immediately started setting up tents. Two of the tents rested in the middle of the campsites abandoned, however. Next to one, Ivy and Jack stared at one another.

      “Are you honestly going to make me do all the work?” she demanded, hands on hips.

      “Of course I am.” Jack didn’t appear bothered by her imperious tone. “You know darned well you’re the one who has to set up the tent. If I try, I’ll do it wrong, and you’ll have to fix it. Let’s just cut out the middleman this time, huh?”

      Ivy looked annoyed. “You could at least help.”

      “I’ll watch the kids. That will be me helping.” With that, Jack meandered away from her and walked off whistling so he could see what Lana, Olive, and Poe were doing close to the water’s edge. He was stern when he warned them about going near the water without an adult present.

      “Is he really not going to help you?” Maddie asked her friend. She was angry on principle alone.

      “It’s fine.” Ivy waved off the indignation with a haphazard flip of her wrist. “I warned you that he was going to be difficult.”

      “It’s just camping, though,” Rowan pointed out. “Quinn isn’t a huge fan of camping either, and he’s fine.”

      “Yeah, but the first time Jack ever went camping, one of his college friends killed another of his friends.” Ivy dropped to her knees and started unpacking the tent supplies. “He’d never been camping before. He was a city boy at heart—and then some—and eager to camp. We had just started seeing each other, and he wanted me to show him everything.”

      Ivy was rueful as she started messing with the stakes. “He loved the idea of sleeping together under the stars. Things went wrong quickly and ruined all of his excitement.”

      “That was one trip though,” Maddie insisted.

      “Yes, but then we went camping with my brother and his new-at-the-time girlfriend, and there was another murder,” Ivy replied. “Turns out it was Amy’s ex trying to get to her, so we were the actual cause, but he got worked up again.” Her smile turned rueful. “Then there was the honeymoon where I accidentally made a ghost visible to everybody around us, and we crossed paths with yet another murderer … and this time while in a kayak.”

      “So, it’s three times,” Rowan argued. “I mean … how many times have you been camping?”

      “Well, not counting the few times we’ve camped in the backyard—which constitutes Jack sleeping on a lounger and me being in a tent with Olive—three times.” Ivy giggled as the other women goggled. “Yeah, we have really crappy camping luck. I’m hoping this trip with the entire group will somehow make things better.”

      Maddie thought she’d been feeling pressure before, but now it doubled in scope. “Well, I certainly hope so. This is terrible news.”

      “It will be fine,” Ivy promised, shooting a look toward Jack, who was crossing with Olive and heading toward the community bathrooms. “Jack will get over the fact that he’s as bad as Zander at some point,” she called out much louder than would’ve been deemed normal.

      Jack blew his wife a kiss. Even though it looked as if they were fighting, they weren’t. It was just foreplay. “Don’t forget I brought that extra tent,” he reminded her. “It’s big enough for four people, but if you guys want to put it between our tent and Harper’s tent, then the girls could have some privacy.”

      Ivy perked up. “Then we could have some privacy too.”

      “There’s my smart wife.” Jack sent her a saucy wink but kept walking with Olive. “I’m taking her to the bathroom. Make sure that tent is finished when we get back. I’m going to want a nap.”

      Ivy scowled in his wake. “He is the absolute worst,” she complained.

      “And yet you love him anyway,” Maddie noted.

      “I do,” Ivy agreed.

      “Speaking of the absolute worst,” Harper muttered as Zander waved her over. “He’s going to expect me to put up that tent.”

      Zander’s high-strung attitude was the stuff of legends. It didn’t surprise Maddie that he wasn’t willing to put up his own tent. What did surprise her was that Shawn, Zander’s husband, wasn’t willing to do the dirty work. “What about Shawn?” she asked blankly.

      “He’s helping Jared with our tent,” Harper replied, shaking her head at an approaching Zander. “They’ll probably move over to Shawn and Zander’s tent when they’re done. Buffy and Barney have their own little tent too.”

      “Harp, there are bugs the size of my head here,” Zander complained. “You know how I feel about Jurassic Park bugs.”

      “Jurassic Park bugs?” Maddie asked blandly.

      “He claims they’re the size of the T. rex,” Harper replied. “Just ignore him.”

      “Don’t ignore me,” Zander fired back. “I’m being serious. There was a bug so big over by the water that it could’ve carried off my children.”

      “And here we go,” Harper muttered.

      Amused despite herself, Maddie left Harper and Zander to battle it out and returned to the other site, the one where Quinn was steadily working on the tent he would share with Rowan and their son Kai. Nick was having a friendly chat with Olly as they worked on another tent. Maddie registered one thing straight away upon her return. Finn wasn’t there.

      “Where is your son?” she asked Nick, her eyes immediately going to the water. They’d stressed to the kids that they weren’t allowed to get too close to the lake without an adult present, but she didn’t fully trust the kids to remember that. They had a lake secreted away in the woods behind their house, so Finn was aware of proper lake protocol. His current mood suggested to Maddie that he wasn’t necessarily going to do what he was supposed to do, however.

      “You’re looking in the wrong direction,” Nick replied as he thanked Olly for handing him the mallet with a fish kiss on her cheek, causing her to giggle. “He’s across the road in the other direction.”

      Maddie shifted her gaze, then let out a breath when she caught sight of Finn standing at a different campsite. He’d found a boy about his age, and they appeared to be laughing about something as the other boy held what looked to be a football.

      “Oh, see,” Maddie said as she held out her hands. “He found someone to hang around with after all.”

      “He did,” Nick agreed. “We honestly should’ve thought about that when he was melting down earlier. Of course there would be other boys hanging out at the campsite. Now he doesn’t have to catch girl cooties.”

      Maddie stared down at him as he shoved the last rounded piece into the tent to finish it off. “Did you ever worry about getting girl cooties when we were friends as kids?” she asked.

      “Of course.” Nick was a little too serious for her taste. “I didn’t want to die, Mad.” He cracked a smile. “My love for you outweighed my fear of death though.”

      “Oh, that was schmaltzy.” Maddie tapped his cheek. “You brought Finn his own small tent, right? He’s not going to want to be in with us and Olly.”

      “I did,” Nick confirmed. “I’ll get to that next.”

      “Cool. While you’re doing that, I’ll go meet the neighbors and get a feel for them.”

      Nick made a throat-clearing sound to stop her, which was odd, because she thought he would be all for the move. “Don’t scare that kid or those parents away,” he warned. “They’re our one shot of keeping Finn happy this week.”

      “I’m not going to scare them away.” Maddie was haughty. “I’m just checking them out to make sure that I’m comfortable with Finn hanging out over there.”

      “Don’t be a helicopter mom, Maddie,” Nick warned. “Even if those people are axe murderers, he can hang with that kid this week. It’s going to be the best thing for him.”

      “I’ve got it.” Maddie shot him a dark look before pressing a kiss against his cheek. “Make sure that tent is comfortable, because I thought maybe we could swing a deal with Rowan and Quinn,” she said in a low voice. “Like … one night they could take the toddlers, then one night we could.”

      “Ah.” Realization dawned on Nick’s handsome features. “That means half our nights would be alone. Are you looking to make another kid?”

      “No.” Maddie scowled. “I can enjoy spending time with my husband without wanting to make a kid.”

      “I was just checking.” He grinned at Olly, brushing her hair out of her face before turning his eyes back to his wife. “One day it will be just us again. I love the little ones, but I’m looking forward to that day.”

      “Me too,” Maddie said. “We’re good on kids.”

      “Just don’t irritate the older one.” Nick inclined his head across the road. “Just let him play with that kid even if you don’t like the parents.”

      “What makes you think I’m not going to like the parents?”

      “Because you’re you.”

      “Oh, let it go.” Maddie waved him off before starting across the road. She had a bright smile pasted on her face when she crossed the dirt road and immediately started waving at the woman who was crouching next to a fire and looked to be preparing to cook. “Hi,” she called out.

      The woman looked momentarily wary. “Hello.” Her voice was deceptively neutral.

      “I’m Maddie. We’re right across the way.” She pointed at where Nick was working. “Also, I’m his mother.” She gestured toward Finn.

      “Oh.” The woman relaxed almost immediately. “I’m Monica Johnson. My husband Randy is over on the other side of the camper with our son, Todd.”

      Maddie angled her neck and caught a glimpse of father and son. Todd was clearly a teenager—about sixteen or so if she had to guess—and his father looked intense as he gestured toward something on the side of the camper. Maddie had no idea what it was.

      “He’s teaching him how to fix the electrical box,” Monica said with a laugh. Maddie wasn’t an expert, but the laughter sounded as if it was of the nervous variety.

      “That’s always a good skill to have,” Maddie said. “What’s your other son’s name?”

      “Oh, that’s Ethan,” Monica replied. “He’s seven.”

      “So is Finn,” Maddie acknowledged. “I’m actually relieved you guys are here. We came with a group, but almost all the other kids are a little younger … and largely female.”

      “Ah.” Realization dawned on Monica’s face. “Yeah. Boys of a certain age are difficult. Ethan is in the ‘girls are gross’ stage too. I guess it’s good your son is here. I keep telling Ethan he’ll change his mind and love girls in a few years, but he doesn’t believe us.”

      “We don’t actually push Finn on that stuff,” Maddie replied. “We want him to decide how he feels about boys and girls all on his own. Right now, he hates the younger girls though. Well, maybe ‘hate’ is the wrong word. He’s not thrilled with them. They’re cliquey.”

      Monica’s gaze moved over to the three camping spots across the way. “You have quite the group,” she said after a beat. “You’re all friends?”

      “We are,” Maddie confirmed. “Two of us live over in Blackstone Bay. Or, well, that area. Then three of us—and by ‘us’ I mean families—live south, in suburbs of Detroit.”

      “Oh, well, then this is a nice vacation for all of you,” Monica noted. “We’re from Midland. At least originally. We’re up here for the entire week.”

      “So are we.” Maddie only hesitated for a moment. “If Ethan wants to come over, he’s always welcome. We have kids coming out the wazoo, and I know Finn will like having a playmate his own age.”

      “The same goes for Finn.” Monica made an attempt at a wide smile, but it wasn’t all that convincing to Maddie. “He’s welcome over here anytime.”

      “I’m sure we’ll work something out.” Maddie hesitated before calling out to Finn. Her first born didn’t look happy when he realized she’d joined him on the other side of the road. “Dinner is in two hours,” she said to him. “Make sure you don’t wander around without telling me and be home in time to eat with everybody.”

      “Okay, Mom.” Finn rolled his eyes in exaggerated fashion, giving her a glimpse of how he would be when he turned into a teenager. “I’ll be over for dinner.”

      Part of Maddie wanted to force Finn to cross with her. The other part knew Nick was right. He would be a miserable little boy if she didn’t allow him to hang out with his new friend. “Please let me know if he’s hanging around too much,” she said to Monica. “We’re just across the way. You’re welcome for dinner too.”

      Maddie couldn’t say why, exactly, she extended the invitation. It was out of her mouth before she could think better of it though.

      “Oh, well, thank you.” Monica’s smile was instantaneous, but not all that bright. “We appreciate the invitation, but we have our meals all planned out.”

      “Okay, well, you know where to find us.”

      “Thanks for stopping by.”

      Maddie turned to head back across the way, and it took everything she had not to look over her shoulder. Unless she was very much mistaken, Monica had seemed eager to get rid of her. Why would that be?
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      Jack stood next to the tent that Ivy had built and folded his arms across his chest. “Are you sure it will hold up?” he asked.

      Ivy glared at him out of the corner of her eye. “Is that supposed to be funny?”

      “I’m just asking.” He held up his hands in supplication. “I don’t want it to fall on us while we’re sleeping. I mean … it could storm or something.”

      “Somehow I think we’ll survive,” Ivy replied dryly.

      “You don’t know,” Jack countered. “The tent could fall on us, and we might not be able to find our way out. Then we’ll suffocate and die.” He was dramatic when pressing his hand to the spot above his heart. “I had so much life left to live.”

      Ivy’s eye roll was pronounced. “You’re unbelievable.”

      “And you love me anyway.” Jack dropped a kiss on the tip of her nose in a playful fashion. “Where are the girls staying?” he asked when he straightened.

      “There.” Ivy pointed toward a tent between the one she was sharing with Jack and the one that Harper and her husband Jared would be sharing on the other end of the site. “We’re close enough to hopefully hear if they decide to sneak out but far enough away their giggles won’t keep us up.”

      Jack’s lips curved down. “Sneak out? Why would they want to sneak out?”

      “Because it’s an adventure,” Ivy replied. “And they’ve been testing their boundaries of late now that they know all three of them are magical. I’m pretty sure they’re not suddenly going to turn into angels today out of the blue simply because we’re camping.”

      Jack’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t want them wandering around after dark. They could accidentally step on a snake and get bitten and die.”

      “Oh, geez.” Ivy’s hand landed on her forehead. “We don’t have poisonous snakes.”

      “We don’t have alligators either, and yet one showed up in a lake a few years ago because some jerk bought it when it was little and then dumped it when it got too big. Do you know what that alligator did, Ivy? That’s right. It tried to eat a small dog.”

      “Olive isn’t a dog.”

      “So? She could still lose a foot.”

      On a sigh, Ivy turned her attention to the middle site, where Shawn and Jared had finished putting up Zander’s tent as well as the one Buffy and Barney would share. Olive, Lana, and Poe were hanging around with Buffy and Barney near the fire pit as Maddie diligently worked to get something going. The girls looked smug as they whispered between one another.

      “They kind of look like junior high mean girls in the making, don’t they?” Ivy asked on a sigh.

      Jack followed her gaze. “I know you’re worried they’re going to become exclusionary. You were kept out of a lot of stuff when you were a kid, and it’s natural you don’t want them to act that way.”

      “I’m over that,” Ivy said automatically.

      Jack ignored her. He knew better. “We won’t let her turn into a jerk,” he promised. “Right now, they’re just all excited because they have powers. They can’t help themselves from feeling special. I think it’s okay as long as it doesn’t drag out too long.”

      “Yeah.” Ivy wasn’t convinced. “I still don’t want them being terrible to other kids.”

      “They won’t, honey.” Jack slung his arm around Ivy’s shoulders and tugged her in tight. “Seriously, though, I don’t want Olive to lose her foot to an alligator because she thinks she’s going on an adventure.”

      Ivy murdered him with a single glare. “You’re on my last nerve, Jack.”

      “Yeah, it’s going to be a long week,” he agreed.

      

      “HI!” OLLY APPEARED AT QUINN’S KNEE AS he sat in a canvas chair and helped Kai calm down with a sippy cup full of water. The overeager toddler had gotten too stimulated and asked for juice, but the last thing Kai needed—as far as his father was concerned—was sugar added to the mix.

      “Hello.” Quinn grinned at Olly. It was hard not to adore the little girl. She had a ton of energy and was almost always happy. She and Kai were a good mix, and more than once, Quinn had heard his wife Rowan whispering with Maddie that the two might eventually fall in love one day. He’d told them they were getting their hopes up over what would probably amount to nothing, but they didn’t listen.

      “Juice,” Olly said as she regarded him with her big blue eyes. She was a miniature version of her mother, which was why Quinn was convinced Nick spoiled her rotten.

      “You can’t have juice,” Quinn replied reasonably. “I heard your mother tell you no.”

      Olly’s lower lip came out to play. “I want juice,” she complained on a tremulous lip-quiver.

      “No.” Quinn was firm. “That’s not going to work on me.” Even as he said it, he became convinced he was going to fold.

      Then Nick appeared. “What are you doing?” he asked Olly in a stern voice.

      “I want juice,” Olly replied, not missing a beat.

      “No.” Nick scooped her up and sat in the chair next to Quinn. “You can have water. You don’t need to get any more worked up than you already are.”

      “At least they’ll sleep well tonight,” Quinn noted. “I think we’re taking them so you and Maddie can have some alone time.”

      Nick smirked as Olly stuck her lips so far out it looked as if they were ready to pop off her face. “Maddie mentioned that. I think it’s a good trade-off. We’ll get regular nights off, and honestly, these guys go down hard when they’re playing as much as they are now.”

      “That was my feeling on the subject.” Quinn smoothed Kai’s hair. The boy looked as if he was ready to conk out even now. “I don’t think a nap is a good idea, big guy,” he said to his son. “You’ll be cranky if you sleep now.”

      Kai didn’t respond. He simply kept drinking his water.

      “Did you notice there’s a group of college kids down there?” Nick asked, inclining his head toward the corner of their little street section at the campground. “There have to be at least six or seven of them.”

      “I saw them,” Quinn agreed. In fact, the college students had been one of the first groups he’d laid eyes on when they arrived. It was hard to miss them with all the giggling and drinking. Several of the girls were wearing bathing suits that left little to the imagination.

      “Do you think they’re going to be trouble?” Nick rubbed Olly’s back as she rested her cheek against his shoulder. She’d given up trying to manipulate him into providing juice.

      “I think if they’re too loud, we’ll head down there and say something,” Quinn replied. “You and Jack have badges to flash that aren’t from too far outside of this area. That should be enough to quiet them down.”

      “I don’t want to stop them from having fun, but we have little ones.”

      Quinn shifted his gaze to the campsite across the road, to where Finn was playing with Ethan and Monica was cooking at the fire. “I see Finn made a friend.” Nick followed his gaze. “Yeah, and I’m glad. He’s antigirl right now.”

      “Do you think that’s because he’s heard about the girls bonding over their … special abilities?” Quinn didn’t want to say the word “magic” out loud for obvious reasons. As the father of a little girl who had recently started developing abilities, he was understandably leery about the wrong person overhearing.

      “Are you asking if he’s jealous?” Nick cocked his head and scratched his chin as he considered the question. “I don’t know,” he replied finally. “I’m starting to think we did a disservice to him because we just assumed Olly would follow in Maddie’s footsteps and Finn would be like me.”

      “You mean normal,” Quinn surmised.

      “We’re not using the N-word in our house,” Nick replied. “Any of them,” he added quickly when he realized what he’d said. “We don’t want Olly to feel as if she’s not normal if we use that word for Finn. Maddie wants to go with nonmagical.”

      “Fair enough.” Quinn shifted Kai to make sure the boy didn’t fall asleep. To his surprise, Kai crawled down and motioned for Olly to do the same. The tiny blonde left her father, and she and Kai toddled off to play under one of the nearby picnic tables, a spot where both fathers could easily see them.

      “Finn knows that the girls have been having some adventures,” Nick explained. “I don’t know that he’s jealous—the kid is pretty even tempered most of the time—but his nose is out of joint right now. We’re just waiting to see how it all works out.”

      “I’m sure it will be fine,” Quinn assured him.

      “I hope so.” Nick’s smile was rueful. “I love Maddie more than anything, and I’m proud of what she can do, but we never looked at it from the other side. What if only one of our kids is gifted? Is that going to throw off the dynamic in the house forever?”

      “It’s not as if you can control it,” Quinn pointed out.

      “It’s not, but it’s still a pain to deal with.”

      “You’ll figure it out.”

      “We’re going to have to.” Nick dragged his eyes away from Finn and let them land on Olly and Kai, who were both wide awake and on all fours as they pretended to be animals under the picnic table. “When they’re little, life seems so much simpler.”

      Quinn nodded in understanding. “I haven’t met an age that I’ve hated yet. I’m sure that will change when Lana becomes a teenager.”

      “I don’t know,” Nick countered. “Maddie was a dream as a teenager. Not all girls turn into shrill hell beasts.”

      Quinn snorted. “You might want to be careful how you phrase things. I know a few women who will get on you for that sort of thinking.”

      “I’ll try to refrain.”

      “That would be best.”

      

      DINNER WAS A RAUCOUS AFFAIR. THE WOMEN had cooked and packed quite a few things prior to leaving, like potato salad and different meat options. For their first night, they went with hot dogs and sides to keep things simple. Ivy brought vegetarian hot dogs for herself and wasn’t surprised that nobody else was willing to give them a try when she made the offer.

      “More for me,” she said.

      “You’re welcome to them, honey,” Jack said as he handed Olive a plate. It had been agreed that all the kids—minus Kai and Olly—could sit at a different table and gossip amongst themselves. “You eat all of that,” he warned his daughter when she wrinkled her nose.

      “There aren’t enough potato chips,” Olive complained.

      “You can have more potato chips when you’ve finished the hot dog and potato salad.” Jack was firm as he sent her off to the table on the other side of the campfire. The adults had set up two tables on one side for themselves and a third across the way so the kids could feel as if they were getting a bit of freedom. So far, it seemed to be working.

      “Fine.” Olive was sassy when she stomped off.

      “So much your daughter,” Jack said as he settled next to his wife. He made a face when he saw her hot dog. “That doesn’t look like real meat, Ivy,” he complained.

      “It’s not supposed to look like real meat,” Ivy noted. “It’s not real meat.”

      “Well, it’s gross.”

      “Shut it.” Ivy shoved her hand in his face, but it was in a playful fashion.

      “You shut it.” He tickled her ribs before turning back to his food. “So, what’s the s’mores situation?” he asked, in what Ivy was convinced was the most stilted transition ever.

      “S’mores?” Quinn asked blankly.

      “S’mores are the one thing about camping Jack likes,” Ivy explained. “We’ve talked about it, though, and have decided to wait for tomorrow to do a s’mores night.”

      “No.” Jack’s mouth fell open in abject disappointment. “That’s not fair.”

      Ivy’s lips curved into a fond smirk. “I know, but the kids are all tired, and they’re going to crash out not long after dinner. If we add too much sugar to the mix before bed, we’re going to get meltdowns … and perhaps children not wanting to sleep in their assigned tents because of said meltdowns. Is that what you want?”

      Jack shook his head. “No, but if we get eaten by the lake gator before I get a s’more, I’m going to be really disappointed.”

      “What lake gator?” Jared asked, his forehead creasing in confusion.

      “Ignore him,” Ivy replied, waving her hand. “He makes up dramatic stories whenever we go camping.”

      “Yes, because having a ghost as a river guide is somehow something that happens to everybody,” Jack drawled.

      Ivy chuckled, then sobered. “Eat your dinner, Jack. S’mores are for tomorrow. We’re all going to be exhausted anyway.” Her eyes moved across the table, to where Maddie was on a video call with Maude and didn’t look happy. “Besides, I think there’s drama afoot.”

      “Not drama,” Nick replied as he glowered at Maude’s image on the phone screen. “Just a grown woman who acts like a child.”

      “I heard that,” Maude snapped. She sounded agitated, although as far as most of them knew, Maude was always agitated. “I’m not doing anything. I don’t see why you guys feel the need to check in.”

      “We told you we were going to be checking in daily,” Maddie reminded her.

      “You left today though,” Maude sputtered. “It hasn’t even been a day.”

      “Who was that behind you?” Maddie demanded when she caught a hint of movement. “Was that Rose Lockwood? Granny, you’d better not be having a party the exact day we leave. I’m going to be annoyed.”

      “I’m not having a party, and you mind your own business,” Maude shot back. “I’m a grown-up.”

      “Don’t make me send John over there,” Nick warned, referring to his brother.

      “I’m not afraid of him,” Maude shot back. “I’m not afraid of Dale either,” she added, referring to Nick’s former partner and current boss, the chief of police. “You just mind your own business.”

      “The house is my business,” Nick pointed out. “Behave yourself, Maude.”

      “You worry about you, and let me worry about me,” Maude fired back. “Now, if that’s all, I’ll be retiring for the evening to read and have a brandy in my solitude.”

      “Yeah, I just saw Jess Pinckney poking her head out from the kitchen,” Nick replied, shaking his head. “I don’t believe you. Don’t ruin my house.” With that, he disconnected and focused on his wife. “She’s your grandmother. You should be making her behave.”

      “Oh, if only,” Maddie drawled. “It’s not as if she’s ever behaved before. Why would she start now?”

      “I don’t want her not to be Maude. I just don’t want her burning the house down. I—” Whatever Nick was going to say died on his lips as a scream ripped out from somewhere in the campground.

      At first, nobody reacted. Everybody assumed it was a child, or even a fanciful adult, having a good time. Then another scream tore through the air, and this one sounded as if it was coming from a horror movie.

      Slowly, all the adults got to their feet and started scanning the area, looking for a source. Darkness had fallen, filling the area with gloom. There weren’t any lights to illuminate the road or isolate the campsites.

      “We should check it out,” Jared volunteered finally as he dropped his napkin on his plate. “Just to be on the safe side.”

      “Yeah,” Jack agreed. “We can’t all go,” he said. “A couple people should stay back.”

      Zander’s hand whipped into the air. “I’ll be one of the ones to stay back,” he volunteered. Much like Jack, he wasn’t a big fan of camping. “I’ll take one for the team.”

      Jared merely rolled his eyes. “There should be more than one person staying back with the kids.”

      “I will too,” Rowan volunteered. “There’s not much help I can offer out there. Zander and I can take care of the kids. You guys see who is making that noise. It sounded real.”

      “Okay.” Jared shot her a grateful smile. “Everybody, spread out. Nobody goes anywhere without a partner.”

      Maddie naturally partnered with Nick, and they headed east when they exited the campsite. Nick took her hand to keep a firm grip on her, and they checked the campsites as they moved down the road, which was thankfully fairly smooth despite being dirt and open to the elements.

      “Do you see anything?” Nick asked in a low voice.

      “Like a ghost?” Maddie prodded, already knowing the answer. She had certain abilities, and they included being able to see and talk to ghosts. Nick hadn’t always known about what she could do, but when he found out, he’d embraced it.

      “If you see a fresh ghost here, we’re going to be in trouble,” he said. “A fresh ghost isn’t preferable. I definitely want to know about it if you see one, though.”

      “Okay.” Maddie kept close to Nick as they skirted the campsites. Most of them were quiet, nobody stirring, telling her that they’d gone to bed for the night. Even the campsite with the college students was quiet. “Where should we look?”

      Nick hesitated and then lifted one shoulder. “I’m not sure, Mad. Let’s take it slowly though.”

      That’s exactly what they did. As a group, they spread out in twosomes and combed the entire campground. It took almost forty-five minutes. When they returned to their campsites, everybody was confused.

      “Nothing?” Nick asked, glancing around.

      Jack shook his head. “Nothing.”

      Nick’s eyes went to the fire, to where Rowan and Zander had the kids gathered around so they could keep an eye on them. “Maybe it was just the college kids screwing around,” he said finally.

      “Maybe,” Jack agreed, although he didn’t look convinced. “I think we need to stress to the kids that it’s important they stay in their tents tonight. If they need to go to the bathroom, then they have to wake up an adult.”

      Nick bobbed his head. “Yeah.” His gaze moved to the picnic tables, expecting to find a mess to clean up, but Rowan and Zander had apparently handled it. “I think that means we’re ready for bed.”

      “Are you sure?” Maddie pressed. “I mean, we all heard the scream. What if somebody is out there and needs help?”

      “You were with me, Mad,” Nick pointed out. “We went looking and didn’t find anyone. I don’t know what else we can do.”

      Maddie didn’t like the answer, but she couldn’t disagree with him. “Okay, well, I’m pretty tired. I guess we should get in bed.”

      “Yeah,” Nick agreed. “Tomorrow is a new day, and I think it’s going to be a busy one.”

      That was something they could all agree on.
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      The kids were surprisingly grumpy when they woke up the next morning. Because there were so many adults, they decided to zone-tackle the kids. Rowan, Zander, Shawn, and Harper helped herd all the kids to the bathrooms for showers. Maddie and Ivy set about making breakfast. Jared, Jack, and Nick couldn’t stop themselves from combing the campground for signs that something bad had happened now that it was light out.

      By the time eight o’clock had rolled around, the parents had managed to get cleaned up in shifts, and the kids were showered, dressed, hungry, and ready for the day.

      “So, what’s on the agenda today?” Ivy asked as she doled out scrambled eggs to the kids first. Maddie followed her around adding hash browns. Rowan did the same with sausage links. Shawn handled the toast.

      “We’re going kayaking,” Poe volunteered around a mouth full of food. “Mom said.”

      “We’re definitely hitting the kayaks today,” Harper agreed. “I promised the kids last night.”

      “And it’s not just because you want to kayak, right?” Jared teased.

      “Of course not, although I do love kayaking.”

      “We can go kayaking,” Jack said. “We need to go to the office. We reserved kayaks for the week. I think we got enough for half the group to be out together at once. We figured it was too many kayaks otherwise.”

      “I think that’s fine,” Quinn said. “We can take turns with the kids, because none of them are big enough to handle a kayak by themselves.”

      “I am,” Finn argued out of nowhere, lifting his chin. “I could totally handle one myself.”

      Quinn hesitated and then flicked his eyes to Nick, clearly uncertain.

      “We can try it,” Nick said automatically. “The lake won’t be as difficult as the river would be. You absolutely have to wear a life vest though.”

      “Everybody is wearing a life vest,” Jack stressed.

      “Including you because you tend to panic in a kayak too,” Ivy pointed out.

      Jack rolled his eyes. “I don’t panic. I just have a healthy respect for the lake.”

      Ivy wasn’t buying it. “If you say so.” She turned to Quinn. “Can you men handle the kayaks after breakfast? We’ll handle getting the kids cleaned up.”

      “I think we can handle that.” Quinn offered up a saucy salute.

      “Don’t do that,” Jack chided his friend. “She’ll start expecting me to salute her, too, and then the power balance will be off, and I won’t ever be in charge again.”

      “Are you ever in charge now?” Quinn queried.

      Jack hesitated, but only for a moment. “Once in a blue moon. Even that will go away if you start saluting her though.”

      “Ha, ha, ha.” Ivy pinned her husband with a “don’t go there” look. “You’re going to lose that blue moon day regardless if you’re not careful.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.” He winked at her, telling everybody that they were just engaging in their usual banter.

      Then talk turned serious.

      “You guys didn’t find anything when you were out walking, right?” Rowan asked Quinn.

      “No,” Nick replied. “We checked the various campsites. Not everybody was up. There was nothing to suggest anybody had been hurt. It was just a quiet morning at a campground.”

      “And yet somebody screamed last night,” Maddie noted.

      “Yes, but we don’t know what sort of scream it was,” Ivy pointed out. “I’ve screamed a time or two when playing games with Jack.”

      “And I’ve screamed a time or two when Ivy has forced meals on me that include morels,” Jack added.

      Ivy jabbed a finger in his direction. Clearly, their banter was just getting warmed up for the day. That didn’t bode well for the afternoon, once tensions were high with a bunch of kids in kayaks.

      “You two might want to be careful when doling out your witticisms,” Harper noted. “You’re going to get on everybody’s nerves in two hours flat if you don’t take it easy.”

      “That is a gross exaggeration,” Ivy countered. “We’re just being us.”

      “Well, try to be Rowan and Quinn for a bit,” Harper suggested. “They don’t irritate anybody.”

      “Ha, ha.” Ivy flicked her friend’s ear and then sat down to start eating breakfast. “So, we agreed that lake time is next between breakfast and lunch, and then we’ll figure out what we’re doing over the afternoon during lunch, right?”

      “That sounds good to me,” Maddie confirmed. Her eyes moved up and to the left when Finn arrived at her side. “What’s up?” she asked, instantly becoming concerned because he wasn’t smiling.

      “I was thinking that maybe Ethan could come on the kayaks with us,” Finn suggested, shifting from one foot to the other. “I know he’s not with us but … um…” He didn’t finish it out.

      “But you would like to have a friend,” Maddie surmised. She shot a questioning look toward Nick, who merely nodded. “I think we can make that work. I don’t want to promise you that it is going to work until I have a chance to ask Ethan’s parents, but I’ll definitely ask.”

      Finn relaxed, although only marginally. “Okay. Thanks.”

      “It’s no problem,” Maddie assured him.

      “I just want someone cool to talk to,” Finn explained. “Not a girl.”

      Maddie had to bite back a smile. “Girls are the worst,” she agreed. “If Ethan’s mother says it’s okay, then he can come with us. It will be fine. Trust me.”

      “Okay.” Finn’s smile was so wide it hurt Maddie to see it. She hadn’t realized how much he’d been dreading the trip—or rather the girl gang—until right at this moment. “Thanks, Mom.” He gave her a warm hug and then returned to the kid table, where he was much more animated than he had been.

      “I think I might die that hurt so much,” Maddie said to Nick in a low voice.

      Nick smirked. “He’s a mama’s boy at heart. I don’t see why the other parents won’t let Ethan come with us. It will be a break for them.”

      “That’s what I was thinking.” Maddie’s gaze drifted to the quiet campsite across the way. “As soon as we’re done here, I’ll head over there to talk to them.”

      “That sounds like a plan to me.”

      

      MADDIE CHANGED INTO COMFORTABLE KNIT shorts and a bathing suit tank top before heading across the way to talk to Ethan’s parents. The boy was at their camp hanging with Finn—having emerged alone sometime after breakfast—but there was no activity at his camp to suggest his parents were around anywhere. That struck her as odd.

      Maddie swung her ponytail as she walked across the dirt road, her senses alert. Her face was bare of makeup, although she’d lathered it up with sunscreen. When she reached the camper, she knocked on the door and plastered a wide smile on her face. Nobody initially answered, however.

      Frowning, Maddie tried again. She didn’t feel comfortable taking someone else’s child out on the lake without consent. In her mind, that wasn’t right. She had no idea if Ethan could swim or not, and even though they weren’t going far, she didn’t want to risk it.

      After her second knock, the door swung open to reveal a sleepy-looking teenager. Todd, Maddie reminded herself. Monica had told her his name the previous day.

      “What do you want?” Todd grumbled in his unfriendly way.

      “Um, is your mom here?” Maddie asked. She didn’t consider herself good with teenagers, and she could only hope she would get better as her kids started to age.

      “My mom?” Todd’s face went momentarily blank.

      “Or your dad. Either of your parents is fine.”

      “My parents?” Todd’s face was twisted in confusion as he clearly struggled to focus.

      “You know, the people you live with,” Maddie teased.

      Todd’s eye roll was pronounced. “Yes, I’m familiar with my parents. I’m just waking up. They’re not here, though.”

      “They’re not?” Maddie couldn’t hide her surprise. “Their truck is outside.”

      “Yeah, but we have a car too. It’s been parked over in that other lot. They took that to get groceries. At least that’s what the note they left said.”

      “Oh.” Maddie tried to hide her disappointment. She wanted Finn to be happy, but it didn’t look as if he was going to get his way. “Do you know when they’ll be back?”

      Todd managed a shrug, but he didn’t put a lot of effort into it. “No. What do you want?”

      Maddie didn’t like his tone, but she managed to refrain from snapping at him. Somehow. “Well, Ethan is over at our camp.” She pointed to where the boy in question was cavorting with Finn. “We were hoping to take him kayaking with us.”

      “So?” Todd blinked. “Do you want a reward or something?”

      Maddie curtailed a short response. “No. I wanted permission from your parents.”

      “Oh.” Todd seemed to readjust his attitude, although only marginally. “Well, you have my permission to take him. If you could feed him lunch, that would be great. He wouldn’t stop whining this morning, and I finally had to get up and feed him cereal. I could use a nap.”

      “I would really prefer your parents’ permission,” Maddie argued.

      “Well, they’re not here. You have my permission. That should be enough.”

      Maddie hesitated, debating, then nodded. “Okay. Just know we’ll put a life vest on him and make sure he’s safe.”

      “Whatever.” Todd waved her off and moved to close the screen. “He can swim. As long as he comes back alive, my parents won’t care.” With that, Todd turned his back and disappeared inside the camper, leaving Maddie in front of the door to curse his existence as he wandered away.

      “How did that go?” Nick asked when Maddie had returned to their campsite.

      Maddie filled him in.

      “Are you comfortable taking the kid with us even though we don’t technically have parental consent?” Nick asked when she was finished.

      It was a fair question, and Maddie had given a decent amount of thought to her answer. “We’ll put a life vest on him and make sure we don’t get too far from shore. I don’t want to cut him out—the brother seems like a real turd—but I’m not comfortable going out far on the lake without his parents knowing.”

      “We can stick close,” Nick promised. “I’m guessing you don’t want to disappoint Finn. Otherwise, you probably would’ve made Ethan stay behind.”

      “I don’t want to disappoint Ethan either,” Maddie countered. “His brother sucks. His parents just took off and left him with the brother. He’ll be sitting at that campsite alone if we don’t take him.”

      “Fair enough.” Nick smoothed Maddie’s hair back. “We’ll keep an eye on him. I’m sure it will be fine. If the parents are angry, I’ll talk to them.”

      “Something tells me the parents aren’t going to care,” Maddie countered.

      “And that bothers you even more than the surly teenager,” Nick surmised.

      “Teenagers are supposed to be surly. Parents are not supposed to be absent. I mean … we’re on a lake. They have to know that Todd doesn’t spend a lot of time watching his brother. What happens if Ethan wanders over there alone?”

      “Well, then I guess it’s best that he come with us,” Nick said in a teasing voice. “It’s the smart thing to do.”

      “That’s exactly what I was thinking.”

      “I figured.” Nick gave her a quick kiss. “Don’t dwell on it, Mad. I doubt they’re the type of parents who are going to get worked up over this.”

      Maddie very much doubted that too. “Okay, let’s start wrangling them. Then we’ll go from there. Every kid needs a life vest.”

      “I’ve got it.” Nick bobbed his head. “This is going to be absolute chaos.”

      “Hopefully, it’s fun too.”

      “I’m sure it will be fine.”

      

      ETHAN ASSURED MADDIE THAT HE KNEW how to swim and seemed embarrassed when she secured him in a life vest. Despite his protestations that he wasn’t a baby, Maddie was firm.

      They’d reserved six kayaks, and even though Finn was convinced he was old enough to handle one himself, he proved he wasn’t quite strong enough when Nick put him in to try. Finn turned pouty for a few minutes after that, but Ethan managed to cajole him out of his bad mood relatively quickly.

      That basically meant the adults were doing fifteen-minute rides with the kids while the rest of the adults were watching the rest of the kids as they waded in the water.

      “Fun!” Kai announced as he splashed water on Maddie. He seemed to be having a grand time and showed no interest in going in one of the kayaks.

      “Fun, huh?” Maddie grinned at him before splashing him a touch, causing him to squeal. “Do you want to ride with your daddy when he comes back?”

      Kai looked serious as he eyed the kayak Jack was returning in with Buffy in front of him. “No,” he said finally. He seemed to have given it a great deal of consideration. “I happy here,” he said.

      Maddie grinned. Kai was a blunt kid. He never said one thing when he meant something else. She wished all the kids were like him in times of crisis. There was only one Kai though. “I’m glad you’re happy.”

      As if to prove it, Kai dropped down and floated just a bit, getting his face wet before yanking his head up and gasping. “Fun,” he said enthusiastically.

      Maddie laughed as she ruffled his hair and then moved forward to help Buffy out of Jack’s kayak. “How about you?” she asked the young girl. “Did you have fun?”

      Buffy shook her head. “No. I don’t like it.” She lifted her arms so Maddie could easily grip her while getting her out of the kayak.

      “You didn’t? How come?”

      “She didn’t like the motion,” Jack replied when Buffy made a beeline for the shore. She didn’t seem to like the water at all. “I think she might’ve gotten a little motion sickness. She didn’t throw up or anything, but she held her stomach a few times. I was careful when bringing her back because I didn’t want to end up with puke on my lap.”

      “No, I can see that.” Maddie rolled her neck. “Do you want to take a break from chauffeuring kids around? I can take someone out. I wouldn’t mind sitting for a little bit.”

      “Sure.” Jack’s smile was eager when he handed her the paddle. “My legs are a bit long to be inside the kayak for an extended period of time.” His knee wobbled when he climbed out, but Maddie made sure to hold the kayak steady so he wouldn’t fall over.

      “Are you okay?” she asked him.

      “I’m getting old,” Jack replied ruefully. “My back and knees hurt after being in the kayak for an hour. What’s up with that?”

      “Getting old sucks,” Maddie replied as Jack held the kayak steady for her so she could climb in. “At least you’re growing old with your soulmate, right?” she teased.

      Jack’s smile was fond when he pointed it out to the lake, where Ivy had Poe and they were having a good time in a different kayak. “I thank my lucky stars for that every single day,” he agreed. “I’m sure you do too.”

      “Totally,” Maddie agreed as she glanced around at the kids who were wading through the water. Nick had Finn with him right now. Ivy had Poe. Shawn had Barney. Quinn had Lana. Kai wasn’t interested. Her gaze fell on Ethan. “Are you ready?” she asked the boy, who was busy looking at rocks with Olive.

      “Sure.” Ethan broke out into a wide grin as he hurried toward her. “This is neat,” he said as Jack lifted him to deposit him between Maddie’s legs in the kayak. “I’ve never been in one of these before.”

      “No?” Maddie asked when she was positive he was secure. Jack gave them a shove to get them away from the shore. “Is this your first time camping?”

      “We go all the time, especially when Dad doesn’t have a job,” Ethan replied. He was guileless and didn’t appear to understand what he was saying. “We don’t do boats and stuff though. We just live in the camper.”

      Maddie had questions. Were they homeless? Well, other than the camper. Were they struggling for money? It didn’t make sense that they could afford a campsite at a state park if they didn’t have money, however. Maybe Randy simply moved from job to job a lot. She’d known people to do that throughout her life. She never understood it, but others seemed to like it. It was possible that the family went camping together simply because it was relaxing.

      “What does your dad do?” Maddie asked as she navigated them farther out onto the lake.

      “He does lots of stuff,” Ethan replied. “But only when he’s not home. My mom says he doesn’t do anything around the house. My dad says she’s a nag and to shut up. They both think Todd is lazy. I don’t pay much attention though.”

      Maddie’s stomach constricted. She didn’t like that Ethan had been exposed to so much at such a young age. “That sounds like a lot to deal with,” she said finally.

      Ethan shrugged again. “I don’t think about it.” He leaned forward and pointed when he saw a duck on the lake. “Cool. Can we go closer to that?”

      “Sure,” Maddie replied without hesitation. Swans sometimes got territorial on the open water, but ducks rarely did. “Can I ask you something, Ethan?” she prodded as they started in the duck’s direction.

      The boy didn’t respond, so Maddie pushed forward anyway.

      “Do your parents leave you with your brother a lot?”

      “They say he has to pull his weight,” Ethan replied. “He’s lazy, so he doesn’t, but they keep trying to make him.”

      Maddie wanted to hug the kid and never let him go. She felt so bad for him. “Well, I’m sorry that you got stuck with him for an older brother. I’m sure he’ll outgrow whatever phase this is.”

      “Then he’ll just be lazy like my dad,” Ethan replied. “My mom says all men are lazy, and my dad says all women are shrews. I don’t know if that’s true, but they say it a lot, so I think it must be.”

      Maddie was determined to change the subject. “Well, nobody is going to be lazy or shrewish today. We’ll just have fun. How does that sound?”

      “Awesome. I love having fun.”

      “Who doesn’t?”

      “My dad,” Ethan replied, not missing a beat. “My mom says he’s never been fun.”

      Maddie made a mental note to watch what she said in front of the boy. She didn’t want him going back to his parents and repeating what she said. “Well, we’ll have fun today. I’ll make sure of it.”
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      Maddie was the last one to come in for lunch. She had Olly with her in her kayak, and the toddler was so thrilled at the prospect of being out on the water she didn’t want to return to the campsite for lunch.

      “Stay in the boat, Mommy,” Olly complained when Maddie floated up close to Nick, who was waiting for them. “Stay,” Olly insisted when Maddie shook her head. The small girl looked pitiable.

      “You have to eat lunch,” Nick ordered as he leaned over to collect his daughter, making a big deal of swooping her up and making her giggle before he deposited her on the shore. “You stay right there,” he warned, extending a finger. “I’m going to help Mommy out and then we’re going to have lunch.”

      Olly didn’t react, other than to jut her lower lip out. Nick smirked when Maddie groaned upon standing.

      “Are you getting old, Mad?” he teased.

      “So old,” Maddie confirmed as she stretched her arms over her head. “I think I should’ve taken a break at some point, but we were having fun.”

      “We saw ducks,” Olly announced.

      “Oh, yeah?” Nick dragged the kayak up to the bank and left it there. He held out his hand for Maddie so he could tug her to dry land while also focusing on his little girl. “Did you quack at them?”

      Olly nodded. “They quacked at me first.”

      “Well, then they had it coming.” Nick leaned over to scoop Olly up on his hip as they walked back toward the campsite. “By the way, I invited Ethan to eat with us,” he said in a low voice. “His parents haven’t returned as far as I can tell, and I haven’t seen the brother. We have enough food for him, right?”

      “Oh, we have more than enough food,” Maddie confirmed. “Even if we didn’t, I would run out to the store to get more. I’m not going to sit around and watch a kid go hungry.”

      “I think we all agree with that.” Nick grinned when Olly planted a huge kiss on his cheek. “Right?” he teased her, tickling her stomach.

      “I’m hungry,” Olly announced. “I want to see the ducks again though.”

      “You’ll see the ducks again for sure,” Nick promised. “I’m not sure it will be today though.” He swung his gaze back to Maddie and found her concentrating hard on the ground as they walked. “What are you thinking?” he asked.

      “I’m just sad,” Maddie admitted. “I don’t understand how Ethan’s parents are so … uninvolved. They haven’t even come looking for him, and I guarantee they know the older brother isn’t a good babysitter.”

      “I would agree with that. Maybe they didn’t have another choice.”

      “I don’t know. Ethan was in a kayak with me a little bit ago, and he mentioned his father is always looking for work—like he keeps finding jobs and then losing them—and he’s mean to his mother.”

      “Why were you talking to him about that?” Nick demanded, pulling up short.

      “He volunteered the information.”

      Nick didn’t look convinced. “Leave that kid alone. If his parents are going through something, it’s none of our business. Let them deal with it how they want to deal with it. We’ll just keep the kid fed.”

      “Yes, Dad,” Maddie drawled, annoyance obvious.

      “No.” Olly solemnly shook her head. “He’s my daddy.”

      “He’s your daddy?” Maddie mock challenged when Olly kissed Nick’s cheek. “I guess he is.”

      “I’m definitely your daddy,” Nick agreed as he kissed the top of Olly’s head. “I’m also your husband,” he said to Maddie. “I’m asking you not to stick your nose in these people’s business. I know you can’t help yourself sometimes, but it would be better for all concerned if you didn’t do it this time.”

      Maddie didn’t initially react. After several seconds, she realized Nick was still waiting for her to respond. “I’m not going to stick my nose where it doesn’t belong,” she said automatically.

      Nick was clearly dubious. “I’m being serious, Mad. Don’t go bugging those people. If they’re struggling financially, it’s none of our business. We can feed Ethan and allow them to rest a little. It’s not a big deal.”

      “Did I say anything?” Maddie challenged. “I’m pretty sure I said I would mind my own business.”

      “And I’m pretty sure that I don’t trust you,” Nick grumbled. “I know that look. You’re a fixer, Mad. You like to find wounded birds and patch their wings.”

      “I said I would behave, and I meant it,” Maddie shot back. “Don’t make the issue worse, okay? I don’t like that.” She held out her arms for Olly. “Do you want lunch?”

      Olly was eager when going to her mother. “I’m starving,” she said as Maddie lodged her on her hip. “I might die, I’m so hungry.”

      “You get that dramatic streak from your daddy,” Maddie said to her. “We’ll make sure you’re nice and full though.”

      “Yay.” Olly clapped her hands as Maddie took off walking. “Come on, Daddy,” she prodded when Nick merely stared in their wake. “It’s time for lunch.”

      “I’m coming,” Nick said as he started walking again. “We’re not done talking though, Mad. As soon as lunch is over, we’re going to have a very serious discussion.”

      For some reason, Olly picked that moment to laugh like a loon. “A very serious ‘scussion,” she said to Maddie in a fairly good—at least for her age—imitation of Nick.

      Maddie tried hard not to start laughing but couldn’t manage it.

      “Oh, yeah?” Nick held up his hands and started mock chasing them while growling. “I’ll show you a very serious ‘scussion.” He chased them all the way to the campsite, laughing with his wife and daughter the whole way. Even as she laughed along with him, Maddie couldn’t be certain how she felt about the Johnson family. Something felt off. Obviously, that was not something she could talk about with Nick. She would have to be careful when trying to figure out what was going on.

      Very, very careful.

      

      ONCE LUNCH WAS FINISHED, THE ADULTS sent the kids to play in the playground that was two campsites down and across the road. The men sat near the fire so they could keep an eye on all the kids, and then conversation turned to the practical.

      “My back hurts, and I need a massage,” Jack announced to Ivy.

      For her part, Ivy didn’t look impressed with his declaration. “You were in the kayak for like ten minutes.”

      “Two hours.”

      “Is that different?”

      Jack leaned in close. “You know you want to massage me.”

      “Are you going to massage me too?”

      “Um, yeah. That’s basically what we do for foreplay.”

      “Hey!” Nick’s hand shot out, and he openly glared at Jack and Ivy. “Can you not use the F-word in front of the kids.”

      Ivy was the one with the bland response this time. “I have news for you, sparky,” she said. “The kids already know the f-word.”

      “They do not.” Nick looked to Maddie for confirmation. “Tell her.”

      “Oh, I’m not getting involved in this conversation,” Maddie replied. “If one of the kids knows a word, all of the kids are going to know the word. That’s simply the way it is.”

      “Olly is picking up every word that anybody says right now,” Nick argued. “I do not want her coming up to me to talk about foreplay. I’ll die.”

      “Aw,” Jack mocked. “Two weeks ago, Olive heard her male cousins talking about their ‘twigs and berries’ and was confused about some of the connotations. It took me a good five minutes to realize what she was really talking about, and I was close to a freaking meltdown when reality became clear. Do you know what she said to me?”

      “Knowing Olive, it was something evil,” Nick replied.

      “Yes, she told me to suck it up because she wasn’t a kid any longer and she knew all sorts of things that I didn’t,” Jack replied. “I think she might be right. That’s the worst part.” He was mournful when he turned to Ivy. “I definitely need that massage. Then I want a nap.”

      “Um, we have kids,” Nick reminded him. “You can’t just ‘take a nap’ when the kids are running around.” He used air quotes in case Jack couldn’t follow the conversation, which only served to set Jack off more.

      “Listen, there are exactly three good things about camping.” Jack leaned forward and linked his hands together between his legs as he regarded Nick. “That’s three total, with a million things that are terrible about it.”

      “Here we go,” Ivy muttered under her breath.

      “The first is the food,” Jack continued, ignoring his wife. “Food cooked over an open fire is just better. I have no idea why. It is though. The second thing is sleeping under the stars with the person you love. That leads into the third thing that’s good about camping.”

      He took a dramatic breath. “The third thing is the romance,” he explained. “There’s so little to do when you’re camping, that you have no choice but to embrace the romance. I happen to like the romance of it all, so it makes me happy. Camping without romance is the equivalent of living in an outhouse though. I didn’t agree to go camping if it means romance is off the table.”

      Nobody initially responded. Everybody merely studied Jack and blinked. Ultimately, Harper was the first one to speak.

      “You weren’t wrong about him being a baby when it comes to camping, were you?” she said to her pink-haired friend.

      “Not even a little,” Ivy replied. “He’s a complete and total whiner.”

      “Hey, I never said I wasn’t a whiner when it comes to camping,” Jack snapped. “I just said there would have to be concessions for my whininess if you wanted me to go.”

      The group burst out laughing at his serious expression and the annoyed one Ivy shot him in response. Despite their kibitzing, when Ivy leaned forward to whisper something in Jack’s ear, he grinned so widely it threatened to swallow his entire face.

      “That sounds like a deal to me,” he murmured as he cupped the back of her head and gave her a soft kiss.

      “Ugh. You guys are the absolute worst,” Harper complained as she threw one of her flip-flops at them.

      Jack easily caught the sandal in his left hand, and when he opened his mouth, everybody was certain he was going to give Harper a hard time. His expression changed in an instant, however, and he sat up straighter in his chair as he tracked the approach of someone new.

      Everybody shifted in tandem to register the newcomer, who was dressed in park ranger gear: khaki pants, a green shirt, and a brimmed hat that Maddie was convinced belonged on some sort of “only you can prevent forest fires” poster.

      “Is something wrong?” Jack asked automatically, shifting gears. He was no longer the world’s biggest camping hater. He was a police detective with a nose for trouble, and he appeared to think some was heading their way if Maddie could read his body language correctly.

      “I’m Tyler Compton,” the ranger announced, tipping his hat to the women in turn to show off his manners. “My understanding is that you all moved in over these three slots yesterday.”

      Jack nodded, his eyes briefly going to Nick before he stood. “Jack Harker. I’m a police detective over in Shadow Lake. This is Nick Winters. He’s a police detective in Blackstone Bay. And that’s Jared Monroe.” He pointed toward the last official presence in kind. “He’s a police detective down in Whisper Cove.”

      Surprise was obvious as it washed over Compton’s features. “That’s an interesting lineup,” he noted.

      Jack kept his expression neutral. “We’ve been friends for years. Our wives are friends, and that’s how we all met.”

      “Okay.” Compton seemed to be taking it all in as he glanced at faces. “Well, I guess it’s good that so many of you are trained. I need to know if you saw anything hinky going on last night.”

      “Hinky?” Jack arched an eyebrow.

      “Hinky,” Olly confirmed on a giggle as she slid around Compton and headed for Jack’s lap. She didn’t seem to care who held her right now. She just wanted to rest. “He’s hinky.”

      “He is,” Jack agreed as he pulled her onto his lap. “Are you done in the playground?”

      “Tired,” was all Olly said as she threw herself back against Jack’s solid chest with a fair bit of theatrical flair. “Want juice.”

      Maddie hopped up with little prodding and moved to the cooler. Normally, she would tell Olly to make do with water—she didn’t want her daughter constantly drinking high-sugared juices—but given their guest, she felt it was best to give in this time.

      “You want to know if we saw something hinky last night?” Jack asked as he accepted the sippy cup with orange juice Maddie handed him. He had it in Olly’s hands within seconds as the toddler got comfortable on Jack’s wide lap and started sucking down her juice.

      “The campsite at the corner over there,” Compton pointed. “Can you tell me anything about that campsite?”

      Jack sensed trouble, but he was calm when responding. “It’s college students. Or, well, that age. I guess we can’t say with any degree of certainty that it was college students. They acted like college students. There was a lot of drinking.”

      “Do you know how many of them were down there?”

      Jack found the question odd, but he didn’t hesitate before answering. “I didn’t pay them a lot of attention—other than to cast them a few dark looks because of the swearing in front of our kids—but I would say six or seven. I guess eight if the couple numbers were even.”

      “Eight is a good guess,” Compton confirmed. “The thing is … one of the girls down there—one named Annie Travers—went missing last night.”

      Oh, well, now he had everybody’s attention.

      “Missing?” Ivy shifted away from her husband and fixed her full focus on the ranger. “How is that possible?”

      “Well, she was at the campsite when they went to bed but wasn’t there this morning when they woke up,” Compton replied dryly.

      Ivy glared at him. “You don’t say?”

      Jack shot her a quelling look. The warning in his stare was obvious. Don’t make things worse. Ivy held his gaze for several seconds and then dropped it.

      “We heard a scream last night,” Nick volunteered, to absolutely nobody’s surprise. “We went looking.”

      “What sort of scream?” Compton queried.

      “The kind associated with screaming,” Ivy replied before she could think better of it. She shrank down in her chair when Jack jabbed a finger at her. “What?" she asked. "I was just answering him.”

      “Shut it,” Jack ordered, although there was a hint of amusement in his eyes as he handed Olly over to his wife. “We didn’t know what sort of scream it was. It’s possible someone was in trouble, but given who our neighbors were, it was also possible they were just rowdy and having a good time.”

      “Ah.” Realization dawned on Compton’s face. “I get it. Did you go down there?”

      “We went out as a group,” Jack replied. “We left a few adults back with the kids to keep them corralled and headed out. We wanted to make sure we could help anybody who needed help, and we spent a full forty-five minutes searching the campground.”

      “I’m assuming you didn’t find anything.” Compton looked disappointed at the prospect.

      “We didn’t,” Jack replied. “We checked all the campsites. We couldn’t find anybody in trouble. After the initial screams—there were two—everything was quiet. We assumed the college kids were messing around.”

      “And we went out and checked this morning too,” Jared volunteered. “We took the kids to shower in shifts and walked around the campground while breakfast was cooking. We didn’t see anything out of the ordinary.”

      “Well, huh.” Compton rolled his neck, seemingly debating. “Did any of you talk to the kids down at the other site?”

      “No,” Jared replied. “We didn’t see them up this morning. We were up early, and they were not. After we fed the kids breakfast, we took them out on the lake all morning. We honestly weren’t paying attention to their campground.”

      “If you don’t mind me asking,” Jack interjected before Compton could thank them for their time and take off, “how is it that you’re just asking questions now if she went missing sometime last night?”

      “Well, there was a debate about whether or not she slept under the stars,” Compton replied. “They have two tents and one camper. They have four couples. I guess the other half of her couple was drunk last night and passed out in the camper early. He assumed she either slept in one of the other tents or next to the fire because she was mad at him.”

      Jack searched his memory. “Nobody was sleeping out by the fire last night when we went looking. We would’ve noticed.”

      “And we took the kids over to the bathrooms when we were done searching, and there still wasn’t anybody out at their campsite before bed,” Nick added. “I looked a couple times when I was bringing my daughter and son back.”

      “Well, that’s disconcerting,” Compton admitted. “I was hoping somebody had seen her. Honestly, right now, we don’t know if something happened to her, or if she just arranged for a ride because she was fed up with the boyfriend. The other girls at that site said she was really annoyed at how drunk he was, but it wasn’t like her to take off on her own … especially when so close to the woods. Apparently, she wasn’t a big fan of camping.”

      “That’s an understandable emotion,” Jack drawled.

      Now it was Ivy’s turn to shoot him a quelling look. “Don’t go there,” she warned.

      Jack smirked before turning his attention back to Compton. “We didn’t see anything. We can keep our eyes open for you if that helps though. We’re going to be here the rest of the week.”

      “I’d appreciate it,” Compton said, his gaze landing on Olly, who had fallen asleep in Ivy’s arms. “How many kids do you have with you?”

      “Eight,” Nick replied.

      “That’s a lot, but at least you have a lot of adults to help too.”

      “That’s a bonus,” Nick agreed.

      “Your daughter is beautiful,” he offered to Ivy as he dug in his pocket and came back with a business card.

      “Oh, she’s not my daughter,” Ivy replied. “My daughter is mouthy and over at the playground. This is one of the good ones. She’s Maddie’s daughter.” She inclined her head toward the blonde in question.

      “Ah. I can see the resemblance.” Compton grinned. “You guys have a huge group of people. That’s good.”

      Jack found the statement odd, but he didn’t push the man. It was obvious he was troubled. “We have things pretty well taken care of over here.” He glanced at the card Compton had supplied them with. “If we see or hear anything, we’ll be in touch.”

      Compton’s smile was tight. “That’s all I ask.”
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      Maddie liked to look at herself as a good girl at heart. She’d never been one to rock the boat. Like … ever. Even as a small child, she’d rarely pitched a fit. Her grandmother had told her that, which was somehow fitting because Maude was often the one pitching a fit. Maddie’s mother, Olivia, could only tackle one child at a time. Maddie rarely got to be the child.

      Her one weak spot was her curiosity. When there was a mystery afoot—even one as mundane as where Maude might’ve left her shoes when spying on Harriet the previous evening—Maddie was determined to solve it.

      Unfortunately for Maddie, her curiosity was piquing now that they knew someone was missing from the campground. She just couldn’t quite shake the feeling that something terrible had happened and they’d somehow missed it.

      “I know that look, Mad,” Nick warned as he sat on the ground with Olly and helped her draw pictures in the dirt with a stick. “Whatever you’re thinking, don’t. This is a family vacation.”

      Maddie adopted her most innocent expression. It had served her well over the years, including as an adult who often ended up at crime scenes because she could see and talk to ghosts. More than one police officer had fallen for her innocent act. And even though Nick knew her better than anybody, he often fell for it too.

      “Oh, don’t look at me like that,” Nick whined when he got a gander at her expression. “I know that means you’re going to start looking for trouble.”

      “That shows what you know,” Maddie replied as she got to her feet, determination squaring her shoulders. “I’m not doing anything.”

      “Right.” Nick wasn’t convinced in the least. “Where are you going if you’re not doing anything?”

      “I thought I would go for a walk with my friends,” she said. “You don’t mind watching the kids, do you? I guess we can take them with us if you’re not in the mood to babysit.”

      Nick recognized the tone, and he didn’t like it. “First off, they’re my kids. You don’t babysit your own kids. I’m more than happy to keep an eye on them. Right?” he prodded Olly.

      “We’re going to have a serious ‘scussion,” Olly replied automatically. Once she got a reaction she liked—something akin to her parents laughing—she wasn’t opposed to beating a joke into the ground until she found a new one.

      “Secondly, I don’t begrudge you time with your friends,” Nick continued. “I just want you to be careful. I know you took what Ranger Compton said to heart, but there’s no reason to suspect that something bad happened to that girl.”

      “Annie Travers,” Maddie corrected.

      “Annie Travers,” Nick conceded sheepishly. “I should’ve remembered her name. The thing is, though, we don’t know anything happened to her. She really could have taken off because she was mad at her boyfriend.”

      “Wouldn’t she have left a note or something?” Maddie argued.

      “You’re not always responsible when you’re that age,” Nick noted. “You remember what it was like to be in your early twenties, don’t you?”

      “I remember being in nursing school and being terrified because I had no friends and I thought everybody would hate me if they found out what I could do.”

      Nick’s eyes narrowed. “Mad.”

      “I’m not feeling sorry for myself,” she assured him. “I’m just trying to make you understand that not all college kids are irresponsible.” She cocked her head as she regarded him. They didn’t often talk about the ten years they spent apart—between high school graduation and her return to Blackstone Bay following her mother’s death—but now it seemed pertinent. “I take it you were a party animal.”

      “I wasn’t all that different, Mad,” he replied. “Although, if I’m being honest, I was wild there for a year or two. I was upset because the love of my life had cut me out of her life.” He gave her hair a playful tug, but she didn’t return his smile. “That was so long ago,” he said in a low voice. “I get what you’re saying though. If we’d been together back then, even if you’d been angry, you would’ve left a note.” He lifted his eyes to stare at the campsite in question. “We don’t know that they’re as responsible as we were as kids.”

      “I’m not going to do anything,” Maddie insisted. “I’m just going to walk around and maybe ask a few questions of the other campers. Maybe one of them saw or heard something.”

      Nick looked pained. “Can you not do anything weird to draw attention to us?”

      “I just said I wasn’t going to do anything. Isn’t my word enough?”

      Nick recognized he was in a no-win situation and held up his hands in capitulation. “You do what you want, Mad. I’m just going to sit here with our angel daughter and draw in the dirt. Right?” He looked to Olly for confirmation.

      “No serious ‘scussion?” Olly asked blankly.

      “Not today,” Nick replied. “Today I’m just your favorite daddy.”

      “Daddy.” Olly patted her dirty hand against Nick’s cheek. “I want juice.”

      Nick was firm when he shook his head. “No. You’re going to start learning to drink some water. You’re spoiled with the juice.”

      Olly batted her eyelashes. “Oh, but I’m thirsty.” When her lower lip came out to play, Nick sighed.

      “You’re going to have to stop letting her play you,” Maddie said as she turned to walk away. “You didn’t let Finn play you this way.”

      “She just looks so much like you,” Nick complained. “I can’t tell you no either. Why do you think I’m pretending I don’t know that you’re about to take off to stick your nose where it doesn’t belong?”

      Maddie’s smile was instantaneous. “Sometimes you say the exact right thing,” she noted.

      “That was the exact right thing?” Nick’s surprise was obvious. “Since when?”

      “Since now.” She swooped back in and kissed the top of his head. “I pined for you when we were apart too,” she whispered. “I didn’t act out though. I thought I had to do everything exactly right or it would all be a waste. It turned out to be a waste anyway.”

      “Not a waste, Mad,” he replied. “It was just a … delay to the start of our life together.”

      “I’m still going to take a walk with the others.”

      “Yeah. Somehow, I’m not surprised.”

      

      MADDIE DIDN’T HAVE A PROBLEM ROUNDING UP her friends. Jack looked the most suspicious of all the men, but he didn’t put up a fight. The looks Ivy and Jack sent one another told Maddie all she needed to know about what they were thinking.

      “He’s a suspicious man,” Maddie noted.

      “He is,” Ivy agreed. “Sadly, he’s right to be suspicious. We are going on a hunt.”

      “Not a hunt,” Maddie countered. “We’re just … taking a look around. We’re being innocent.”

      Ivy snorted. “Right. That’s just what we’re doing. Being innocent.”

      “Who is being innocent?” Zander demanded as he joined the foursome. “Also, the fact that you were actually going to leave me behind wounds me. Who do you think you are?”

      “Here we go,” Harper muttered under her breath.

      “I can’t be left behind with the testosterone crew,” Zander insisted. “That’s just mean, Harper.”

      Even though Harper looked as if she were trying to keep a straight face, she ultimately capitulated and grinned. “I won’t ever leave you with the testosterone posse again.”

      “Good, because I’m wounded.” Zander slung his arm around Harper’s shoulders. “So, where are we going? Please tell me we’re leaving this hellhole behind and finding an actual restaurant to eat at. The food has been … just not good.”

      Ivy and Maddie shot Zander twin looks of disgust.

      “You could always not eat,” Ivy offered.

      “Or cook yourself,” Maddie added.

      “No, I really can’t,” Zander replied. “Also … don’t look at me that way. It’s not my fault that food is better in a restaurant.”

      “I happen to like eating next to an open fire,” Maddie mused. “I absolutely love camping.”

      “I do too,” Ivy said. “Jack hates it though, so we basically camp in the backyard, and he sleeps on a lounger within easy walking distance to the bathroom. He really has never gotten over his other camping experiences.”

      “Which one do you think broke him?” Rowan asked. “I’m betting it was the one where one of your river guides was a ghost.”

      “Actually, I think it was the second one,” Ivy replied. “The first one he could’ve written off as a fluke. It was his friends who tried to kill us after all. The second time, though, was just a bridge too far. He was never keen on the great outdoors anyway.

      “I mean, he likes fishing, and he doesn’t complain when we take Olive for walks in the woods,” she continued. “He’s over morel hunting and claims it’s not a sport though, and he refuses to get too close to any actual foliage because of the poison ivy situation.”

      “He got poison ivy?” Harper perked up. “I didn’t know that.”

      “It was right after we met, so it was a long time ago.” Ivy smiled at the memory. “It was the first time I saw him shirtless. I had to keep warning him about touching anything in his pants when I was treating him. It was … quite the experience.”

      “It sounds hot,” Zander offered.

      “It was actually pretty hot,” Ivy agreed. “I had no idea how things would go at the time, but the poison ivy incident was kind of the start of us.”

      Everybody was silent for several seconds. It wasn’t like Ivy to get nostalgic. Then Zander made a snorting sound. “You guys turned that massage into something dirty this afternoon, didn’t you?” he demanded. “That’s why you have that weird look on your face. I’m never watching your kid again if you don’t maintain that snarky attitude of yours. You’re such a disappointment.”

      Harper flicked Zander’s ear to silence him before turning her attention to Maddie. “So, what’s the plan here?” she asked. “Do you think Annie Travers is dead?”

      “I don’t know,” Maddie replied. She’d given it a great deal of thought. “I just don’t like it. Would you guys have gotten in a fight with your college boyfriend and left a campground and gone home without telling him?”

      “Yes,” Harper replied without hesitation, her head bobbing along with Zander, who readily agreed.

      “No,” Ivy replied at the same time. “I wasn’t much for dating back then though. I had attitude problems even then.”

      “I wouldn’t have either, but only because I understand how going missing can mess with someone,” Rowan volunteered. “When my father disappeared, I was ravaged for a very long time. I never would’ve done that to somebody else.”

      “But could you imagine someone of a certain age—say a college student—doing it?” Maddie pressed.

      “Oh, without a doubt,” Ivy replied.

      “Definitely,” Harper and Zander agreed in tandem.

      “Sadly, yes,” Rowan replied.

      “I just don’t understand that.” Maddie rolled her neck and then inclined her head toward the campground where the college students were having what looked to be a party. It was directly in front of them. “Are you guys okay stopping to meet the neighbors?”

      “I actually think that’s a good idea,” Harper replied. “Even if this Annie person isn’t in trouble, I would like to get a feel for these people because it’s apparent they have the potential to be rude and crude.”

      “And loud,” Zander added. “I need my beauty sleep. It’s lights-out at ten o’clock, people.”

      “When did you get so lame?” Harper demanded incredulously.

      “I’m not being lame,” Zander replied. “I’m just … telling it like it is. I have twins. They’re loud and, unfortunately, they take after their other father and like getting up early in the morning. I either have to suffer through the horror of dark circles under my eyes or go to bed early. Guess which indecency I’m willing to put up with.”

      “Let’s not immediately go in aggressively,” Maddie suggested. “I think it’s better if we’re calm and act as if we just want to meet the neighbors.”

      “In other words, Ivy and Zander should be quiet,” Harper volunteered. “The three of us who are nice will do the talking.”

      “Knock yourself out,” Ivy said. “I think it’s a great idea for you to do the talking. I’ll just sit here and look pretty.”

      “Yeah.” Zander knocked fists with the pink-haired witch. “We’ll just sit here and look pretty.”

      Harper didn’t bother to hide her eye roll. “I don’t like it when they spend too much time together,” she whispered to Maddie under her breath.

      “Are you jealous?” Maddie asked. “If so, I think you’re wasting your time. Zander is always going to love you best.”

      “I’m not jealous,” Harper replied, clearly agitated. “Why would I be jealous? No, those two agreeing has to be a sign of the apocalypse. Things are about to get ugly, folks.”

      “Yes, that’s not dramatic at all,” Rowan drawled.

      “You know, both your kids are relatively calm,” Harper pointed out. “Your husband is calm too. You don’t understand that drama is a state of mind. Between Zander, Jared, and Poe, I have a lot of drama in my life. I can’t help it.”

      “I have Jack and Olive, and it’s drama all the time,” Ivy said. “The sad thing is, I feed into the drama now. I didn’t used to. Or, well, I used to believe I didn’t want to. It’s sadly a reality of my world now. We are a dramatic little trio.”

      “Actually, you two are the only ones who never have drama,” Harper mused, looking between Maddie and Rowan. “What’s up with that?”

      Maddie was grateful the college kids had noticed them approaching and gotten up to greet them. That meant she didn’t have to answer. Instead, she handled the introductions. She managed to get last names out of the other kids, but she doubted she would remember them. First names were a different story, however.

      Izzy, Sophia, and Brianna made up the female contingent. Caleb, Logan, Tyler, and Noah made up the male contingent. Given the way the couples hung on each other, it didn’t take Maddie long to realize that Logan was the only one currently without a partner. That meant he was likely with Annie.

      Rather than pretend she didn’t know they were down a member—that might come back to bite her—Maddie got right to the heart of matters. “Have you found your missing friend yet?” she asked after declining a can of what looked to be Busch Light.

      “Annie?” Caleb darted a look toward Logan, clearly worried, and then shook his head. “We think she went home. She was mad last night.” He leaned close and cupped the side of his face, as if to offer up a conspiratorial whisper. “She’s never been the fun one in the group.”

      Maddie didn’t appreciate the dig. “But … don’t you think you guys should call her and make sure?”

      “We have been calling,” Brianna replied. “She’s not answering. I think she’s mad at all of us. It’s hardly new for her. She’s always mad at us. We drive her crazy.”

      “I see.” Maddie licked her lips as she darted a look toward Harper, unsure what to say.

      “We heard a scream last night,” Harper explained, taking control of the conversation. “We thought maybe it meant something.”

      “From our campsite?” Tyler’s forehead creased. “Are you sure?”

      “Fairly sure,” Harper replied.

      Maddie shot her friend a dark look. That was a gross exaggeration. “Actually, we’re not sure where it came from,” she corrected. “We think it came from this direction, but when we came to look around, we didn’t find anything.”

      “I’m pretty sure it wasn’t us.” Tyler offered up a one-shoulder shrug. “We went to bed early last night.”

      “We drank all day,” Brianna volunteered. “Like … all day.” She giggled as she looked between her friends, who joined in with her even though there was nothing funny about the situation as far as Maddie could tell.

      “We were all passed out by about nine o’clock,” Sophia supplied. “Annie was the only one who didn’t drink yesterday. She spent all day yelling at us for drinking. She was having a miserable time.”

      “That’s why we know she went home,” Izzy added. “She was making noise about wanting to call her mother to pick her up. I bet that’s what she did.”

      “But to not even leave a note,” Maddie pressed. “Has anybody called her mother?”

      “Ranger Rick … or whatever his name was, said that’s what he was going to do,” Logan said. He didn’t look all that upset at the prospect of his girlfriend going missing. “I’m assuming, if he didn’t manage to get Annie’s mom on the phone, he would’ve been back. I’m guessing that they all talked it out and Annie is fine. I bet she’s even plotting my death right now.” He smiled, but it didn’t touch his eyes.

      “Wouldn’t Ranger Compton have stopped by again to give you a heads-up if he found her?” Rowan challenged. “I mean… I would consider that common courtesy.”

      Logan held out his hands and raised his shoulders. “I don’t know what rangers do. I just know that Annie was mad. She’s taken off before. I don’t even know why we’re still together. She’s far too serious.”

      “She never has fun,” Brianna added. “I mean … like never. We told Logan it was a bad idea to bring her because she was going to be a downer. I guess you should’ve listened, huh?” she teased her friend.

      “Next time.” Logan reached into the nearby cooler and grabbed another beer to crack. “It’s honestly not a big deal. She’ll show up when she wants to show up.”

      Maddie wasn’t convinced, but she could tell she wasn’t going to get anywhere with the college kids. They were posturing, and if any of them really were worried, they were determined not to show it. “Well, thanks for your time.”

      “No problem.” Logan waved them off. “If any of you want to come down and join us for a drink later, you’re more than welcome.” He said it in the sort of flirty way that grated on Maddie’s nerves.

      “We’re good,” Ivy called back. “Thanks for the invitation though.” She held her tongue until they were a safe distance away from the campground. “I don’t like them.”

      “I’m not even sure they like themselves,” Harper replied. “Do you really think they don’t care that she’s gone?”

      “I think it’s more that they’re hoping they’re right and she’s fine than they actually believe it,” Maddie replied. “I’m still not sure I believe she just took off of her own volition.”

      “We have no reason not to believe it right now,” Rowan pointed out.

      “I know. I’m just not sure.”

      “Well, we’ll keep an eye on them,” Harper said. “I’m not sure what else we can do.”

      Sadly, Maddie knew she was right. That didn’t mean she had to like it.
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      Dinner time with a pile of kids made for the sort of chaos that drove parents to drink. After a long day of sun and running around, most of the kids were starting to hit a wall. The parents were working overtime to see that didn’t happen, so that meant they split up for dinner and didn’t allow the kids to poke one another without adult supervision.

      “You have to eat half of your dinner,” Ivy insisted as Olive sat between her and Jack and pouted.

      “I don’t want a burger,” Olive replied, her arms crossed over her chest. “You know I don’t like eating cows.”

      “Since when?” Jack challenged.

      “Cows?” Buffy’s eyes grew to the size of saucers. “Are burgers really cows?” she asked Shawn.

      “Thanks,” Shawn drawled as he glared at Ivy.

      “It’s not her fault,” Jack shot back. “We’re honest with Olive about this stuff. Ivy is a vegetarian. We’ve agreed to let Olive make her own choices on the matter. She knows that burgers are cows.” He pinned his daughter with a serious look. “She’s never cared before tonight.”

      “I want cake instead,” Olive announced. “That’s not a cow.”

      “Nope.” Jack was firm when he shook his head. “You’re eating your burger. I think we’ve all agreed there won’t be dessert this evening.”

      “I think we’ve agreed, that with how tired everyone is, that dessert will be a lunch thing so you guys can burn off the sugar in a timely manner,” Harper replied. She looked as weary as Jack felt as she prodded Poe to eat her burger and pasta salad. “Nobody needs sugar too late into the night.”

      “Says you,” Poe muttered.

      Harper narrowed her eyes. “I think everybody should have an early night tonight.”

      “I’m all for that,” Jack agreed.

      “I was actually talking about the kids, but you do you,” Harper replied on a smirk.

      “Oh, I will.” Jack rubbed his hand up and down Olive’s back. “I know you’re tired, and that makes you cranky,” he started.

      “I’m not cranky,” Olive shot back.

      Jack pretended she hadn’t spoken. “You have to eat your dinner though. Then I think it’s time for bed.”

      “I’m not tired.” Olive was sullen enough that everybody recognized she was lying.

      “Of course not.” Jack didn’t back down. Recently, he and Ivy had agreed that they had to act as a united front if they wanted to correct some of Olive’s bad behavior. They’d both spoiled her and were now trying to fix the situation.

      It wasn’t going over well.

      “What did you guys find when you were grilling the college kids?” Quinn asked, clearly looking for a way to change the subject.

      “Who said we were grilling the college kids?” Maddie demanded defensively.

      “Maybe ‘grilling’ wasn’t the correct word,” Quinn hedged.

      “No, it was,” Ivy countered. “We went over there with an agenda. The kids don’t seem worried about Annie.”

      “See, that’s not how I saw it,” Rowan interjected. “A few of them looked worried—the girls more than the boys—but they were putting on an act. Logan seems a little shaken. He’s trying to visualize the outcome he wants, but that doesn’t mean he’s going to get it.”

      “We really should figure out if Ranger Compton managed to track down Annie at home,” Harper said. “I mean … if something happened to her, that means it likely happened very close to where we are right now.”

      “And where our children are sleeping too,” Rowan added, her gaze moving to Kai, who had ketchup smeared all over his face. He was one of the few kids who didn’t seem to be drifting toward a meltdown.

      “If something happened, wouldn’t we know?” Shawn asked. He purposely kept his voice low, so it wouldn’t carry away from the center site where they were eating. “I mean … how many ghost hunters do we have with our group? We would’ve seen her, right?”

      “Not everybody who dies becomes a ghost,” Poe offered knowledgeably. She’d been learning at her mother’s side for weeks now, ever since Harper realized that Poe could also see and talk to ghosts. There had been a lot of conversations between the two since then. It was hard for Harper to make a small child understand the nuances of the human soul, but this was one lesson Poe had picked up on fast.

      “I know,” Shawn said. “It’s just … um…” He seemed to realize his mistake when it was too late to take it back. “We should not be talking about this right now.”

      “No, definitely not,” Maddie agreed. “I think this is a conversation for after the little ones are in bed.”

      “I’m going to bed with the little ones,” Jack announced. He didn’t shrink back when Ivy pinned him with a dark look. “What? I’m tired, honey. Camping takes a lot out of a man.”

      “Yes, because you’ve been putting in so much effort.” Ivy rolled her eyes, although there was a small smile playing at the corners of her lips. “You can stay up for a few minutes to have an adult conversation.”

      “Fine.” Jack looked exasperated. “I guess I’ll survive.”

      Most of the kids were too focused on their food to think long and hard on the conversation, but two members of the under-ten contingent were standouts. Finn, who sat on the other side of Maddie, seemed extremely thoughtful about the situation. And Poe, well, she fancied herself a ghost expert now and was fixated on it.

      “Do you think someone really died over there?” Finn asked his mother.

      “I don’t know,” Maddie replied. “Probably not, though.” She forced a smile that she didn’t feel. “It’s okay,” she promised him. “You don’t have anything to worry about. We’ll keep you safe.”

      “I’m not worried,” Finn replied. “I’m just … curious. Why would someone die at that campsite and not our campsite?”

      Maddie and Nick had shared a few discussions with Finn about the nature of life and death. He couldn’t live in a house with his mother—who saw ghosts on almost a daily basis—and not have questions. They’d always been relatively open with him because Maddie’s ability was often whispered about in Blackstone Bay. They didn’t want him getting caught unaware. On top of that, his grandmother Olivia, the woman Olly was named after, still hung around the house from time to time. She was a ghost, and even though Finn couldn’t communicate with her, there were a few times when he was younger when Maddie almost managed to convince herself that he’d caught a glimpse of her mother’s ghostly form. She couldn’t be sure though.

      “We don’t know that anybody died at the other campsite,” Nick said quickly, shooting Maddie a warning look. He wanted to say “this is what happens when you stick your nose into business that isn’t yours” but he didn’t because he didn’t want to fight. “We don’t know that anything happened. It could be nothing.”

      Finn turned his gaze to Maddie, uncertain. “Do you think that’s true?”

      “I … don’t know,” Maddie replied. Offering up the truth while working overtime not to frighten him wasn’t an easy feat. “I think it’s entirely possible Annie got annoyed with her friends and headed home.”

      “Why wouldn’t she tell them though?” Finn queried.

      “Sometimes, when people get mad, they do things that don’t always make sense,” Maddie replied. “We’re going to contact Ranger Compton tomorrow and make sure she got home safely.”

      “We are?” Nick arched a surprised eyebrow.

      “We are,” Maddie confirmed firmly. “I think it’s the right thing to do.”

      Nick hesitated, but only for a beat. “Okay.”

      “Can I hang out with Ethan again tomorrow?” Finn asked, changing the subject quickly.

      “I don’t see why not,” Maddie replied. “He seemed like a nice boy.”

      “He’s cool,” Finn agreed. “Can he come over here for breakfast tomorrow too? That way his brother won’t be mad at him in the morning and yell at him.”

      Maddie considered just letting it go upon nodding, but she couldn’t help herself from asking the obvious question. “Is Ethan afraid of Todd?”

      Finn nodded as he finished off his pasta salad, doing the polite thing and waiting until he’d swallowed to speak again. “Ethan says he’s mean and yells all the time. Sometimes he pulls his hair too.”

      “Like … in an abusive way?” Nick asked.

      “I don’t understand.” Finn’s expression was blank. “How else would he pull it?”

      “Well, sometimes siblings do things to one another,” Nick explained. “Uncle John and I used to do terrible things to one another, and hair pulling was one of those things.”

      Finn looked intrigued. “What other stuff did you do to each other?”

      “Don’t answer that,” Maddie warned quickly.

      Nick dragged a hand through his hair, feeling caught. He didn’t want Finn to think he’d asked the wrong question, but he understood what Maddie was leery about. “Sometimes siblings or friends kind of go after one another,” Nick replied. “Uncle John and I used to do plenty of gross things to one another.”

      “Like what?” Finn looked utterly fascinated.

      “Well…” Nick scratched his chin and sent a pained look toward Maddie. He was clearly struggling with how to respond.

      “They used to punch each other,” Maddie replied, taking control of the conversation. “Your father and I were friends when we were your age, and when I would go over to your dad’s house, I was always so upset because your Uncle John and father would punch each other, spit on each other, pull each other’s hair, and even fart on one another.”

      “Eww!” Olive, Lana, and Poe said in unison. They’d obviously been listening without Maddie realizing it.

      “I do that to Buffy all the time,” Barney noted. He sounded like a mini professor.

      “Yes, and we’ve told you it’s gross,” Shawn confirmed.

      “Sometimes brothers are kind of rough with one another,” Maddie continued. “That doesn’t mean it’s okay, but I’ve learned from your father that it’s sometimes expected. I don’t know if I’m explaining this very well.”

      “About as well as you can,” Nick replied. “Finn, listen, it’s not okay for Todd to abuse Ethan. He’s much bigger than his brother. That being said, sometimes brothers push each other around. It’s just one of those things that happens.”

      Finn remained thoughtful as he wiped his hands on his napkin. When he spoke again, it was to his mother. “I don’t want to push Olly around.”

      “I think it’s different sometimes with little sisters,” Maddie replied. “Although I’m not an expert. I was an only child.” She glanced at Ivy. “Your brother was older than you. Did he protect you or torture you?”

      “Both,” Ivy replied. “We wrestled and beat each other up too. That’s just a sibling thing. He never actually hurt me.”

      “I don’t get it,” Finn said.

      “I know,” Maddie said. “We can talk about it more tomorrow. I’ll make sure to go over to Ethan’s campsite and invite him for breakfast in the morning, so he knows to come over. I’ll do it as soon as I get you guys settled for the night.”

      Finn hesitated, then nodded. “Okay.”

      He was so agreeable sometimes it hurt Maddie’s heart. When she lifted her eyes to Nick, she found him watching her.

      “We have the toddlers tonight,” he noted. “I’m sure Quinn and Rowan can watch them for a few minutes once they’re down though. I would like to check out Ethan’s campsite with you.”

      Maddie didn’t miss the heavy edge to his tone. “Thanks. I would appreciate that.”

      “Of course.” Nick leaned in and pressed a kiss against her cheek. “As for your questions regarding siblings beating up on each other, we’ll definitely talk about that more tomorrow,” he said to Finn. “I’m afraid we’ve confused you. The problem is, I don’t know how to unconfuse you.”

      Finn didn’t seem bothered by the news. “Okay. I like that idea.”

      “Great.” Nick’s smile was soft as he regarded his lookalike son. “Tomorrow is a new day. I bet we have a lot of fun.”

      

      NICK TOOK THE LEAD WHEN IT CAME time to cross the road after dinner. The others had taken the lead when putting the kids down—including Finn and Olly—and Quinn had assured the couple they could handle things to ease their burden. Despite that, Maddie found she was nervous as they crossed the road.

      “Have you seen anyone hanging out over here today?” she asked Nick in a low voice.

      “Actually, I haven’t,” Nick replied. His gaze was keen. “I saw the teenager—Todd, right?—leave the camper shortly after lunch. I have no idea if he came back though, and I didn’t see either parent.”

      Maddie couldn’t say exactly why that news was so unwelcome, but she didn’t like it. “Well, if they’re not here, I say we take Ethan back with us and let him sleep in Finn’s tent for the night.”

      Nick balked. “Maddie, we can’t just take someone else’s child.”

      “We’re not taking him. We’re providing a sleepover.”

      “Nice semantics argument there, Mad,” Nick drawled, shaking his head. “How about we see what’s going on before we commit a felony, huh?” He raised his hand to knock on the camper door before Maddie could respond.

      Initially, he didn’t think anybody was inside—there was no light as far as he could see—but then he heard grumbling and footsteps. When the door swung open, it was the father, Randy, who appeared.

      “What do you want?” he barked.

      Nick was calm. He wasn’t technically on the job, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t fall back on his training given the circumstances. “Hello, Mr. Johnson,” he said calmly. “I’m Nick Winters.”

      “Detective Nick Winters,” Maddie volunteered out of nowhere.

      Nick shot her an incredulous look. “Camper Nick Winters this week,” he clarified pointedly. “We’re right across the way.”

      “I’ve seen you,” Randy replied. He didn’t have a shirt on, clutched a beer in his hand, and looked unbelievably bored. “I guess I’m disappointed you’re not a stripper delivery service instead of a detective, but my luck has never been that good.”

      It took Nick a moment to realize what Randy was insinuating, and it was only the way the man’s lecherous gaze fell on Maddie that made him truly aware. His first instinct was to throw a punch. Maddie was just standing there, minding her own business. Actually, she was trying to check on Randy’s son. She didn’t deserve to be ogled.

      Deep down, Nick knew it was more than that though. He didn’t like anyone leering at his wife. He’d long ago reconciled the notion that he believed he and Maddie were destined to fall in love with one another. That meant they belonged to each other. He didn’t want Randy Johnson, a man who clearly had no respect for his wife, looking at her.

      “Mad, why don’t you head back?” Nick suggested out of the blue.

      Maddie was caught off guard by the suggestion. “Um, I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “Do you know what I think is a good idea?” Randy challenged. “Tell me what you want. That’s what I think is a good idea.”

      Nick narrowed his eyes. “We just want to check with you that it’s okay if Ethan eats breakfast with us tomorrow,” he replied. He knew darned well Maddie wasn’t going to leave now. There was no way. “He was out with us on kayaks today. Your older son said it was fine.”

      “Oh, I’m sure he did,” Randy said dryly. “He probably took one look at you guys and took you for suckers. He would’ve jumped all over the chance to dump Ethan on you.”

      “You and your wife weren’t here,” Nick persisted. “We wanted to ask your permission. Then, when Todd said he didn’t know when you’d be back, we didn’t want to cut Ethan out of the action. He’s bonded with my son.”

      Randy took a long drink of his beer. “Is there a reason you’re telling me this?” he asked when he’d swallowed. “Like … are you trying to bore me to death?”

      Nick forced himself to maintain control of his temper. It wouldn’t benefit anyone if he lost it and plowed his fist into Randy’s face. “We just want to make sure that you and your wife are okay if Ethan wants to eat or go out on the lake with us.”

      “We promise we’ll watch him closely,” Maddie added. “We made sure he wore a life vest when he was in the kayak with us.”

      Randy’s forehead creased. “He can swim. I don’t care if he hangs out with you guys. In fact, now that I know you want him over there, I’ll encourage it.”

      Maddie knew he didn’t mean it as a compliment, but she didn’t respond.

      “Is there anything else?” Randy asked after several seconds of silence.

      “I don’t believe so,” Nick replied, his arm going around Maddie’s back. “Is your wife here? We would like to okay it with her.”

      “She ran out to the store,” Randy replied. “She won’t care if you want to take care of Ethan either though. Don’t be weird about it.”

      “Will you just tell Ethan he can come over for breakfast tomorrow?” Maddie asked.

      “Don’t worry, lady, I’ll make sure he goes over there the second he wakes up and starts getting annoying. You have my word.” Randy tipped an invisible hat. “If that’s all, though, I have some stuff I want to watch on the television and some beer to drink.”

      “That’s all,” Nick confirmed as he tugged Maddie in close at his side. “Thank you for your time.” He shot Maddie a quelling look to keep her quiet until they were a decent way away from the trailer.

      “I don’t like him,” Maddie volunteered as they closed in on their campfire. “He’s a jerk.”

      “Who’s a jerk?” Jack asked as he straightened. He had a passed-out Olly resting with her head on his shoulder.

      “She wasn’t quite ready to go down, but she fell asleep on Jack’s lap,” Ivy explained to their unasked question. “We were going to wait to move her into your tent so we didn’t risk waking her up twice.”

      “It’s fine,” Nick assured them. “As for who we don’t like, that would be Ethan’s father. He’s a jerk.”

      “You just don’t like him because he made that comment about me being a stripper who delivered,” Maddie noted.

      “No, Mad, I didn’t like that,” Nick agreed. “He was crude, and I didn’t like the way he looked at you. That was only part of it though.”

      “What was the other part?” Jared asked.

      “He just didn’t seem to care about Ethan,” Nick replied. “We’ve cleared it so Ethan can eat here and go on outings with us, though. Randy didn’t seem to care, and his wife was at the store.”

      “Well, it’s safer for the kid to be with us,” Harper noted. “You can’t control the Randys of the world.”

      “We can’t,” Nick agreed. “I’m still irritated.”

      “What are we going to do about Annie Travers?” Rowan asked. “Are we going to keep looking for her tomorrow?”

      “I don’t think we have a choice,” Nick replied. “I, for one, am not going to feel okay about this until we know she went home. There’s no harm in keeping a lookout.”

      “That’s tomorrow’s problem,” Jack said as he stood. He was careful when transferring Olly to her father. “For now, I’m tired. Camping takes it out of me.”

      “You’ve barely been camping,” Ivy countered.

      Jack jabbed a finger in her direction. “Don’t push it, honey. I can only take so much.”

      “I think everybody should get a good night’s sleep,” Quinn said. “The kids will be up early tomorrow. We’ll start making plans for the day over breakfast. Until then, everybody should get some rest.”

      Maddie didn’t disagree. Still, she caught herself looking down at the college campsite, where everybody—but their missing friend of course—seemed to be having a good time. Something felt off about this entire thing. She was determined to find out what it was.
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      Maddie and Ivy were the first up the next morning. They set out to get their breakfast ingredients in order, and because she was a bit of a control freak over certain things, Maddie also began putting together a shopping list.

      “We knew we would only make it three days with the food we packed,” she said to Ivy as the pink-haired witch whisked eggs to cook. “We agreed that we would eat what we brought and then decide how we wanted to proceed.

      “I was thinking that we definitely need more eggs and bread,” she continued. “The sandwiches for lunch are going over well too. I think the hot dogs and hamburgers are fine for dinner. We need to decide what we’re going to do for sides though. It’s not so easy to whip them up in the middle of a campground without a kitchen.”

      “We can always pick up already-made salads at the deli,” Ivy suggested. “The potato salad is never as good when someone else makes it, but the pasta salad and macaroni salad are fine.”

      “Yeah.” Maddie started doodling as she glanced around. It was so early, the sun was barely starting to rise, and the rest of the campground was quiet. “Do you think she’s dead?” she blurted out of nowhere.

      Ivy didn’t have to ask who Maddie was referring to. “I think it’s unlikely.”

      “But?” Maddie prodded.

      On a sigh, Ivy managed a wan smile. “But it’s us,” she said. “If something bad is going to happen, it usually happens to one of us.”

      “So, it wouldn’t be out of the realm of the ordinary for our families to go on vacation together and stumble across a murder,” Maddie surmised. The sound of footsteps in the dimness of the morning jolted her, and she jerked her head to the left, letting out a breath when she realized it was Shawn.

      “Sorry.” His hair stood on end, and he was dressed in simple jogging pants and a T-shirt as he held his hands up in apology. “I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

      “We have coffee on the fire,” Ivy told him. “And you didn’t frighten us. I think startled is a better word.”

      “I’m still sorry.” Shawn filled up a cup with coffee and sat at the picnic table next to Maddie. “Are you guys talking about the missing girl?”

      “Obviously,” Maddie confirmed. “I’m just bothered by it. I know I shouldn’t be but … I can’t help myself. Something feels off about it.”

      “And I was explaining that something feels off about it because when something bad happens, it usually happens to us,” Ivy noted.

      “See, I think your negative attitude colors your word choice,” Shawn noted. “How can we be surrounded by bad things when we’ve all found loves to last a lifetime and brought such wonderful children into the world?”

      Ivy made a face. “That is the corniest thing I’ve ever heard.”

      “Yeah?” Shawn looked bothered. “I said the same thing to Zander last night when he was complaining, and he responded the same way. I’m starting to think I married the male version of you.”

      Ivy glowered at him. “I am nowhere near as dramatic as he is. Are you kidding me with this?”

      “You’re just not as dramatic about the same things,” Shawn countered. “You both tend to overreact about the little disturbances in life, and you’re fine getting negative attention. Actually, Jack is a lot like him too. You and Jack shouldn’t work on paper because you’re both prone to theatrics. You do work, though. It’s interesting.”

      “I happen to think I’m mellow,” Ivy shot back.

      Maddie and Shawn snorted in unison.

      “I’m sorry.” Maddie held up her hand in contrition when Ivy skewered her with a dirty look. “I’m not laughing at you.”

      “You are so,” Ivy countered.

      “Fine. Maybe a little.” Maddie cracked a smile. “You’re good in a crisis. When the big stuff hits, you’re the one I want on my team. When the little stuff hits, however, I want Shawn and Rowan around.” She considered it a beat longer. “And Nick and Quinn. We would make a fantastic prep team for the apocalypse.”

      “Does that leave the others as an action team for the apocalypse?” Shawn asked on a laugh.

      “Everybody but Zander,” Maddie agreed. “I don’t think Zander would be good on any team when it comes to the apocalypse. Ivy, Jack, Jared, and Harper could fight the big fights and win every single time though.”

      “Zander has already told me that if zombies attack, I’m to leave him behind,” Shawn volunteered. “He wants me to get the twins and run, but he doesn’t think he’s equipped to survive in a world without hair care products.”

      Ivy snorted. “That is so stereotypical.”

      “He’s fine dealing in stereotypes as long as he’s the one saying it,” Shawn replied. “At one time, he told me that he would totally own the apocalypse and make it his bitch. After seeing The Last of Us, he’s changed his mind.”

      “That sounds about right,” Ivy noted. “I think I would totally rock the crap out of the apocalypse.”

      “You would,” Maddie agreed. “I would fall apart. I would be great at prepping for it though.”

      “You wouldn’t fall apart,” Ivy argued. “Not even a little. You’re great in a crisis, and you would die for your kids. You don’t give yourself enough credit.”

      “I agree,” Shawn said. “You’re a soothing force in this group, Maddie. When people are upset, they want to talk to you. When people need someone to offer them solace, they go to you. That doesn’t mean, in a time of crisis, they don’t want you with them then, too, though.”

      Maddie let loose a watery laugh. “Wow. You guys are great for my ego.”

      “We happen to love you,” Ivy said. “Also, I am not theatrical. I don’t know where you guys get that from.”

      “Right.” Shawn bobbed his head and exchanged a quiet look with Maddie. “I have no idea where we get that from. Not even a little.”

      “Me either.” Maddie winked at him before sipping her coffee. “What a completely ridiculous thought.”

      “I know what you’re doing,” Ivy warned. “I’m being serious, though. I am not dramatic or theatrical. I’m an absolute joy to have around.”

      “I’ll take your word for it,” Shawn said.

      

      THIRTY MINUTES LATER, PRACTICALLY EVERYBODY WAS up, and the chaos commenced.

      “I want an omelet,” Olive announced to her mother as Maddie cooked the scrambled eggs in a huge pan over the fire. “I don’t want just eggs. I want a morel, tomato, and onion omelet with cheese and hash browns.”

      Ivy blinked twice as she regarded her only daughter. “This isn’t a restaurant, Olive. If you want tomatoes and onions with your eggs, that can be arranged.”

      “No stinky feet mushrooms though,” Jack said as he handed Olive a cup of juice. “Thankfully, we’re free of them until next spring.”

      “Mom has some in the freezer,” Olive argued.

      “Well, do you see my freezer here?” Ivy challenged. “Also, you’re going to have regular scrambled eggs and suck it up. I can make an omelet under the right conditions at home. These are not the right conditions.”

      “I hate camping,” Olive announced, her lower lip coming out to play as she folded her arms across her chest.

      “There’s daddy’s little girl,” Jack said, wiping away an invisible tear as he regarded his surly offspring. “So often, when I look at you, I see your mother,” he noted. “I’m okay with that because I love your mother so very much. Right now, though, I see myself when I look at you.” Jack made a big deal of clutching Olive close. “That’s my baby!”

      Shawn sent Ivy a pointed look. “Do you still think you and Jack aren’t dramatic?”

      “I never said Jack wasn’t dramatic,” Ivy shot back. “I said I wasn’t dramatic.”

      Jack snorted as he released Olive. He’d obviously been playing a part for his audience. “Honey, you’re as dramatic as I am, and pretending otherwise is a waste of time.”

      “I’m nowhere near as dramatic as you,” Ivy shot back. “That is a terrible thing to say to your wife.”

      “I promised to always tell you the truth,” Jack replied. “We’re dramatic together. That’s our thing.”

      “Is it my thing too?” Olive asked. She seemed genuinely curious.

      “Absolutely.” Jack bobbed his head. “You got your mother’s soft heart, but you got her mouth too. You got my big capacity to love, but unfortunately you were saddled with my penchant for complaining on top of it. You, my little love button, are going to be dramatic your entire life. It’s simply who you are.”

      Olive cocked her head, seemingly considering it, and then frowned. “I think I want a second opinion.”

      “And that’s exactly what your mother would say,” Jack said on a laugh.

      Maddie joined in with the laughter, although her attention was drawn to her left when Finn appeared. Nick had taken the kids over to shower and change their clothes while Maddie had been busy with breakfast, and she was all smiles as she regarded her son. He didn’t return the smile though.

      “Is Ethan coming over for breakfast?” Finn asked.

      “He was invited,” Maddie promised.

      “Okay.” Finn licked his lips. “Can I go get him?”

      Maddie immediately shook her head. “I’ll send your dad over to get him. You don’t need to go over there.” What she didn’t say was that she didn’t want Finn to be verbally abused by Randy or Todd should they be the ones answering the door. “It will be fine.”

      “Okay.” Finn seemed a bit lackluster, his energy level low.

      Before Maddie realized what she was doing, she pressed her hand to his forehead. “Do you feel okay?”

      “Yeah. Why?” Finn’s gaze was clear, and he wasn’t running a fever.

      “You just seem tired this morning,” Maddie replied.

      “I had a weird dream,” Finn replied.

      “You did? What did you dream about?”

      “Ethan’s family.” Finn averted his gaze as he studied his freshly cleaned hands. “I heard them yelling in my dream, but it was about stuff I didn’t understand. Why would I dream about them?”

      Maddie didn’t have an answer for him. She did have questions, though. “What sort of things did you hear?”

      “They were yelling.”

      “At each other, or at Ethan?”

      “I … huh.” Finn made a popping sound with his lips. “I don’t remember seeing Ethan there. They were yelling at each other, and Todd a little bit.”

      “Was Todd yelling back?”

      “Yeah. They were all being mean to each other.”

      “Well, I’m sorry you had a dream about that.” Maddie had to wonder what had sparked the dream, but she wasn’t certain how far to push him. Finn was already riding a fine line given all the girls invading his space constantly.

      “It’s fine.” Finn waved off her concern. “I’m just glad you and Dad don’t yell like that.”

      “That’s not who your father and I are,” Maddie replied. “I’m not saying that we never argue with one another, but we’re committed to being together forever, and we don’t ever want to yell at each other in front of you.”

      As if sensing that Nick was listening, she looked up and found him watching from the other side of the table. He had Olly pressed against his chest, the toddler hanging upside down as she giggled like a maniac. He blew a kiss at Maddie to show his agreement, but there was a sadness permeating his being as he glanced back at Finn. He was obviously upset about his son’s dream too. Before he could say anything, however, conversation sprung up around them.

      “So, what’s the plan for today?” Rowan asked as she helped Kai into fresh clothes. Quinn had gotten him and Lana cleaned up at the same time Nick had handled Finn and Olly.

      “I’m going to lead a nature hike,” Zander volunteered out of nowhere, drawing multiple sets of eyes to him.

      “What?” Shawn sputtered when nobody else immediately spoke.

      “I’m going to lead a nature hike,” Zander replied. “Oh, don’t look at me like that. Nature and I are like this.” He held up his index and middle finger and pressed them together for emphasis. “I think all our junior campers are going to learn a great deal from their Uncle Zander.”

      “Oh, this has disaster written all over it,” Nick muttered, earning a grin from Maddie.

      “I actually think that sounds like a fabulous idea,” Ivy noted out of nowhere, catching almost everybody by surprise. “I think it sounds like a daddy bonding workshop. All the men should go together.”

      Jack darted a dubious look in his wife’s direction. “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me.” Ivy wasn’t backing down. “I think it’s a great idea. They have easy hiking trails. You can get the kids some exercise. That will get them back here in time for lunch. Then we can decide on the afternoon’s activities when you get back.”

      “But … you know I don’t like the woods,” Jack complained.

      “It’s barely the woods,” Ivy replied. “Plus, if you take all the kids, that will allow us to talk about a few things and make sure we don’t have a problem.” She was pointed when delivering the line.

      Jack stared at her for a beat. It wasn’t that he didn’t understand what she was getting at. He didn’t look as if he trusted her, though. “Are you sure you’re just not trying to saddle us with the kids all morning?”

      “They’re your kids,” Ivy reminded him. “I would think you would want to spend time with them.”

      “That wasn’t an answer,” Jack pointed out.

      “That’s the only answer you’re getting.” Ivy didn’t back down. “We want to do a quick circuit around the campground, and we don’t want to have to worry about the kids when we do it. This seems like a perfect compromise.”

      Jack worked his jaw, then sighed in dramatic fashion. “Fine, but I’m on to you.”

      “You can be on me later if you’re good.”

      “See. Now you’re thinking.” Jack winked at her.

      Jared was the one who raised his hand out of nowhere to draw attention to himself. “Does anybody else think that allowing Zander to be the one to lead the nature hike is a bad idea? We’ll get lost, and they’ll have to send out a search helicopter.”

      “I heard that,” Zander fired back. “I have an excellent sense of direction.”

      Nobody looked convinced of that besides Zander.

      “I have satellite GPS on my phone for work,” Quinn volunteered. “We’ll be fine.”

      A collective sigh of relief went through the men.

      “I hate you all,” Zander muttered. “You’re just terrible people.”

      “We love you, too,” Jack replied as he slung an arm around Zander’s shoulders. “So, it’s decided. Breakfast as a group, then us men are taking the kids for a nature hike. Nothing could possibly go wrong in that scenario.”

      

      ONCE THE MEN HAD WANDERED OFF with the kids, Maddie fixed her full attention on Ivy.

      “What’s the plan here?” she demanded. “You weren’t smooth when trying to hide the fact that you have a plan by the way. That was you being dramatic without realizing it.”

      “I wasn’t being dramatic,” Ivy replied. “I was simply trying to arrange it so we can have a few hours away from the kids.”

      “I happen to like my kids,” Rowan argued.

      “Not because they’re obnoxious, although I’ll see both of your angels and raise you one Olive,” Ivy replied, causing everybody to laugh. “Maddie is convinced that something happened to Annie Travers. She can’t shake the notion, and honestly, I’m kind of there with her. Something feels off.”

      “We went looking yesterday, though,” Harper pointed out. “We didn’t find anything.”

      “We didn’t, but we didn’t look all that closely either,” Ivy said. “I think we need to pull out all the big guns this time. That includes a locator spell to see if I can find her … and Rowan’s camera.”

      Rowan balked. “Who do you want me to photograph? Annie is gone.”

      “She is, but if we could find a photo of her, we would know if she was still alive, right?” Ivy pressed. “You said when someone is dead and you see them in a photograph, even one that you didn’t take, they look a little flat.”

      “I did say that,” Rowan agreed. “Where do you think we’re going to find a photo of her?”

      “I thought I would bug Brian and see if he can come up with something,” Ivy replied, referring to Jack’s former partner Brian Nixon, who also happened to be his current boss and a family friend. “He’ll understand and come through. I also thought Rowan could take photos of the other college kids. If something happened to one of them, maybe another one is in danger … or one of those other strange symbols she sees on her photos will show up.”

      “It’s not the worst idea I’ve ever heard,” Harper said, her eyes moving to Rowan. “Are you okay with that?”

      Rowan nodded. “I have my camera. I’ve been taking photos of the kids. There’s no reason I can’t take it with us for a walk around the campground. It will make good cover.”

      “I want to get a good look at the college kids, and I want to see if we can find a magical trail to follow for Annie,” Ivy said. “If Maddie touches something that Annie touched, she might get a flash of what happened too. There’s no sense in not giving it a bit of effort.”

      “What about the ranger?” Harper asked. “Shouldn’t we be tracking him down too?”

      “In theory,” Ivy replied. “If we happen to see him, we’ll chase him down. Otherwise, I think we’re going to have to put our husbands to work on that. It will seem weird if we call him and demand answers. If a police officer does it, however, it won’t be as suspicious.”

      Harper bobbed her head. “Good point. This is actually a fairly good plan.”

      “Even people as dramatic as me have good plans occasionally,” Ivy drawled.

      Maddie’s eye roll was pronounced. “Oh, you’re going to turn this into a thing, aren’t you?”

      “You have no idea,” Ivy replied. “I’m not theatrical.”

      “Okay, Zander,” Harper replied, smirking when Ivy glared at her.

      “I’m not like Zander.”

      “You’re totally like Zander. That’s why we got along from the moment we met.”

      “I’m not dramatic,” Ivy insisted. “You guys are just reading me wrong.”

      Harper wasn’t having it. “If you say so.”

      “I know so.”

      “Let’s just get our gear together and head out,” Rowan suggested. “The sooner we head out, the better our chances of coming up with answers.”

      “Fine.” Ivy jutted out her chin. “I’m not dramatic though.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Harper waved off the statement. “We’ve got it. You’re not dramatic.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Only a dramatic person would get worked up about being dramatic.”

      “And I’m done talking to you,” Ivy muttered.
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      “We have to act young and hip,” Harper announced as they watched the college girls flit around their campsite from the safety of the play area.

      Ivy slowly tracked her eyes to the blonde ghost hunter. “I don’t understand what you’re saying.”

      Harper made a face. “Is this you not being dramatic?”

      “No,” Ivy replied, her expression not shifting. “This is me not understanding what you’re talking about.”

      “Those girls are friends with the missing girl.” Harper pointed out.

      “Oh, I never would’ve guessed that,” Ivy drawled.

      “I’m not sure they’re friends,” Maddie countered. “They’re at least acquaintances though. They didn’t act like friends.”

      “How so?” Rowan asked. She looked genuinely interested.

      “I don’t know. I mean … if I took off from a campground we were all sharing one night, wouldn’t you guys at least make a few noises about being worried?”

      “Definitely,” Rowan replied without hesitation.

      “Meh.” Ivy lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “I would assume you knew how to take care of yourself and would not make a scene, because a scene is something a dramatic person would cause.”

      “Oh, you’re never going to let this go, are you?” Harper demanded. “We didn’t say we didn’t like you dramatic. Just that you were dramatic.”

      “I happen to think I’m chill.” Ivy was firm on that one point. “I mean … look at me. I’m dressed like a flower child.” She gestured toward her ankle-length skirt and simple flip-flops. “I own a plant nursery. There is nothing more chill than communing with plants.”

      “Okay, nobody who is actually chill insists that they’re chill,” Harper shot back.

      “Nobody actually uses the word chill any longer,” Rowan argued. “You guys are dating yourselves.”

      “I hear the word chill all the time,” Ivy protested.

      “From who?” Rowan challenged.

      “People.”

      “Are they people over the age of thirty-five, because I hate to break it to you, that’s only something ‘old’ people say.” Rowan held up her hands and made air quotes. “We now qualify as old.”

      Harper’s mouth dropped open. “That’s crap. I’m young and spry.”

      “Nobody under the age of thirty has even heard of the word ‘spry’,” Rowan shot back.

      “Ugh.” Harper made a protesting sound and looked to Maddie for backup.

      “Oh, I’ve always acted older than my actual age,” Maddie replied when she realized what Harper wanted from her. “I don’t think I’m the right one to talk to. I was never up on the cool lingo.”

      “The fact that you call it ‘cool lingo’ is probably a dead giveaway for that,” Ivy replied.

      Maddie made a face. “What were we talking about again?”

      “Harper was saying that we have to be hip when we approach the college girls, but I’m pretty sure the only meaning they know for the word ‘hip’ is the one they think we’re old enough to break,” Ivy replied.

      “We’re nowhere near that old.” Maddie was scandalized. “In fact, I found a pair of jeans from when I was in high school in the attic the other day and tried them on. Guess what. They still fit.”

      “That’s because you run five miles a day,” Ivy replied. “That doesn’t count.”

      “Well, she does do the running,” Harper argued. “I think that counts.”

      “Do your tops still fit?” Ivy challenged.

      Maddie wrinkled her nose. “No. Apparently, I was much more flat-chested in high school.”

      “No, you’ve just given birth twice,” Rowan replied. “I couldn’t wear a bra from high school either. Although … I’m not sure I could fit into my pants from back then. I think my hips have widened.”

      “I could fit into my high school clothes,” Ivy announced. “Both tops and bottoms.”

      “Did you dress then like you do now?” Harper challenged, pointing toward Ivy’s flowy skirt and top. “Because, if so, that’s not some great feat.”

      “You’re very combative today,” Ivy noted.

      “I think I’m just combatting your drama,” Harper fired back.

      “And I think you two are just going at each other because you’re antsy and bored,” Maddie interjected. “We need to focus here. Those girls might be able to give us insight into Annie and what happened to her.”

      Ivy didn’t look convinced. “Unless they don’t know.”

      “We won’t know unless we question them.” Maddie was firm.

      “That’s why we have to act young and hip,” Harper insisted. “They’re not going to open up to us unless they think we’re on the same level.”

      “So, should we act dumb?” Ivy queried.

      “See, that’s why people think you’re dramatic.” Harper jabbed a finger at her. “That right there. You’re kind of sarcastic and quippy, and it turns people off.”

      Ivy murdered her with a look. “I’ll have you know that people love my sarcasm.”

      “This conversation is getting us nowhere.” Rowan pinned Ivy and Harper with quelling looks in turn. “You guys are being weird. I think it might be lack of sleep because we’re all jacked up with everything that’s going on. You need to knock it off though.”

      “Fine.” Ivy let loose a long-suffering sigh. “If you want to get comfortable with the college kids, I can totally be hip. I just don’t know that it’s going to be worth our time.”

      “We have to start somewhere,” Maddie pointed out. “Rowan is going to take photos while we’re over there. It’s worth a shot, right?”

      On a sigh, Ivy nodded. “Fine, but only if you guys agree I’m not dramatic.”

      “Oh, that’s such a dramatic thing to do,” Harper drawled. “You can’t hold us hostage that way. I won’t allow it.”

      “I’m not dramatic!” Ivy was insistent.

      Maddie’s hand went to her forehead almost immediately so she could rub at the tension she was feeling. It was going to be a long day.

      

      TEN MINUTES LATER, IVY HAD GIVEN UP CLAIMING she wasn’t dramatic, and everybody was on point. When they approached the campsite, Maddie was the one in the lead. She was the most innocuous member of their group, the softest, and she had the most welcoming smile. People liked her despite the fact that she looked like a model, and the way the college girls smiled at her proved that to be true.

      “You were here yesterday,” Brianna announced.

      “I was,” Maddie confirmed as she sat at the picnic table. The girls had immediately invited their guests for coffee. “We were actually just walking around—our friend Rowan is a professional photographer and likes taking photos—and thought we would stop by to ask about Annie.”

      “Annie?” Izzy made a face, her nose wrinkling. “She’s not here.”

      Maddie managed to maintain control of her patience, but just barely. “I’m well aware that she’s not here. I was hoping you guys had heard from her.”

      “Oh, not that I’m aware of.” Brianna held out her hands and shrugged. She didn’t look bothered in the least. “I’m guessing she’s home pouting. That’s what she does.”

      “She’s a pouter?” Ivy queried. “I’m a pouter. I get that.”

      “You are a pouter,” Harper agreed.

      “She’s not a pouter,” Sophia argued. “She’s just … delicate. Is that an okay word to use?” She looked at her friends for confirmation.

      “I think ‘delicate’ is putting it nicely,” Brianna replied. “Honestly, we’re not all that close with Annie. She’s been Logan’s girlfriend for about a year, and the guys are all really tight, but she never wanted much to do with us.”

      “Why do you think that is?” Maddie asked.

      “I don’t know.” Brianna was noncommittal. “She just … never engaged with us.”

      “See, I don’t think that’s fair,” Sophia argued. “Annie is just more straitlaced than the rest of us. The guys like to party—and hard—so we were all surprised when Logan started bringing Annie around. She’s someone who actually goes to her morning classes.”

      For some reason, the statement struck Maddie as funny. “You don’t go to your morning classes?”

      “We don’t have morning classes,” Izzy clarified. “Honestly, once you’re not a freshman and have priority when registering, there’s no need for morning classes. Annie still had them though.”

      “She had them because of her job,” Sophia argued. She seemed genuinely annoyed with her friends. “Don’t listen to them,” she instructed Maddie and the others as she fervently shook her head. “They don’t understand that Annie’s life is vastly different from theirs.”

      “Meaning what?” Harper prodded.

      “Meaning that our parents paid for our tuition outright.” Sophia had the grace to be embarrassed. “We go to Michigan State University. We all live on campus. Except for Annie. She lives in Fowlerville with her parents. She got a lot of scholarships. She also works on campus to help pay her bills. They make fun of her because she works in one of the dining halls, but I think it shows strength.”

      Maddie thought it showed strength too. She’d held a similar job when she’d been in college, and she remembered how difficult it had been when the other kids made fun of her. “How did Logan and Annie meet?” Behind Maddie, she could hear Rowan snapping photos. If the college girls thought it was odd, they didn’t show it. Instead, they posed at regular intervals to make sure Rowan was catching their best angles.

      “Logan was at the library trying to do some research with some really old machine,” Brianna replied. “It was this thing we didn’t even know existed. Apparently, the newspaper articles he needed weren’t online—who doesn’t put it online in this day and age?—and he had to use something called microfilm.”

      “I think it was called microfiche,” Izzy corrected.

      Maddie had never felt so old in her entire life. “I’m familiar with microfiche.” She darted a look toward Ivy and found the pink-haired witch practically glowering. “We had to use that a lot when we were in school.”

      “Oh?” Sophia looked genuinely interested. “That was a different century, right?”

      Maddie jolted when Ivy made an aggressive throat-clearing sound and quickly took control of the situation. “Back to Annie,” she prodded.

      “Right, back to Annie,” Brianna nodded. “Annie knew how to use the machine. She was in the same room with Logan when he was doing research. She was working on something else. They got to chatting, and the next thing we knew, Logan and Annie were inseparable.”

      Now we’re getting somewhere, Maddie mused. “You guys didn’t think they would last?”

      “Honestly? No.” Brianna shook her head. “She’s too focused on her schoolwork. I mean, she never goes out during the week.”

      “And that’s a bad thing?” Ivy challenged.

      “Well, it’s not a normal thing,” Brianna clarified. “This is when we’re supposed to be cutting loose and having a good time. There’s plenty of time for focusing on our futures when we’re done with college.”

      “I’m fairly certain that college is supposed to be part of our future,” Sophia countered. She looked agitated. “The others might not get Annie’s focus on the future, but I was starting to understand why she was so focused. She had to work for everything she had, and she was better prepared for heading out into the real world than the rest of us. I think that’s why Logan likes her so much. She anchors him.”

      “But she’s no fun,” Brianna whined.

      Maddie had to bite back a hot retort. Maddie had been a good girl in college too. She’d focused on work and moving on to the nursing program after her general classes had been finished. There’s no way Brianna would’ve been hanging out with Maddie back in the day.

      “She’s fun,” Sophia argued. “She’s just focused. I don’t think that’s a bad thing. We’re at the age where we’re supposed to start getting serious.”

      This was the part that bothered Maddie the most. “So, given all that you just said, why aren’t you worried about her going missing?” the blonde prodded.

      “Because it’s freaking Michigan,” Brianna replied. “It’s not even Detroit … or Flint … or even Grand Rapids, for crying out loud. It’s Charlevoix. Nothing bad can happen up here.”

      Maddie had some unfortunate news for her. “Bad things happen everywhere. Is our rate of crime lower up here than it is in Detroit? Of course. That doesn’t mean bad things don’t happen here.” She glanced at her friends in turn. “Have any of you tried calling her?” She was almost afraid to hear the answer.

      “I have,” Sophia replied.

      “I don’t even have her number,” Izzy admitted.

      Somehow that didn’t surprise Maddie. “Of course you don’t.”

      “I’ve tried calling multiple times,” Sophia assured her. “She’s not picking up.”

      “And has Ranger Compton been back by?” Harper asked.

      “I haven’t seen him.” Brianna held her palms out and shrugged. “I don’t think he’s been back around. That’s good, though, right? That means he found Annie, and everything is fine.”

      Maddie wasn’t so certain. “It’s an interesting development,” she replied. “What about Logan? If he really cared about her, wouldn’t he be upset?”

      “Logan is getting ready to move on,” Brianna replied. “He’s only sticking with Annie now because she helps with his homework.”

      “I think she does his homework to keep him,” Izzy volunteered.

      Maddie narrowed her eyes at the other women, then shook her head. “Okay, well, thanks for your time.” She was agitated when turning away from the campground.

      “You can have a drink with us if you want,” Izzy called to her back. “You guys are older, but you look successful, and we might have some questions.”

      “Maybe we’ll swing back around later,” Harper replied. She understood Maddie’s irritation with the girls. “Our friend wants to take photos, though, so we’ll be going.” It was the only excuse she could think of in the present moment. “Thanks for talking to us.” She waved them off as they hit the dirt road.

      Sophia took them by surprise when she scurried after them. “Wait,” she said as she caught up. “Just … hold on.” She wiped her hands over her shorts, telling Maddie she was sweaty and nervous. “So … um … the things you just heard…” she hedged.

      “What about them?” Ivy asked bluntly.

      “They’re not as bad as they seem,” Sophia insisted. “It’s just … they’re vapid. They’re stuck in that spot where we know the real world is right around the corner, but they don’t want to stop being kids. They’re not bad people.”

      “If you say so,” Ivy replied.

      “I get why you see them as empty shells,” Sophia said. “It’s not a big deal though. I’m not here for them. I’m here for Logan. I need you to know he really does care about her. He’s not a terrible person. I think… I think he loves her. He would never admit that in front of the other guys, but I see it.”

      “Those other girls just said he was going to break up with her,” Harper argued.

      “Yeah, but that’s because Brianna has had a crush on Logan forever. She and Noah aren’t going to last. She knows that. He knows that. She’s always believed she’ll move on to Logan when it’s time, I think.”

      “So, she has a motive to want something bad to happen to Annie,” Ivy surmised.

      “Not at all.” Sophia was vehement when shaking her head. “She wouldn’t hurt Annie. She just wants Annie to have left for good because it makes things easy for her. The problem is, Logan isn’t just going to get over Annie if something did happen to her.”

      “How sure are you that Logan didn’t hurt her?” Rowan asked.

      Sophia looked thrown by the question. “He would never.”

      “Are you a hundred percent sure?”

      “Yes. He’s upset. He thought for sure he would get a call from her saying she was sorry for leaving. She didn’t want to come camping with us anyway. She said it wasn’t her thing. The longer we go without her calling—because, you’re right, she wouldn’t just leave him wondering—the more frightened he becomes. He really does care about her though. They seem weird on paper, but they work. She’s a calming influence for him, and he’s a fun influence for her. I just don’t want you to get the wrong idea.”

      “Well, thanks for that,” Maddie said. “We’ll take it into consideration.”

      Since there was nothing more to say, Sophia returned to the camp, leaving the other women to talk in low voices.

      “I don’t like this one little bit,” Ivy said. “That girl didn’t leave without saying a word. It doesn’t seem like she’s capable of being that irresponsible.”

      “I agree,” Maddie said. “What do we do about it though? I mean … let’s say we take Sophia at face value and believe that Brianna isn’t capable of it—and she’s ditzy enough to make me believe that—and Logan really loved Annie. That leaves the other guys in my book.”

      “You think maybe one of them tried to make a pass at her, and she balked and somehow she got hurt?” Harper queried.

      “Or maybe it was someone at an entirely different campsite,” Maddie replied. “I honestly don’t know … but I’m feeling uncomfortable about the entire thing.”

      “There’s more that you should feel uncomfortable about,” Rowan interjected. Her expression was grave. “Look.” She held up her camera so the others could stare into the photo window at the back. “See that.” She pointed toward an odd symbol that appeared on the photo she’d taken of Sophia.

      “That’s not the death symbol,” Ivy noted.

      “It’s not,” Rowan agreed. “It’s essentially the danger symbol. It means that her fate isn’t sealed yet. She could die, or she might not. Some other decisions have to be thrown into the mix before it’s all said and done for the scales to tip either way.”

      “Do you think she’s in danger for talking to us?” Harper asked.

      Rowan lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “Maybe, but it’s more than that. I think she’s in danger because of the Annie situation. She’s not the only one either.” She lifted her camera again and scrolled to a picture of Brianna. The same symbol was there. “And.” She scrolled to a photo of Izzy. She also had the symbol.

      “So, it’s all of them,” Maddie realized. “Crap. They’re all in danger.”

      “And we still have no idea what happened to Annie,” Harper said. “She could be dead, or she could be in trouble. What are we going to do here?”

      “We’re going to do exactly what we said we were going to do,” Ivy replied. “We’re going to cast a locator spell—as soon as we’re out of sight—and go from there. There’s really nothing else we can do.”

      “That doesn’t feel like enough.”

      “It doesn’t, but what else are we going to do?”

      “I don’t know.” Harper looked pained. “I guess you’re right. We have to start somewhere.”

      It wasn’t the start Maddie was worried about; it was what they would find at the finish line. “Let’s do it,” she said. “I’m not going to be able to rest until we know what happened to her.”
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      By the time the men returned to the campsite with the kids in tow, the women were elbow deep in theories … and some of them were outrageous.

      “Maybe one of them is a serial killer,” Rowan suggested as she stretched her arms over her head. Sitting at the picnic table for two hours had caused her back to tighten.

      “Who is a serial killer?” Quinn asked as he moved behind her and immediately started rubbing.

      “The college kids,” Rowan replied.

      Quinn’s brow creased in confusion. “I’m not sure I understand. Why are you talking about them?”

      Rowan seemed to realize her mistake too late because she immediately clamped her mouth shut.

      “No. Don’t do that.” Quinn was firm when shaking his head. “What did you guys do while we were out with the kids?”

      “Nothing,” Ivy replied when Rowan sat there with her lips pressed together. “Why do you just assume we did something? That’s kind of rude. I never took you as a rude person.”

      “Oh, geez,” Quinn muttered. “That right there, Ivy’s response, isn’t going to make me think you guys weren’t up to something.”

      Likely sensing something was going on, Jared and Jack crossed together to join the group. The kids were flopping around near the fire pit and seemed eager for a rest after their forced march … although some of them were ruthlessly questioning Zander about something that Maddie couldn’t quite make out.

      “What’s going on?” Jack asked, his gaze immediately seeking—and finding—his wife. “What did you do?”

      Ivy’s glare was withering when she shot it toward him. “Why do you always assume that I did something?”

      Jack knew better than falling for her act. “Because I’m familiar with your work. What did you do?”

      Ivy made a growling sound. “I didn’t do anything.”

      “She didn’t,” Maddie interjected quickly. She didn’t want Ivy getting in trouble for something that was her idea. “She just made sure that I wasn’t alone when I stuck my nose into business that wasn’t mine.”

      Nick picked that moment to join the fray. “What business were you sticking your nose in?” he demanded.

      Maddie internally cringed. “Oh, well…” She wasn’t certain how to respond.

      Ultimately, it was Ivy who went on the offensive to beat back the shadow of annoyance that was starting to spread.

      “We went and talked to the other girls at the college campsite because we wanted more information about Annie,” Ivy volunteered. The tilt of her head was a warning. It practically dared any of the men to give her grief.

      “And why did you do that?” Jack asked, arms folded over his chest. He wasn’t going to stop himself from picking a fight with Ivy if he felt it was necessary. Jack and Ivy liked to fight with one another. It was foreplay to them and had been since they first hooked up. The others didn’t get it, but it seemed to work for them.

      “Why do you think?” Ivy shot back. “Annie is still missing. We found out from the other girls that it’s unlikely she just wandered off on her own.”

      “They actually told you that?” Jared queried.

      “Not Izzy and Brianna,” Harper replied. “Apparently, they’re not all that close with Annie. Sophia did though. She said that Annie was a serious girl who had her eye on the future. She and Logan bonded over homework, and even though Brianna was apparently jealous because she had a thing for Logan, Sophia said that Logan was in love with Annie.”

      “If he’s in love with her, why isn’t he worried?” Quinn demanded. “I can tell you right now that if Rowan had taken off when we were camping together, I would’ve wanted to hear her voice to confirm she wasn’t dead in a ditch somewhere.”

      “Yes, but we were older when we hooked up,” Rowan pointed out. “We weren’t children.”

      “They’re not children either,” Quinn argued. “They’re all legal adults.”

      “Except college is the time when you transition from childhood to adulthood,” Rowan argued. “They’re still finding their way.”

      “It sounds to me as if Annie found her way before the others,” Jack noted. His speculative gaze was on his wife, and it was hard for Maddie to read his intentions. She couldn’t tell if he was angry or simply interested in the conversation.

      “Apparently, Annie didn’t have the money that the others did,” Ivy replied. “She worked on campus to supplement her income, and she didn’t screw around with her classes. She went to all of them and was already looking for a job after graduation.”

      “And the rest of the kids were partiers?” Quinn queried.

      “Pretty much,” Rowan confirmed. “Logan and Annie met in the library when they both had to use the microfiche.”

      “Something that they’d never heard of, and I’ve never felt so old,” Harper interjected.

      “Yes, that was a low point of the conversation,” Maddie agreed. “Either way, they both had to use the microfiche to look up old newspaper articles that hadn’t been digitized, and they bonded. Then they started dating.”

      “Brianna and Izzy suggested they thought Logan was gearing up to break up with Annie because she was too serious, but Sophia said otherwise,” Ivy explained. “She said Logan loves Annie and was basically making the final transition to adulthood. It wasn’t always smooth sailing, but there was genuine affection there.”

      Jared rubbed the back of his neck as he considered it. “It’s far more likely that Logan was going to lose track of one or two of the guys, and thus their girlfriends, than Annie. If Annie and Logan lasted a year, it was more than just a small spark guiding them.”

      “So, it makes no sense for Annie to take off just because she didn’t like how much partying they were doing,” Maddie insisted. “Something happened to her.”

      “And that’s what you were doing over at the campsite?” Jack demanded.

      “Oh, don’t look at me that way,” Ivy warned, wagging her finger. “We weren’t being obnoxious. We were simply trying to get a feel for the situation.”

      “There’s more too,” Maddie added nervously, sparking a small smile for Nick when he immediately reached over to rub her back. “Rowan took photos while we were there.”

      “Oh, crap.” Quinn darted his eyes toward his wife. “Please tell me those other girls aren’t going to die.”

      “They don’t have the death omen,” Rowan assured him.

      He let loose a gusty sigh.

      “They do have the danger omen on their photos though,” she added.

      “Crap.” Quinn threw his hands in the air. “I just knew we couldn’t have a quiet camping trip as a group. It was way too much to ask.”

      “We don’t know why they’re in danger,” Ivy argued. “Maybe one of the guys is a reckless driver or something.”

      “Or maybe one of them is a killer and they might be getting nervous thanks to the attention that could be thrown their way,” Nick countered.

      “Well, there is that too.” Ivy was rueful. “We don’t know what we’re dealing with right now. That’s the important thing. It would help if we could get a photo of Annie so Rowan can look at it. At least then we would know if she was alive.”

      “Let me check my email.” Jack dug in his pocket for his phone. “The service out here is spotty, but I asked Dale to look her up and get me a photo. He was supposed to email it.”

      Maddie straightened. This was the opportunity they’d been looking for. “What happens if she’s dead?” she asked Nick.

      He looked caught. “I don’t know, Mad. It’s not as if I can call the local police and tell them my psychic friend says that a college girl is dead. They’ll laugh me out of the police station.”

      “We can’t do nothing, though,” Maddie insisted.

      “We can’t,” Nick agreed. “We’re going to need to think on it.”

      “If Annie is dead, it means one of the people at that campsite is a murderer,” Jack said. “We might have to figure out which one if we want to find her.”

      “I tried casting a locator spell, but it kept circling,” Ivy replied. “It was as if it kept wanting to bring us back down the main road of the campsite. It would take us into the woods and out by the highway. Then it just died.”

      “Maybe that’s because Annie walked through the woods that way and found someone to pick her up,” Quinn said. “Is it possible that Logan really did love her, but she wasn’t as attached to him?”

      It was something Maddie hadn’t considered. “I don’t know.” She darted her gaze toward her friends. “I honestly didn’t even think about that.”

      “I wouldn’t say it’s impossible, but the picture Sophia painted of Annie suggests she wasn’t a game player,” Ivy replied after several seconds. “Annie was a focused girl, and she didn’t go out of her way to hurt people. She just wanted to make herself a better person. In what world does that make for an individual who would cheat on Logan?”

      “Maybe she really cared about him,” Quinn argued. “Maybe she thought the relationship would naturally run its course and she wouldn’t have to break his heart. It’s possible she wanted to part on the friendliest terms possible.”

      “It’s possible,” Ivy agreed. “It just doesn’t seem probable to me. Annie was a woman who didn’t play games. She wouldn’t suddenly start.”

      “No, she wouldn’t suddenly start,” Quinn agreed after a beat. “I think that means she has to be dead. That’s the only scenario that makes sense.”

      Maddie’s stomach flip-flopped. She wanted Annie to be alive. She was essentially desperate for it. She couldn’t say exactly why, but somehow hearing Sophia talk about the young woman hours before had caused her to identify with Annie over the others. Maddie had also been serious at the same age when her counterparts had not. She wanted to find Annie alive.

      “Okay, Dale got me the photo,” Jack announced as he futzed with his phone. His eyes went straight to Rowan when he looked up. “It took forever to download, but I’ve got it.”

      Rowan swallowed hard, then nodded. “Let me see it. We can’t do anything until we know if she’s dead or alive.”

      “Yeah.” Jack handed the phone to Quinn, who steadily rubbed Rowan’s back with his right hand while holding the phone in front of her face with his left.

      For several seconds, Rowan was silent as she studied the image on the phone. Then she let all the oxygen out of her lungs with a gusty breath and lifted her eyes.

      Maddie braced herself for the worst.

      “She’s not dead,” Rowan announced.

      It wasn’t the response Maddie was expecting.

      “She’s not?” Ivy said, her eyebrows moving toward one another. “Are you sure?”

      “As sure as I can be,” Rowan replied. “Her image isn’t flat like it would be if she were dead. That doesn’t preclude her from being in trouble though. There’s no omen because I didn’t take the photo. So, she might not stay alive … but as of right now, she’s alive.”

      Maddie leaned her back against Nick, and he immediately started rubbing her shoulders. “So, what do we do?” she asked.

      “I don’t know.” Rowan held out her hands and shrugged as Quinn handed the phone back to Jack. “I just don’t know.”

      “Well, we’ll think on it,” Jack said. “There has to be an explanation here that doesn’t involve one of those kids being some sort of maniacal serial killer.”

      “Why can’t that be the explanation?” Ivy challenged.

      “Because the kids aren’t from around here,” Jack replied. “They wouldn’t know the area. Where is Annie being kept if she’s been kidnapped?”

      “You’re assuming one of the other kids from her campsite took her,” Jared argued. “What if someone else took her?” He glanced around the expansive campground. “There are a lot of other people here, and some of them are locals. She’s a pretty girl. There could be a predator in our midst that we haven’t even considered.”

      Jack rolled his neck. “Yes, well, I didn’t consider that.” It was obvious he wasn’t happy with the possibility. “I need to think on that too.”

      “Knock yourself out.” Jared was matter of fact. “We need to start adjusting our mindset though. Annie is alive. It would be great if we could keep her that way.”

      “You guys are ignoring the obvious probability,” Nick argued. He didn’t often push back against the other guys, because he was the most easygoing member of their group, but he stood tall now. “Maybe Annie really did get fed up with her friends. She could very well love Logan but hate the people he associates with. Maybe irritation was building up for a long time and she felt as if he was choosing his friends over her. I can see someone snapping because of that.”

      “But she didn’t even tell him she was leaving,” Maddie argued. “I don’t care how angry I was, I would still tell you I was going.”

      Nick crossed his arms over his chest as he regarded her. There was a challenge in his set jaw. “Mad, I don’t want to bring this up again, but I feel I have to. You took off when we were eighteen, and you didn’t even say goodbye. Not really. I had no idea when you left for college that you were leaving me.”

      Maddie balked. “I … that was different.”

      “I’m not trying to cause problems,” he assured her. “I’m just saying that you thought you had your reasons for doing what you did. I definitely don’t want to hash this out yet again. Isn’t it possible Annie thinks she has her reasons too?”

      A sinking sensation filled Maddie’s stomach. He was right. “Maybe she did leave.” She didn’t want to believe it, but Nick had a very good point. “Maybe she did have a reason to leave, and I just don’t want to see it.”

      “Mad.” Nick sounded exasperated. “Don’t turn this into a weird thing.”

      Maddie forced a smile for his benefit. “I’m not. You’re right. I’m overreacting.”

      “I didn’t say that,” Nick protested.

      “We should probably start dinner,” she said. “We need to run to the store anyway. I’ll be one of the ones who goes.” With that, she was on her feet.

      “Mad.” Nick made a growling sound deep in his throat. “Please don’t get defensive.”

      “I’m not being defensive,” Maddie assured him. “We need to run to the store, and I’m being stupid about Annie. Not everything is a conspiracy.” With that, she forced a smile that didn’t touch her eyes. “Who wants to go to the store with me?”

      Ivy’s hand shot in the air. “We’ll go together,” she said. “It will be fine,” she added for Nick’s benefit. “I’ve got this.”

      Nick didn’t look convinced, but he acquiesced all the same. “Fine. We’ll take the kids in the lake and get them tired out before dinner.”

      “That sounds great.” Maddie squeezed Nick’s hand. “I’ll let it go,” she promised in a low voice. “You don’t have to worry about me.”

      “Oh, if only,” Nick muttered. Despite his reticence, he let her go. “I’ll be here when you get back.”

      “Awesome.” Maddie’s forced chipperness made Ivy wary. “Let’s go,” she said to the pink-haired witch. “The sooner we go, the sooner we’ll get back.”

      “Yeah, let’s go,” Ivy agreed. “I can’t wait.”

      

      UNLIKE THE OTHERS, IVY WASN’T ONE TO push when it came to figuring out emotions. She was more apt to sit back and let Maddie stew than demand answers. That worked well for Maddie, because they made it through the entire grocery store without having a deep conversation. By the time they returned to the campsite with the food, Maddie was in a better frame of mind.

      Or, well, at least she acted that way.

      “Hi,” Ethan said in a nervous voice when Maddie decided to take a break and update their menu choices in her notebook for the rest of the week.

      Maddie smiled as she looked up. She hadn’t realized the boy was hanging around. “Hi. I thought you were down at the lake with everybody else.”

      “I was,” Ethan replied. “My brother needed me to help him change the sheets on the bed. It’s kind of tight in the camper, and I’m smaller.”

      “Oh.” Maddie nodded in understanding. “I get it.”

      “He got me at the lake and then said I could come back.”

      “You’re always welcome here,” Maddie assured him. “In fact, if you want to eat dinner with us, we’ll be starting it in about thirty minutes.”

      “Really?” A wide grin broke out on Ethan’s face. “That’s awesome. I didn’t want to eat cereal for dinner.”

      The boy’s response had Maddie frowning. “Why would you be eating cereal for dinner? Doesn’t your mom ever cook for you?” She didn’t mean for the question to come out so judgmental—really—but she couldn’t help herself.

      “Monica isn’t my mother,” Ethan replied.

      “She’s not?” Maddie didn’t know what to make of that. “I thought she was.”

      “No.” Ethan shook his head. “She just married my dad. She wants me to call her mom, but I only do sometimes. She’s just the new wife in my head though. It’s not like she’ll be sticking around.”

      Maddie had a lot of questions. She didn’t want to make Ethan uncomfortable about asking them, however. Still, she couldn’t just let it go. “So, do your mom and dad split custody of you?” she asked. For some reason, that made her feel better. “This is just a vacation with your dad?”

      “No, I live with my dad,” he replied. “I don’t know where my mom went. I don’t remember her.”

      Maddie kept her face impassive, but it took effort. “And your dad didn’t tell you what happened to your mom?”

      “No. He just keeps bringing home new moms. He says one day one will stick. I’m waiting for that to happen because Monica is the fifth one, and I’m tired.”

      “Right.” Maddie felt sick to her stomach. “Well, you can definitely eat with us. We would love to have you.”

      “Awesome.” Ethan’s smile was sweet. “Finn says you’re his only mom. That must be nice.”

      “One and only,” Maddie agreed. “You’re welcome to eat every meal with us if you want. If that makes it easier on Monica, we’re eager to help.”

      “I don’t even know where Monica is,” Ethan admitted. “She hasn’t been around. Maybe she’s already going somewhere else. That happens a lot with my dad.”

      “Your new moms go somewhere else?” Maddie queried.

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, that must be difficult.”

      Ethan merely shrugged. “I’m used to it.”

      “It still must be hard.”

      “Not anymore.”

      Maddie couldn’t imagine getting used to something like that. Still, she forced a smile. “If you want to go down to the lake, the others are still there. Otherwise, you can hang out here.”

      “I’ll stay here.” Ethan plopped down at the table. “I like you better than any of my other moms. You don’t yell.”

      “I try not to,” Maddie agreed.

      “You’re good at it.”

      “Well, thanks for that.” She felt helpless, and she didn’t know what to do about it. “I guess I should get started with dinner.”

      “I’ll help,” Ethan offered. “I like to help.”

      “Then I would love to have your help.”
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      Ethan’s comments about Monica not being his mother had Maddie looking at his father more closely. She’d only barely had a conversation with the man, and she hadn’t liked him from first glance. Part of her wondered if she was predisposed to not like him, however, which had her wondering if she was looking at things the wrong way.

      “What are you thinking?” Rowan asked as she sat down across from Maddie at one of the picnic tables. She had Quinn with her, and he had a toddler thrown over each shoulder as he hopped around and made them scream with giggles.

      Maddie glanced around to make sure Ethan wasn’t close before responding. “Did you see where Ethan went?”

      Rowan lifted one eyebrow and searched along with her friend. “I believe he’s over with Finn and the girls.” She pointed.

      Maddie craned her neck and looked in the direction Rowan indicated. There, on the campsite Harper and Ivy had claimed, the five kids looked to be playing a game of tag.

      “Looks like Finn is over hating girls,” Quinn noted as he plopped Kai in Rowan’s lap and then flipped over Olly so her feet were wiggling by his face. The little girl’s giggles were delighted gasps. “Girls aren’t so bad, right?” he asked Kai.

      Kai didn’t seem to understand the question. Instead, he slapped his hands on either side of Rowan’s face and gave her a huge smooch.

      “See. Girls are awesome,” Quinn agreed, his gaze moving back to Maddie. “You seem to feel otherwise though.”

      “No, I happen to agree that girls are awesome,” Maddie said. “My issue is with Ethan’s father.” She darted her eyes to Rowan. “I don’t suppose you could try to get a photo of him, could you?”

      Rowan was clearly surprised by the request. “I can. I’m not certain why you want me to get the photo for you, but I’m willing to do it.”

      “I want you to do it because Ethan told me that Monica is like his fifth mother. I would like a photo of her too.”

      “His fifth mother?” Quinn stopped dancing around with Olly. “How does that work?”

      “He just said that he’s not sure what happened to his biological mother, and his father keeps bringing home new mothers.”

      “That’s odd.” Rowan shifted Kai so he was sitting on the picnic table and facing her. “I’m willing to take whatever photos you want, but you have to tell me why first.”

      Maddie pressed her lips together, debating.

      “You might as well tell us,” Quinn prodded. “We’re not just going to forget you made the request now.”

      On a sigh, Maddie nodded. “We still don’t know where Annie is. Randy is like forty and on his fifth wife. What if…?” She trailed off, her forehead wrinkling.

      “What if he’s making the wives disappear?” Quinn surmised. “I get it.”

      “I just want to get a feel for the situation,” Maddie stressed. “I’m not saying he’s guilty. I’m just saying that something feels off about it.”

      “Okay, well, then we can do some digging.” Quinn sounded utterly reasonable. “I can run Randy and Monica through my databases and see what we come up with.”

      “And I can take photos,” Rowan added. “I’m not sure what you expect to get out of them, though.”

      “I want to know that Monica isn’t in danger,” Maddie explained.

      Rowan nodded.

      “And I want to make sure that Randy isn’t some sort of deviant,” Maddie added.

      Rowan frowned. “You know there’s not a deviant symbol that shows up on my photos, right?”

      “Not yet. That doesn’t mean there won’t be one down the road.” Maddie cracked a smile. “I just want to see what you can come up with. Something feels off … and it’s more than just Annie.”

      “I can take the photos,” Rowan assured her. “I just … don’t know that it will mean anything when it comes to the bigger picture.”

      “And I happen to think it will mean something,” Maddie said. “It can’t possibly hurt, right?”

      Rowan only hesitated for a second. “It can’t. I’ll get my camera.” She kissed Kai’s cheek and handed him to Maddie. “You guys start digging into the research. I’ll take the photos. We’ll go from there.”

      Maddie was so relieved she couldn’t hide it. “Thank you. I really appreciate it.”

      “We’re a team, right?” Rowan pressed. “This is what a team does. You don’t have to thank me.”

      “Yeah, but you didn’t call me a weirdo,” Maddie pointed out.

      “You’re not a weirdo.”

      “I’m not sure some of the others are going to agree with you.”

      “You might be surprised.”

      “I hope so.” Maddie glanced back across the way, at the Johnson campsite. “I just don’t think I’m going to get that lucky.”

      

      ROWAN TOOK IVY WITH HER TO TAKE PHOTOS. She didn’t tell the pink-haired witch what she had planned—she couched the invitation as a walk—but once it was just the two of them on the road, she came clean. “Maddie is shifting her attention to the Johnson family.”

      Ivy didn’t look all that surprised. “She’s worried about the kid.”

      “I’m a little worried about the kid too,” Rowan admitted. “It’s not just that he’s always on his own. He seems a little emotionally needy, and he’s aiming that neediness at Maddie.”

      “Are you all that surprised?” Ivy queried as Rowan pointed her camera at the Johnson campsite. The father and teenage son were outside, standing next to the campfire together, and they didn’t look happy as they conversed. “Maddie is the most nurturing one of us.”

      Rowan made a face as she lowered her camera. “I’m nurturing.”

      “I didn’t say you weren’t. I just said that Maddie is the clearcut winner in that department.”

      “It feels like an insult,” Rowan argued. “I’m totally nurturing.” She didn’t miss the way Ivy rolled her eyes. “Are you saying you’re not nurturing?” she demanded, changing tactics.

      “I don’t actually think I’m all that nurturing,” Ivy replied. “I love my child. I love my husband. I love my family. Mama still needs time alone every single day. I like taking a break and being by myself. Maddie doesn’t seem to need that.”

      Rowan cocked her head as she went through the photos she’d taken. “I think you’re being a bit dramatic,” she said finally. “Maddie is good with the kids, though. It’s not just her kids either. She’s good with all of them.”

      “See.” Ivy jabbed a finger in Rowan’s direction. “I was right.”

      “You’re good with kids who don’t belong to you too,” Rowan pointed out. “I mean … you are the one who hiked through a dream world to save my daughter when she was trapped there.”

      Ivy made a protesting sound. She and Rowan hadn’t talked about the dream-walking incident much since it had happened. Lana being captured and trapped by malevolent child spirits had meant that Ivy was on deck to communicate with her, even though they hadn’t been in the same city at the time.

      “I was the one equipped to be able to find her,” Ivy replied. “It wasn’t a big deal.”

      “You pulled her out. You negotiated with the others.” Rowan was insistent. “You’re the reason I still have my daughter.”

      Ivy didn’t like that opinion one little bit. “Don’t think like that. We were never going to lose Lana.”

      “Maybe not, but you made sure she remained anchored to this world, and I’m grateful.” Rowan raised a finger to silence Ivy when the pink-haired witch opened her mouth to start arguing. “Don’t mess with me. I’m allowed to be grateful.”

      Ivy let loose an exaggerated sigh. “I guess I don’t do well with gratitude,” she hedged.

      “No, you don’t,” Rowan agreed. “You’re nurturing in your own way, though, despite your bravado.” She frowned as she flipped between photos. “Huh.”

      It took Ivy a moment to realize that Rowan was no longer focused on their uncomfortable conversation. “What?”

      Rowan tilted the viewfinder so Ivy could see it.

      “That’s the danger omen, right?” Ivy queried. She’d seen it before. Earlier that very day to be exact.

      “That would be it,” Rowan agreed. She didn’t look happy. “There’s one little problem.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “The photo is of Randy and Todd together. I don’t know which one of them is in danger.”

      “Oh.” Ivy snapped her gaze back toward the Johnsons’ campfire. It was still roaring, but father and son were no longer standing by it. “You need to get them separated for photos, right?”

      “That would be ideal,” Rowan agreed.

      “Where did they go?”

      “I don’t know.” Rowan licked her lips, seemingly debating. “Do you think it’s possible that Maddie is right?” she asked after several seconds. “I mean … do you think Randy Johnson could somehow be tied into what happened to Annie?”

      “Is that what Maddie said?” Ivy demanded.

      “She didn’t say it in so many words, but I can tell she’s thinking it. She doesn’t have a deceptive bone in her body, so every feeling she has appears on her face. It was kind of obvious.”

      On a sigh, Ivy nodded. “Okay, well, then I guess we need to start figuring this out.” She was resigned. “Maddie isn’t going to just let it go, and given how many danger signs we’ve seen today, I have to wonder if she’s right about this.”

      Rowan’s lips curved, but she didn’t look all that amused. “It is starting to feel funky, isn’t it?”

      “Yup. We need to figure out why … and fast.”

      

      RANDY AND TODD REMAINED IN THE CAMPER, which meant Rowan and Ivy had no choice but to head back to the group. Jack read the disappointed look on Ivy’s face right away. When he found out why she was disappointed, however, he let loose the world’s biggest sigh.

      “I guess we’re not going to even pretend to just let this go, huh?” he challenged.

      “Nope.” Ivy shook her head. “We have at least one problem in this campground. There’s a college girl missing.”

      “We don’t know that she’s missing,” Jack argued.

      “We don’t know that she’s not either,” Ivy shot back. “You know as well as I do that we need to find her. None of us are going to let it go until we know what happened to her.”

      “Fair enough,” Jack conceded. “I’m all for finding Annie Travers. What I want to know is why you were stalking the family across the dirt road just now.”

      Ivy cracked her neck. “Maddie has a feeling,” she said finally.

      “Oh, Maddie has a feeling?” Jack challenged.

      “That’s what I said.”

      Jack eyed his wife a beat longer and then flicked his eyes to Maddie. “Is this your feeling or her feeling?” he asked.

      “Does it matter?” Maddie challenged.

      “Maybe.”

      “Except it doesn’t.” Maddie might’ve been the softest member of their group, but she’d come a long way from the terrified teenager she’d been when she left Blackstone Bay as a young woman. She stood up for herself now, and she would do so as many times as it took. “It doesn’t matter if it was my feeling or Ivy’s feeling because you trust Ivy’s instincts, and she trusts mine. Either way, you’re going to get with the program.”

      Jack worked his jaw and then broke out in a wide grin. “I hate that you’re right, but you’re right,” he said. “I’m going to do what’s necessary to back both of you up.”

      “We all are,” Nick agreed as he sat next to Maddie. The kids were over playing in the playground, Shawn and Zander watching them, so they had a few minutes to discuss their plans. “I’ve actually placed a call on this already.”

      “You have?” Maddie went warm all over as she regarded her husband. “You’re my favorite person ever because you do stuff like that even when you don’t agree with me.”

      Nick brushed her golden hair out of her face. “You’re my favorite person in the world too.”

      “Yeah, we’re all going to puke if you don’t stop that,” Ivy warned.

      Maddie waved her off. “What did you find out?” she asked Nick.

      “Well, nothing yet,” Nick replied. “I called Dale and told him what’s going on. He laughed and reminded me that we’re supposed to be on vacation, not chasing a mystery. After I listened to him mock us for ten minutes, he agreed to call someone in Fowlerville to check on Annie. He’s going to ask for actual visual confirmation … but he can’t do it until tomorrow because it’s not considered an emergency.”

      “Tomorrow?” Maddie made a face. “That’s so long.”

      “Nobody has filed a missing person’s report, Mad,” Nick reminded her. “Dale has to be careful and keep within the confines of professional courtesy when he makes the request. That means going through the chief … during normal business hours.”

      Maddie wanted to argue, but she knew better. “Fine. Thank you for calling.”

      Nick studied her profile. This was as close as she got to being angry. Then he smirked. “There’s more.”

      “Really?” Maddie perked up considerably.

      “Yes, my love,” Nick teased, briefly leaning in to rest his forehead against hers before turning serious. “Quinn told us what you were looking for regarding Ethan’s mother. We did some digging while you guys were fussing with the dinner stuff.”

      “Well, don’t keep us in suspense,” Maddie prodded. “What did you find?”

      “We found a few interesting things.” Nick darted his eyes toward Quinn, then sighed. “So, let me go over the details.” He sat next to Maddie and pulled up his notes file on his phone. “Randy Johnson’s first wife lasted exactly one year. He was twenty, and she was eighteen.”

      Maddie absorbed the news. “High school sweethearts?” she asked finally.

      “I guess that’s fair to assume. They went to the same school. Randy obviously graduated ahead of her. The police were called to their home five times in the year they were married.”

      Maddie’s stomach tilted. “Is she dead?”

      “No, Mad,” Nick replied. “She’s alive and well. I checked. She’s remarried, has four kids, and seems happy. She lives in Zilwaukee and works at a bank.”

      Maddie let out the breath she’d been holding. “I guess that means she’s not Todd’s mother. I can’t see anyone purposely leaving a child with Randy.”

      “She’s not Todd’s mother,” Nick confirmed. “That would’ve been his second wife, Shelby Nichols. Shelby and Randy married two years after his divorce from his first wife was finalized. It looks like there was trouble there right from the start.”

      Maddie waited for him to continue.

      “The police were called regularly,” Nick volunteered. “Multiple times.”

      “Because Randy hurt her?” Maddie assumed, her stomach threatening to revolt.

      “Actually, there are no claims of domestic abuse here,” Nick replied. “Verbal abuse? Yes. It seems Shelby had drug problems. She even forgot Todd at a park when she was there making a deal. He was three.”

      Now Maddie felt really sick. “How long were Randy and Shelby married?”

      “Five years,” Nick replied. “Randy got full custody of Todd when they separated because Shelby refused to go to rehab. Nobody knows where she is.”

      “So, she could be dead,” Maddie surmised.

      “Or she could just be strung out somewhere,” Nick replied. “I hate to break it to you because I know you’re convinced Randy is evil, but it sounds as if he was the stablest parent in that scenario.”

      Maddie pursed her lips but didn’t respond, allowing Nick to continue.

      “Randy’s third wife lasted for three years,” Nick supplied. “Her name was Jenny, and she was a teacher. There were no police calls of record during their marriage, and she’s the one who filed.”

      “She’s not missing, is she?” Maddie queried.

      “No. At least I don’t think so. She’s a teacher in Tecumseh, and she’s remarried.”

      “So, we have three wives, and maybe one of them is dead,” Ivy mused. “The odds aren’t good.” She shot Maddie an apologetic smile. “I’m sorry.”

      “I’m not done,” Nick interjected. “We’re up to Ethan’s mother now. Her name is Carrie, and she was married to Randy for exactly three months … and she abandoned the marriage. He had to wait to divorce her because she took off … and didn’t keep in contact with her son.”

      Oh, well, he officially had Maddie’s interest now. “Is she dead?”

      “Nobody knows, Mad,” Nick replied. “Her family reported her missing right after she took off but, to my knowledge, she hasn’t been found.”

      “It’s possible she did leave of her own volition,” Jared warned.

      “It’s possible,” Nick agreed.

      “Would she just leave her child behind like that?” Maddie demanded.

      “I don’t know.” Nick felt helpless. “I just know she’s gone, and Randy has Ethan. We’re going to dig deeper tomorrow, but that’s going to require making some calls.”

      “What about Monica?” Ivy asked.

      “You mean the woman nobody has seen for almost forty-eight hours now?” Nick queried. “Well, she and Randy have been married for three years. There’s no record of calls to the police. Monica doesn’t have a record. That’s all good news to me.”

      “So, where is she?” Maddie asked. “I mean … she was here, and now she’s gone. If nothing bad happened to her, where did she go?”

      “For all we know, she’s nursing a hardcore hangover in that camper,” Jack pointed out. “We don’t have proof that anything has happened to her.”

      “Ethan says he hasn’t seen her,” Maddie argued.

      “Okay, that doesn’t mean something happened to her, though,” Jack persisted. “Maybe she headed out to see family or see someone about a job. Wasn’t it insinuated that Randy isn’t working? Maybe Monica is working to keep the family solvent.”

      Maddie’s lower lip came out to play.

      “Oh, don’t use that face on me,” Jack whined. “My wife has a similar face, and it doesn’t work either. I’m just saying that we need proof.”

      Maddie knew he wasn’t being difficult just to be difficult. She understood what he was getting at. “Okay, if we need proof, then we’ll get proof,” she said.

      “How are we going to do that?” Ivy queried.

      “I don’t know,” Maddie replied. “I still haven’t found out how Ethan thinks he’s had five moms. By his count he should’ve only had two. He wouldn’t have remembered the first three women.”

      “Unless he’s heard stories about his father being married five times and just assumes he’s had five moms,” Quinn pointed out. “He’s a little kid. I can see that confusing him.”

      “Or maybe Randy has had girlfriends between wives,” Jared added. “That seems entirely possible to me.”

      “Well, we need to find out the truth of that … and where Monica is,” Maddie said. “After that, we need to find out if Randy was interested in the college kids.”

      “Oh, here we go,” Nick muttered. He didn’t look happy. “Mad, there is zero proof that Randy had anything to do with Annie disappearing.”

      “There’s no proof he didn’t either,” Maddie argued. “I’m not saying he’s guilty for sure. I’m saying I need to keep pursuing this, and we’ll see where we land.”

      Nick touched his tongue to his top lip, debating, and then nodded. “Fine. We’ll pursue it. I don’t want you getting ahead of yourself, though, Mad.”

      “Do I ever?” she challenged.

      “Rarely, but occasionally, you get a crazy idea into your head and chase it until you find trouble.”

      “That’s because trouble was already there.”

      “We’re going to do this as a group,” Nick warned. “Nobody is running off half-cocked.”

      “We’ll do it as a group,” Maddie confirmed. “Cross my heart.”

      “Uh-huh.” Nick wasn’t convinced. There was no turning back now, though. “Talk to me again this time tomorrow. We’ll see where we land then.”
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      “I think we should tell ghost stories,” Poe announced when everybody was gathered around the campfire after dinner. Jack had insisted that s’mores were a must, so the group had opted to get them out of the way when the kids were already jacked up. The parents were hoping that the sugar rush would hit the kids hard and cause them to pass out relatively early.

      Only the naive truly believed it would happen.

      “No, you’re not telling ghost stories,” Harper argued, shaking her head at her daughter. “You won’t tell a good one.”

      “I know the best ghost stories,” Poe insisted, her lower lip coming out to play.

      “You do not,” Jared shot back, catching Poe around the waist, and tugging her back toward him. “Unfortunately, you inherited your ability to tell a ghost story from your mother … and you always go with the gruesome stuff.”

      “So?” Poe made a face. She had chocolate on her cheek, something Harper was convinced she wasn’t aware of because she would melt down otherwise, and her eyes were defiant. “I want to tell the story of the doll that came to life and scratched its owner’s eyes out.”

      “No, you’re not telling that story,” Jared shot back. “It’s not happening.”

      “Definitely not,” Zander agreed on a lip curl. “Last time you told Buffy and Barnabas that story, they didn’t sleep for a week.”

      “Nuh-uh,” Barney, who refused to go by Barnabas despite his father’s best efforts, vehemently shook his head. “I’m not afraid of some stupid doll. Girls play with dolls.”

      Zander shot him a dirty look. “What have we talked about? It’s okay if you want to play with a doll.”

      “Says the man who loves dolls,” Shawn drawled. He shot his husband a flirty wink before turning his full attention to Barney. “I’ve seen you play with dolls, so I don’t want you giving your sister grief because she likes to play with them. That GI Joe thing you insisted on getting is just a fancy doll.”

      “Hey!” Jack balked. “An action figure is not a doll.”

      Shawn pinned the man with a “is that so” look. “Are you telling me that you believe only girls should play with dolls?” he queried.

      Jack realized he’d been trapped when it was too late to backtrack. “No,” he replied calmly. “I’ve played dolls with Olive numerous times.”

      “Actually, you’ve played stuffed animals with Olive,” Ivy corrected. “She’s never really been a big fan of dolls.”

      “Neither has Poe,” Harper mused.

      “That’s because I know the story of the china doll,” Poe replied.

      “You’re not telling that story,” Jared said firmly. “If you do, none of us are going to get any sleep because all the other kids are going to be up screaming all night.”

      “That’s because it’s a good story,” Poe insisted. “I tell it really well too.”

      “You tell it just like your mother tells it,” Jared lamented. “You got her twisted sense of horror humor.”

      Poe’s smile was benign. “You’re just jealous because you tell a story worse than Grandma.”

      Jared’s forehead creased. “Who told you that?” He looked suspicious.

      “It certainly wasn’t me,” Zander replied a little too quickly, averting his gaze. Harper’s mother Gloria Harlow was notorious for telling a bad story, making it apparent Zander had been insulting his best friend’s husband when talking to their daughter.

      “Uh-huh.” Jared didn’t look convinced.

      “Please let me tell it, Daddy.” Poe knew exactly how to wheedle her father. She looked just like her mother, and she used it to her advantage on the rare occasions Jared told her no. “I’ll be good and not make it as scary as I have before.”

      Jared looked pained as he brushed Poe’s flaxen hair away from her face. “No.” On a resigned sigh, he shook his head. “Everybody will be too afraid. You need to pick another story.”

      Poe’s lower lip jutted out so far Jared was convinced he could balance a pizza box on it. Then she turned away from him and moved toward Zander. “I think my heart is broken,” she announced to Zander before throwing her arms around his neck. “Nobody understands my pain.”

      Jared scowled at her back as Zander patted her shoulder and reassured her she was well loved and respected in a soothing voice. “You’re teaching her some great stuff there,” he growled.

      “I know,” Zander replied, not missing a beat. “She’s really coming into her own. It’s like a Harper and Zander do-over. Only this time, I’m going to make sure Poe marries someone with normal-sized nipples and the ability to have fun.”

      Jared raised his hand to obliterate his view of Zander. “And I’m done talking to you for the night.”

      “Your loss.” Zander shoved two marshmallows on a prong and handed it to Poe. “Get to roasting and earn your keep, kid. Your favorite uncle wants some sugar.”

      “Uncle Shawn says you’re unbearable when you’re on a sugar rush,” Poe countered.

      “Is that so?” Zander pinned his husband with a dark glare. “What else does Uncle Shawn say?”

      “Nothing,” Shawn replied as he grabbed Poe and dragged her away from his husband. “As for you, young lady, I think you’ve caused quite enough trouble for one night. Why don’t you make your s’more and be quiet for a little bit, huh?”

      “It’s not my fault that nobody understands how gifted I am at telling stories,” Poe lamented.

      “You’re definitely spending too much time with Uncle Zander,” Harper said as she sat next to Jared. “Maybe you should take a break from him, huh?”

      Poe rolled her eyes. “He said you would say that. He also said you wouldn’t follow through.”

      Because she knew Poe was likely right, Harper decided to focus on something other than her daughter’s unfortunate need to channel her Uncle Zander. “So, what are we going to do tomorrow?” she asked, being careful not to mention any names or circumstances.

      “I think we need to sleep on it,” Ivy replied as she took a package of cleaning wipes out of her pocket and attacked the corners of Olive’s mouth. Her daughter, who was usually the mouthy one, looked as if she was blissed out on chocolate and parental hugs and kisses.

      “You want to hear the china doll story, right?” Poe demanded of Olive.

      Olive was quick to shake her head as she climbed on her father’s lap. “No. I’ve already heard that story.”

      “She has,” Jack agreed. “You told it to her a few weeks ago when you were dream walking together, and she woke up screaming.”

      “Yes, she slept between us for three nights,” Ivy added. “It was not a fun time.” She gave Poe a stern look.

      “You’re all babies,” Poe complained. “That is a great story.”

      “I’m sure it is.” Ivy looked amused despite Poe’s serious expression. “I think we should keep the stories light tonight. You don’t want to scare the little ones, do you?” For emphasis, she pointed toward Olly, who was stretched out on Nick’s lap and sucking her thumb.

      “She won’t even understand the story,” Poe replied dourly. “She’s a baby.”

      “She understands fear,” Ivy countered. “If the other kids are afraid, she will be too.”

      “Fine.” Poe made a face. “If you guys want to miss out on the joy that is my china doll story, so be it.”

      Ivy had to press her lips together to keep from laughing at Poe’s dramatic response.

      “We’re definitely starting to curtail the time she spends with you,” Harper snapped at her best friend. “You’re clearly teaching her to be dramatic.”

      “If you say so,” Zander replied. “I don’t happen to believe that, but more power to you if you do.”

      “Unbelievable,” Harper growled, rolling her eyes until they landed on the college campsite across the road and several parcels down. Her half frown turned to a full one in the blink of an eye. “Isn’t that Randy Johnson?” She pointed.

      Multiple sets of eyes swung in the direction she’d indicated. Sure enough, Randy had joined the college kids … and seemed to be painting himself as the center of attention amongst the women gathered there.

      “Where are his kids?” Maddie asked through her annoyance, her gaze snapping back to the Johnson campsite. It was quiet. Ethan had returned to the camper after dinner, and even though she’d considered going to fetch him for a s’more, she’d ultimately decided against it because she didn’t want to bother the family if they were spending time together. Now she wasn’t certain if that was a good or bad decision.

      “Todd and Ethan must be inside the camper,” Nick replied. He shot Maddie a reassuring look when fear crossed her features. “I don’t think it’s a big deal,” he assured her. “They’re probably just playing video games or something.”

      Maddie wasn’t convinced. “Maybe we should check on them.”

      “Under what grounds?” Nick countered. “Just because their father is at a different campsite having a beer, that doesn’t mean he’s doing anything wrong.”

      Maddie muttered something unintelligible under her breath.

      Nick couldn’t quite make out the words, but he could make out the intent. “I heard that, Mad.” He shot her a stern look. “Just because you want to believe that Randy Johnson is a terrible person, that doesn’t necessarily mean it’s true.”

      Maddie chewed on her bottom lip. She hated that her husband had a point. “What is he doing over there?” she demanded, changing tactics. “Where is Monica?”

      Nick traced his fingers over Olly’s legs as she melted into him, internally debating what the right move was here, and then he made up his mind. He was careful when he stood. Olly was almost passed out after all, and he didn’t want to jostle her awake. He was calm when he handed her over to Maddie.

      “You’re going to stay here.” His countenance was rigid when regarding his wife, already resigned she was about to put up a fight. “You’re going to stay here,” he repeated heavily. “Jack, Jared, and I are going to go down there and see what’s going on.”

      “Why the three of you?” Ivy challenged.

      Nick shot her a dubious look. “You know why.”

      “Because you’re the official presence,” Maddie surmised.

      Nick nodded. “I get that you’re worried and think something is going on, Mad, but we have no proof of that. If the three of us go down there, we can act cool, but we can also flash our badges if it comes to it. If you guys go down there with us, there’s the potential for things to spiral out of control. Nobody wants that.”

      Even though part of her wanted to argue the point, Maddie knew better. “Fine. Just figure out what he’s doing … and don’t let him hurt one of those girls. Two of them are obnoxious, but that doesn’t mean I want anything to happen to them.”

      “I’ve got it,” Nick assured her calmly. “I need you to promise me you’re going to stay here though.”

      Maddie worked her jaw. She wanted to go with them. In fact, she was chomping at the bit to start firing questions at Randy Johnson. Instead, she nodded. “Fine. I don’t have to like it though.”

      “I think that’s more than fair.” Nick pressed a kiss against her forehead and then motioned for Jack and Jared to follow him. He stopped in front of Quinn long enough to apologize. “I think it’s best we go with an official presence, at least for now,” he said.

      Quinn wasn’t bothered by the turn of events. “I’ll stay here and keep everything in order.”

      “Yeah, good luck with that,” Jared drawled. “Don’t let Poe tell that story.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      Nick waited until they were on the road and heading toward the other campsite to ask the obvious question. “What’s the problem with Poe’s story?”

      “It’s terrifying,” Jack replied. “I’m a grown-up, and even I had a nightmare about a china doll trying to scratch my eyes out.”

      “Poe has learned the art of storytelling from her mother,” Jared replied. “She’s obsessed with all things horror because Harper and Zander are obsessed with horror movies. I warned Harper about letting Poe watch some of those horrible slasher movies they like so much—and Harper didn’t purposely try to do it—but Poe snuck out of bed one night when Harper and Zander were watching Friday the 13th movies. She hid in the hallway and watched from the floor. Now, because she managed to watch the movie and not get frightened, she’s convinced that she’s the mattress of horror.”

      “The mattress of horror?” Nick’s nose wrinkled. “I’m not sure I understand.”

      “Zander called her the mistress of horror, and we didn’t want to explain what mistress meant—especially since Gloria was around—so we told her she misunderstood, and he meant mattress. She’s not any less confused, but we didn’t have to have an uncomfortable conversation with her, so we’re fairly happy with the outcome.”

      Nick pressed his lips together in an effort to keep from laughing … and failed. “I don’t understand how you guys manage to get through the day with so much drama.”

      “Join the club.” Jared turned serious as they approached the campsite. “Play it calm and cool. Just act like we’re interested in whether or not Annie has shown up. I think it’s best to point out we’re police officers right from the start … just in case.”

      “You want to rattle him,” Jack surmised.

      “Don’t you?”

      Jack didn’t have to consider it long. “Yeah. Let’s rattle him.”

      It wasn’t Randy who looked up as the three police detectives approached. Izzy, Sophia, and Brianna were the ones who noted the incoming guests, and if Nick wasn’t very much mistaken, they were relieved to see faces that didn’t belong to Randy.

      “We don’t mean to interrupt,” Jared volunteered smoothly. “We’re from down the way.”

      “If you don’t want to interrupt, then you shouldn’t interrupt,” Randy growled.

      Jared didn’t have to study the man for more than a few seconds to ascertain that he was drunk. If the scent hadn’t been enough of a giveaway, Randy’s bloodshot eyes and slow speech would’ve tipped him off.

      “We just wanted to check with you guys,” Jared replied, focusing on the women. “We know, since Annie has gone missing, that you’ve been on edge.” He was matter of fact. “We’re all police officers, so we want to offer you any help you might need as we wait to hear from your friend.”

      “You’re all police officers?” Sophia asked. She perked up considerably upon hearing the news. “That’s … interesting.”

      “Your girlfriends didn’t mention that when they stopped in to see us earlier,” Izzy noted.

      “Wives,” Nick corrected.

      “Yes, we’re all happily married,” Jared agreed. “Just like Randy here.” He slung his arm around Randy’s shoulders even though he could tell the man wanted nothing more than to shrink back and return to his campsite. “How is your wife, Randy?” he asked. “Nobody has seen her for a few days.”

      Nick watched the reaction of the young women closely. He wanted to gauge their responses. Izzy and Brianna barely reacted. Sophia was another story, however. She looked conflicted … and maybe a little uneasy.

      “Don’t worry about my wife,” Randy replied. “She’s a ballbuster. She knows how to take care of herself.”

      “Does that mean she needs to take care of herself?” Jared pressed. “I mean … she’s your fifth wife, right?”

      “Fifth?” Sophia looked horrified. “How does someone get married five times?”

      “I can see myself getting married five times,” Izzy noted.

      “Then I’m right up your alley,” Randy offered on a sly grin.

      “Oh.” Izzy seemed to realize her mistake when it was too late to take it back. “That’s very nice but … um … I’ve got a boyfriend.”

      “Where are your boyfriends?” Nick queried, glancing around. One of the vehicles that had been parked behind the camper was gone.

      “They ran to the store,” Sophia volunteered. “We needed food, and they’re close to running out of beer. Since they think that’s the biggest catastrophe in the world, they took off to make sure we wouldn’t run out. They should be back shortly.”

      Nick had questions—like were they really running short on beer?—but he didn’t press the women on the issue. He didn’t feel comfortable doing it.

      Jared was another story. “So, your boyfriends just took off and left you here?” he queried.

      “We’re grown women,” Izzy shot back. “We can take care of ourselves.”

      “Of course you can.” Jared flashed a smile that didn’t touch his eyes. “I’m sure Annie could take care of herself too.”

      “Oh, geez.” Brianna threw her hands up in the air. “What is it with you guys and Annie? She’s home. With her mother. She was never really part of our group anyway.”

      Nick kept his eyes on Sophia and didn’t miss the frown that cascaded over her features. “I don’t think everybody here just assumes that Annie made it home,” he said calmly. “That doesn’t matter for right now though. What does matter is that I don’t think you want Mr. Johnson over here. Am I correct?”

      Sophia hesitated, then shook her head. “He just showed up.”

      “Oh, that’s not true,” Randy protested. “Their boyfriends invited me a few days ago. I was just taking them up on the offer.”

      “Well, the boyfriends aren’t here right now,” Nick replied. “I think it’s best if you go back to your camp and leave them to hang at their camp.”

      “And who are you to tell me what to do?” Randy shot back.

      “I’m the police detective who wants to make sure this situation doesn’t spiral out of control.”

      Randy made a growling noise, held Nick’s gaze for several seconds, and then blew out a sigh. “Fine. I’ll go. Will that make you happy?”

      “Yes, I’ll be ecstatic,” Nick replied dryly.

      Randy jerked away from Jared, who was still hanging close, and then stomped back toward his camp. He was unsteady on his feet.

      “Did he say anything to you?” Jack asked the young women. “Like … did he try to isolate any of you from the others?”

      “He just wanted to hang out and drink with us,” Sophia replied. “He was drunk off his ass.”

      “That much was obvious,” Jack agreed. “What about Annie? Did he show interest in her before she disappeared?”

      “Not that I know of.” Sophia’s shoulders hopped. “Why? Do you think he did something to Annie?” She looked horrified at the prospect.

      “I think it’s best that you guys stick close to one another and keep your eyes open,” Jack replied. “It will be best for all concerned.”

      “Do you really think something happened to Annie?” Izzy demanded. “I thought she just went home.”

      “We’re going to find out, one way or another, if that’s true tomorrow,” Nick replied. “For now, just stick close to one another. I think that’s what’s best for everybody.”

      “Fine,” Izzy replied. “If something has happened to Annie, though, I think we deserve to know about it.”

      “As soon as we know, you’ll know,” Nick assured her. “For now, just stick close to your campsite and watch each other’s backs. We’ll know more tomorrow.” At least he hoped that was true.

      “What do you think?” Jared asked in a low voice as they left the campsite and headed back toward their own.

      “I hate to admit it, but I think Maddie and the others were right,” Nick replied. “Something weird is going on here. I just don’t know what we do about it.”

      “Yeah. I’m starting to wonder about the very same thing.”
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      Once the kids were settled, Maddie and Nick retired to their tent. Rowan and Quinn were keeping Olly with Kai for the night—both toddlers had already conked out—and that meant they could have some alone time. Unfortunately for Nick, who was primed for some romance, Maddie wanted to have a serious discussion first.

      “That’s all they said?” Maddie’s disappointment was palpable when Nick finished running through the story.

      “That’s it,” Nick confirmed as he stripped off his shirt. “Mad, I don’t know what you expect to find here, but I’m not sure you’re going to get it.”

      “I don’t know what I think we’re going to find here either,” Maddie admitted as she plopped down on the sleeping bags they’d zipped together. She was dejected. “I just feel that there’s something going on, Nick. It’s one of those things I’m not going to be able to let go of.”

      Nick let loose a sigh as he regarded her serious expression. “Then we’ll do our best to figure out answers, Mad.” He scooted in next to her and slipped his arm around her back. “It will be okay.” His lips found her temple for a soothing kiss.

      “I’m sorry I’m ruining our vacation,” she offered out of nowhere. “I didn’t plan for this to happen.”

      “Nothing has been ruined,” Nick assured her. “I’ve been having fun. Well, for the most part. I never realized what a whiner Jack was until this trip. That’s been sobering. Other than that, though, things have been good.”

      Maddie settled in at his side, happy to absorb his warmth for a few minutes. “I don’t think you should hold the camping against Jack,” she said. “Ivy warned me that he hated camping, and I thought she was exaggerating because … well … it’s Ivy. She likes to exaggerate.”

      “She does like to exaggerate,” Nick readily agreed. “She’s good at it.”

      “She told me that Jack had a bug up his butt about camping, and I didn’t pay as much attention to it as I probably should have, because I thought she was just being Ivy.”

      “I don’t get it either,” Nick admitted. “Camping is fun.”

      “I happen to love camping,” Maddie agreed. “Jack’s never had a camping trip that didn’t end in disaster, though.”

      “Never?” Nick cocked an eyebrow in surprise. “That has to be an exaggeration.”

      “She says this is their fourth camping trip, and the other three have ended in mayhem. She’s not counting when they sleep in their backyard, which I agree with.”

      “Huh.” Nick rolled his neck. “This is only his fourth camping trip?”

      “Yup.”

      “And the other three have ended in disaster?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “Well, crap. Now I’m feeling the heat if we ever want to get Jack to go camping again,” Nick complained. “We need to come up with a good outcome here.”

      “What if it’s already too late for that?”

      Nick’s fingers were gentle as they brushed hair away from her face. “We’re going to figure this out, Mad.” He couldn’t promise her that it wasn’t too late because he didn’t know if that was the case. “I promise. We’re going to figure it out no matter what.”

      

      “THE GIRLS ARE STILL GIGGLING BUT NOT long for this world,” Ivy said as she crawled into the tent she was sharing with Jack and kicked off her shoes by the opening. Jack was already comfortable inside the sleeping bags they’d zipped together, his arms folded behind him as he cradled his head. “Are you ready for romance?” she demanded as she tugged at her shirt.

      Jack’s smirk was instantaneous. “Oh, how could I not be?” He opened the sleeping bag when she scurried to climb in with him, sighing when she plastered herself to his side and hugged tight.

      “Are you cold?” he asked as he stroked his hand over her hair.

      “I won’t be in a second.” She rested her hand on his bare chest. “It won’t take long for me to warm up enough to romance you. Don’t worry.”

      “I’m fine waiting.” He meant it. There was nothing he loved more than holding his wife. Okay, he loved romance as much as the next person, but the quiet moments they shared when they simply clung together were his favorite parts of the day.

      “I didn’t want to ask in front of the kids—for obvious reasons—but how was your trip to see everybody’s favorite college students?” she asked, her finger tracing the scar on Jack’s chest. It had become a habit she couldn’t break. She didn’t want to dwell on Jack’s time in Detroit, before they’d become a couple, but the truth was, she knew he wouldn’t have made it to her if he hadn’t been betrayed, shot, and left for dead by his former partner. It was that event that had propelled Jack to move to Shadow Lake in the first place. While he’d been sensitive about the scar when they’d first hooked up, he no longer thought much about it.

      “It was weird,” he replied, his fingers trailing down her spine. “The girls seemed nervous. I guess I can’t blame them. Randy was drunk and basically hitting on them. He can’t seem like much of a catch to girls that age.”

      “He doesn’t seem like much of a catch to women of my age either.”

      Jack let loose a chuckle. “Yeah. I think he’s having some issues. He was cagey about where Monica was too. He said she was out, doing stuff, but wouldn’t commit to what sort of stuff she was doing.”

      “That doesn’t necessarily mean he did something to her,” Ivy hedged. “I mean… I don’t want to take the guy’s side, but it’s possible she got annoyed with him and took off. I would’ve thought that to be less of a possibility when we believed those were her kids. Knowing what I know now though…” She trailed off.

      “Yeah, it’s questionable now,” Jack agreed. “Those kids aren’t hers. If Randy really is struggling for work, maybe she got fed up living in a camper and left him. That’s not out of the realm of possibility.”

      Ivy could read between the lines of the statement. “But?” she prodded.

      “But we have a missing girl two campsites down and I don’t like any of this,” Jack replied. “I agree with Maddie. Something feels off here. For the life of me, I can’t figure out what that something is though. I just don’t know.”

      “How do we figure it out?”

      “I’m not sure. I need to think on it.”

      Ivy rolled so she was on top of him. Jack was taller than her by a good eight inches, and he was strong and fit. That meant she could comfortably lodge herself on top of him without eliciting complaints about crushing him. “Does that mean you’re ready to be distracted with romance?”

      Jack grinned as he cupped the back of her head. “I think I could engage in some romance. If you’re interested, that is.”

      “Oh, I’m always interested.”

      “You have to be quiet,” Jack warned her in teasing fashion. “Our kid is only thirty feet away in a tent, and if they hear what we’re doing—you’re loud no matter what we do—Olive will never let us forget it.”

      “I’ll be as quiet as a mouse,” she promised.

      “Well, don’t be too quiet,” he chastised. “I like to know I’m doing a good job. Praise is always welcome.”

      Exasperated, Ivy glared down at him. “Either get to the romance, or I’m going to sleep.”

      “Ah, there’s my bossy girl.” Jack beamed at her. “I was starting to worry that she was disappearing on me.”

      “I’ll never disappear on you. Never.”

      “That’s exactly what I wanted to hear.”

      

      NICK WAS UP BEFORE MADDIE THE NEXT MORNING, and even though he enjoyed sleeping cuddled against his wife, his back demanded he get up and stretch, so he had no choice but to get dressed and head out.

      They had an air mattress—unfortunately, he was starting to think he was too old to sleep on the ground without one—but he heard his back pop four times as he crossed to the bathrooms. He showered quickly and was already making a mental list of things to do as he walked back to their campsite. Unfortunately, that list fell by the wayside when he realized there was a police officer standing next to the picnic table in the center of their spread.

      “Is something wrong?” Nick asked, breaking from his reverie, and hurrying in his direction. “Has something happened to Maude?”

      The police officer wore a Charlevoix uniform, meaning he was a local. As a police detective himself, Nick knew it wasn’t uncommon for one department to contact another to make notification. He felt sick to his stomach as he worried about Maude. Perhaps they shouldn’t have left her after all.

      “I don’t know anybody named Maude,” the police officer replied.

      “You’re not here to tell us something happened to her?” Nick let out a breath when the officer shook his head. “That’s good. I just … that was the first thing I thought of when I saw you. She’s in her eighties, and we left her home alone. She likes to party.”

      The officer’s eyebrows hopped. “Your grandmother likes to party?”

      “She’s my wife’s grandmother, but pretty much.” Nick’s smile was rueful as he dragged a hand through his hair. Then he remembered he wasn’t alone. Their friends also had family members to worry about. “Who are you here for?”

      “Technically, I’m not here for any of you,” the officer replied. “I should introduce myself first though. I’m Dan Rivers.” He extended his hand.

      “Nick Winters.”

      “And you’re a police officer, correct?” Rivers prodded. “I only ask because the girls at that campsite over there said you and two others introduced yourself as police officers.”

      Nick followed the angle of Rivers’ finger to the college campsite. He was beyond confused now. “We should probably start from the beginning. I think I knocked things off track.”

      “I think you did too,” Rivers agreed. He sat at the picnic table as Nick started to stoke the fire back to life. “I just received a call from a Ranger Tyler Compton.”

      “We met Ranger Compton the other day,” Nick replied. “He was asking questions about one of the college students.” Something occurred to him. “Wait. That’s why you’re here. You found Annie Travers, didn’t you?”

      “Actually, I just started looking for Annie Travers,” Rivers replied. “And by ‘just,’ I mean within the last hour. I’m also looking for Sophia Turner.”

      Nick froze, his palms facing the fire as the flames built. “Sophia is missing?”

      “Yes.” Rivers bobbed his head. “She was in the camper last night when they went to bed and gone this morning. They immediately checked the tents outside, and she was nowhere to be found. None of the vehicles are missing either.”

      Nick was on autopilot, so he carried the big coffee pot to the spout to fill it. He didn’t say anything until he’d returned to the fire and lodged the pot on some rocks to heat up. “I’m assuming the other girls told you we were over there last night,” he surmised. There was no point in playing coy. Plus, they weren’t guilty of doing anything. If they tried to avoid the truth, they would simply look guilty, and that would take Rivers’s focus away from the investigation.

      Rivers nodded as he watched Nick sit across from him. “They insinuated that you had a beef with another individual in their camp.”

      “That’s an interesting way of looking at it,” Nick mused.

      “Can you think of a better way?”

      “Actually, not so much.” Nick’s smile was rueful. “We went down there last evening because—from a distance—it appeared that another camper might’ve been harassing them.”

      “Sexually?”

      Nick held his hands palms out. “He didn’t touch them that we saw if that’s what you’re asking. He invaded their personal space, however, and he seemed to be hanging around even though the young men we’d seen the women with weren’t present. We thought it was best to check things out.”

      “And why is that?” Rivers didn’t sound accusatory as much as curious.

      “Honestly?” Nick was resigned that he was going to have to tell the officer everything. “We’ve been bandying about some concerns regarding the situation at both campsites since we arrived.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning that ever since we heard Annie Travers was missing, we’ve been … curious.” The final word of that statement didn’t feel adequate given the situation. “Or, well, I guess it’s fair to say that my wife is a busybody, and she’s been obsessed with Annie’s disappearance.”

      Rivers cracked his first smile. “So, your wife sent you down there last night?”

      “No.” Nick shook his head. “I’m not blaming that on her. From afar, the situation looked … odd. When we got over there, it was obvious Mr. Johnson had been drinking. He smelled like a brewery. His eyes were bloodshot. He wasn’t slurring his words, but he was meandering when talking.”

      “Did he show particular interest in Ms. Turner?”

      “I can’t say that. He was just basically hanging out. He said the men invited him, but they weren’t there. They were out at the liquor store.”

      “That’s basically the story I was just told,” Rivers confirmed. “They’re not sure when Ms. Turner disappeared. They said they found it hard to believe anybody managed to get inside the camper to take her. She was sleeping next to her boyfriend, one Caleb Jackson, when they last saw her. They woke up to find her gone … and she wasn’t in either tent.”

      “Huh.” Nick rolled his neck as he considered the information, his eyes going to the lavatory building. “She could’ve left the camper of her own volition and gone to the bathroom.” He gestured across the way.

      “I’ve considered that,” Rivers confirmed. “If she was taken from there, that would mean somebody was watching her. That’s a small window for someone to manage to snatch someone though.”

      “Yeah.” Nick exhaled heavily. “Are you looking at Randy Johnson?”

      “I’m about to go over there,” Rivers confirmed. “I’m waiting for my backup to get here … just in case.”

      “There are two children in that camper,” Nick volunteered. “One of them is a teenager. About sixteen I would guess. The other is a seven-year-old child. Ethan. You can bring him over here if you need to park him somewhere when you’re questioning Randy. Ethan has been hanging around with my son, Finn. They’re the same age.

      “I’m not sure how that will all work out, but I’ll give it some thought.” Rivers touched his tongue to his top lip. “Tell me what you think is going on here,” he prodded.

      Nick opted for honesty. “I don’t know. We have asked questions though. My wife and a few of our other friends don’t believe this Annie Travers woman sounds like the sort of person who would just take off without leaving a note. She’s too responsible.

      “What’s interesting to me is that Sophia Turner—although I didn’t know her last name until you told it to me—was the one individual in that group standing up for Annie,” he continued. “She said that Annie and Logan were in love, and even though they were different, she could see them making it work. The other two girls made fun of Annie and said she was too serious. One of them might’ve even had a crush on Logan, although I can’t remember which one of them that was.”

      Rivers was thoughtful as he nodded. “Okay. How does this Randy Johnson play into things?”

      “I’m not sure he does,” Nick replied. “Honestly, the guy is just a bit of a jerk. We’ve gotten to know his son because it doesn’t seem like anybody is taking care of the boy. We assumed the woman with Randy was Ethan’s mom, but she’s not. My former partner did a run for me.”

      “Is that so?” Rivers didn’t sound judgmental as much as intrigued. “How come?”

      “Because we haven’t seen Monica Johnson in two days either,” Nick admitted. “My wife talked to her when we first arrived. Our son had been complaining because all the other kids near his age on this camping trip were girls. When we realized there was a boy so close and that our son liked him, it made sense to introduce ourselves to the parents.”

      “But you haven’t seen the mother since that first day?” Rivers pressed.

      “Not so much.” Nick felt suddenly uncomfortable. “The thing is, the teenager said that she took the car—which was apparently parked in the east side lot—and we believed him because we didn’t have a reason not to believe him. Now, I’m wondering if Randy is keeping it to himself that she left and is just waiting to spring it on his kids that she’s gone for good or something down the line.”

      “It’s a troubled situation,” Rivers agreed. “I have a question for you though.”

      “Lay it on me.” Nick prepared himself for some sort of accusation or demand.

      “Do you think Randy Johnson’s wife going missing has anything to do with the two college students going missing?”

      “I don’t know,” Nick replied, his eyes going to his tent. He could see movement happening inside, which meant Maddie was up. She wouldn’t be happy when she came outside and realized that another person was missing. “I think it’s a little too coincidental that we haven’t seen Monica Johnson since right before Annie Travers went missing. Now a third person is gone. Just out of curiosity, did you track down Annie’s mother? There’s been conjecture she simply went home.”

      “We have someone stopping by the house within the hour,” Rivers replied. “We’re going to be moving fast on this. Just out of curiosity, can you all account for each other’s whereabouts last evening? You don’t have any random people sleeping alone, do you?”

      “All the adults are accounted for,” Nick assured him. “I can see why you have to look at us, and we’ll cooperate. We’re all here with our significant others though.”

      “Well, then I’ll have someone come by to take your statements as soon as my backup arrives.” Rivers climbed to his feet. “I don’t think this is going to end well for everybody. Just FYI.”

      Nick didn’t blink. “Yeah. I’m right there with you.”
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      Word spread like wildfire about what had happened, and everybody was up in arms about Sophia going missing under their noses.

      “How could this happen?” Maddie demanded, hands on hips. She looked furious. “How could that poor girl have disappeared when we were right here?”

      “I don’t know,” Nick replied. He had Olly on his lap and was busy watching her mow through her breakfast. She was one of the few little kids he’d ever met who was not picky in the least about what was served to her. “I think it’s likely Sophia voluntarily left the camper. What happened in the aftermath, however, is up for debate.”

      “What do we do?” Harper demanded. “We can’t just do nothing.”

      “What other choice do we have?” Jared demanded.

      “I can think of a few choices,” Ivy replied. “For starters, we can use our … special gifts.” She was careful to refrain from using the M-word given the fact that police officers were starting to go from campsite to campsite asking questions.

      “I thought you already tried that,” Jack argued. “You said you couldn’t get it to work.”

      “Yes, well, I’m thinking I didn’t put enough effort into it,” Ivy replied. “We have more than one missing person now, and we have more than one person with … a special talent. I think we all need to join together. So far, all we’ve managed to do is figure out that more than one person is in danger.”

      “Have you looked at Sophia’s photo on your camera?” Jack asked Rowan. “Has the symbol changed?”

      Rowan shook her head. “That was the first thing I did. The danger symbol is still there, and she’s not dead.”

      “So, where is she?” Frustration washed over Jack as he rested his elbows on his knees and considered their conundrum. “Seriously, where the hell is she?”

      “I think she has to be with Annie,” Ivy replied.

      “And Monica? Where is she?”

      “I don’t know.” Even Ivy looked baffled now. “It makes sense to me that the two college girls are together. Someone took them and now they’re together. Monica is still a wild card to me. She very well could’ve just gotten fed up with her husband and left.”

      “If he were my husband, I would’ve gotten fed up with him a long time ago and left,” Rowan offered.

      “Would you have married him in the first place?” Ivy queried. “Because I have my doubts.”

      “Probably not,” Rowan conceded. “The thing is, I wouldn’t have been able to leave the kids behind. Even though they wouldn’t be technically mine, there’s no way that I would leave two impressionable kids with that man.”

      “I don’t get the feeling that Monica is any better of a person than Randy though,” Nick argued. “I don’t think we can affix the same motivations we would have as parents on her.”

      “He’s right,” Maddie said. “She didn’t seem all that interested in the kids when I talked to her. I think it’s entirely possible that she decided to take off.”

      “So, that creates a conundrum for us,” Jack surmised. “We either have one case with three missing people, two cases with one runaway person and two missing people, or three separate cases. I mean … we don’t know for sure that Sophia didn’t get worked up and decide to head off and check if Annie turned back up at home herself.”

      “Except there are no vehicles missing,” Nick pointed out.

      “Maybe she called an Uber.”

      “Maybe, but I can’t see an Uber showing up at a Northern Lower Michigan campground and taking a random girl to a location two hours away to check on her missing friend. Uber doesn’t work the same way up here as it does down in the city.”

      “He’s right,” Jared said. “Uber thrives down south, but it’s stagnant up here. It’s just not the same thing in a rural area. That story doesn’t make a lot of sense to me.”

      “Then we need to find a story that does,” Ivy insisted. “That means … going for a walk.” She knew she’d phrased it weird, but since a police officer happened to be walking in front of their campsite, she didn’t have a choice.”

      “Why do I think your idea of a walk is different from mine?” Jack asked testily.

      “Because you’re smart and handsome,” Ivy replied. “We need to head off as a group and go into the woods so we can use our—gifts—without anybody seeing. We’re going to need to borrow a few kids to act as cover, because if the police see us going into the woods as a foursome, they’re going to be suspicious.”

      “Which kids do you want?” Jack asked. “For the record, you can’t have the toddlers. They’re the only ones who don’t cause trouble.”

      “I think you just have a soft spot for Olly,” Ivy replied. “You’re safe though. We don’t want toddlers. We want two of the older ones. The good ones.”

      “Oh, see, now you’ve stuck your foot in it,” Jack drawled. “Who are the good ones?”

      Ivy had already given it some thought. She wanted kids who weren’t going to cause a ruckus. That meant keeping Olive and Poe out of it. “We want Lana and Finn.”

      Maddie was surprised by the request. “We do?”

      Ivy nodded. “We can act like we’re going for a hike with the kids. The police won’t be suspicious because what sort of idiot would go to visit someone they kidnapped with kids in tow? Those are the best-behaved kids.”

      “But … what do we tell the kids?” Rowan asked.

      “That’s up to you.” Ivy held out her hands. “They’re your kids. If you don’t want to tell them the truth, I understand. Personally, I would tell them, but I don’t get to make that decision. We just need two of them as cover, and I believe they’re going to be the most unproblematic duo.”

      Maddie didn’t disagree. “Fine. We can make that work.”

      “What about us?” Nick demanded. “Are you just going to cut us out of the action?”

      “No, we’re going to use you as cover,” Ivy replied. “You guys are going to be the ones they consider suspects. It’s sexist, but it is what it is. If you have all the kids and are hanging out by the lake, then they’re going to be less likely to worry about what we’re doing.”

      “That actually makes sense,” Jack noted. “I hate it, but they can cover more ground if they head out on their own,” he said to Nick.

      “What if they find something though?” Nick demanded. “I don’t like the idea of them being out and about without us.”

      “If we find something, we’ll contact you,” Ivy promised. “Right now, this is just a hunting expedition.”

      Nick darted a look toward Maddie, then sighed. He knew there was no talking his wife out of this plan of action. “Fine. You’d better be careful though. For all we know, there’s a killer out there. I don’t want him getting any of you.”

      “We’ve got this,” Ivy assured him. “Trust me. We know exactly what to do.”

      

      “I HAVE NO IDEA WHAT TO DO HERE,” Ivy announced an hour later, when they’d made their escape into the woods. “Just … no freaking idea.”

      “You told Jack you knew what you were doing,” Harper argued.

      “Of course I told Jack that.” Ivy was blasé. “If I hadn’t, they wouldn’t have agreed to watch the kids while we went on an adventure.”

      “Well, as long as you had a good reason,” Rowan drawled.

      “I had a good reason.” Ivy was rarely defensive. There was no stopping her today, however. “Those girls are out here. Somewhere. I have to think they’re close. We’re going to find them … and we can’t deal with those guys bothering us while we look.”

      Maddie’s forehead furrowed. “How do you know they’re close?” she asked, absently brushing Finn’s hair off his forehead. The boy had been annoyed when he found out he was being dragged off on an adventure with a bunch of girls. Apparently, mothers counted when breaking down the girl hate fest.

      “Because nobody could’ve moved them that far away,” Ivy replied simply. “Especially Sophia. She was taken sometime overnight. We would’ve heard a vehicle fire up at the campsite they were at. That means whoever took her was at a different campsite … but close.”

      “I hate to say it, but that sort of makes sense,” Harper noted. “If Annie had disappeared and nobody else had gone missing, maybe I could believe that someone had taken her from the campsite and run. With Sophia missing too, that suggests whoever did it is still staying there.”

      “Or maybe they checked out overnight,” Rowan mused, pulling out her phone. “I’m going to text Quinn and ask him to check with the front office and see who moved out. It can’t possibly hurt to look, right?”

      “I don’t see how,” Ivy confirmed.

      They waited for Rowan to finish sending her text, then everybody focused on Ivy.

      “Okay, this was your idea,” Harper noted. “I think that means you need to figure out where we should go.”

      “Since when is that the rule?” Ivy fired back.

      “Since now.” Harper was deadly serious. “You got us into this mess. That means you have to get us out.”

      “Oh, well, awesome,” Ivy muttered under her breath. “No pressure though.” On a grimace, she turned to study the woods. They’d waded far enough in that they didn’t have to worry about being discovered. That didn’t mean she wasn’t leery about someone accidentally discovering them. “Just give me a minute.”

      Ivy slowly raised her hands, closed her eyes, and called on her magic. She expected a trail to appear in front of her. A magical one, basically a glowing beacon leading them to victory. That didn’t happen though.

      “Crap,” she muttered, rolling her neck.

      “What are you trying to do?” Finn asked out of nowhere.

      “I’m just trying to find a path to follow,” Ivy replied.

      “But how can you do it when that thing is there to cut off the path?”

      The question threw Ivy. “What do you mean?”

      “There’s a wall,” Finn replied simply.

      “What sort of wall?”

      Finn lifted one shoulder in a shrug. He was seemingly uninterested in the conversation. “It’s supposed to be invisible, but it shimmers when you try to use your magic.”

      Ivy tilted her head and slid her curious eyes to Maddie. The blonde looked as confused as Ivy felt.

      “Finn, honey, do you see a wall here?” Maddie asked, dropping to her knees as she looked around. She hadn’t bothered to expend her magic—it didn’t seem necessary—but now that Finn had brought it up, she was curious.

      “It’s not like a wall wall,” Finn replied. He seemed to be having trouble explaining what he was seeing. “It’s just when Aunt Ivy tries to use her magic. Her magic is pink, and the wall is green.”

      Maddie studied her son’s face for what felt like a really long time. This wasn’t the first time he’d ever mentioned magic. He knew his mother was special. He’d never shown any indication that he had gifts, however. “Can you show me?” she asked finally.

      Finn lifted one shoulder in a shrug and then took her hand. “Do it again,” he prodded Ivy.

      Ivy followed his instructions and unfurled her magic. From her end, things seemed entirely normal. Nothing happened when she unleashed the spell, however.

      “There.” Finn pointed to something only he could seemingly see. When Maddie leaned close and concentrated, however, she managed to pick up a hint of what he was indicating. She saw a glow. She didn’t know what to make of it, though.

      “Ivy, do it again,” she prodded in a low voice.

      Ivy did as she was told, and this time, because she happened to be looking in the right place, she saw exactly what Finn was talking about. She rocked back on her heels when the magic flared to life, and when she raised her chin, awe and wonder were etched across her pretty features.

      “What is it?” Ivy demanded. She could tell Maddie had seen something. No matter how hard she looked, however—and she had looked—she hadn’t seen anything when she stared at the same spot that had caught Maddie’s attention.

      “There’s a dampening field of some sort,” Maddie replied, choosing her words carefully. “It’s … hard to explain. I’ve never seen anything quite like it. It’s magical, though.”

      Ivy licked her lips. “Why can Finn see it?” she asked finally.

      “I’m not sure.” Maddie held out her hands. “I could see it when I knew where he was looking and really concentrated.”

      “So, it’s something you can do but not something you gravitate toward naturally,” Rowan deduced. “That’s … interesting.”

      “Interesting is not the word I would’ve chosen,” Maddie replied. “It fits though.” She slid her tongue over her lips as she debated what to say to Finn. “That was really good work. I … um … how long have you been seeing things like that?”

      The question seemed to confuse Finn. “I don’t know. I … am I in trouble?”

      “Absolutely not.” Maddie was firm but warm as she ran her hands over his shoulders. “Sweetie, I want you to feel as if you can tell me the truth all the time. You don’t have to keep stuff like this to yourself.”

      “But it’s a girl thing.” He looked so earnest when he said it that Maddie was thrown.

      “Why do you think this is a girl thing?” she asked finally. She didn’t want to react until she knew exactly what was throwing him.

      “Because you can do stuff, and you’re a girl,” Finn replied. He looked distinctly uncomfortable as he glanced between faces. “And Aunt Ivy can do stuff, and she’s a girl. And Aunt Harper and Aunt Rowan.” He sucked in a breath before continuing. “Then Olive could do stuff,” he said in a voice so low that almost nobody could hear him. “And then Poe … and Lana.” He shot Lana a guilty look. “I’m a boy.”

      “Oh, geez.” Guilt rushed through Maddie so hard she thought she might fall over. “We did you zero favors when explaining this stuff. We’re horrible parents.”

      “No.” Finn shook his head. “You’re good parents. I didn’t realize how good until Ethan told me about his mom and dad and … I’m glad I have you.”

      Maddie’s heart pinched, but she managed a smile. “Sweetheart, just because it’s been all girls so far, that doesn’t mean that you’re not special.”

      “But I heard Olive and Poe,” Finn insisted. “They said it only happened to girls, so there was no way I could be special.”

      “You leave Olive and Poe to us,” Ivy said, moving her finger between Harper and herself. “Those girls have been a bit obnoxious over the past few months. We’re going to have a talk with them. They were wrong to say that to you.”

      “Very wrong,” Harper agreed. “It’s not all that surprising that you’re special too.”

      “But … everybody says I’m just like Dad,” Finn argued. “They say I look like him and act like him. So how could I be like Mom? Then Dad will be all alone.”

      Maddie was convinced her heart was going to break. “Oh, Finn, you can be like both of us. Just because you can do things like I can do things, that doesn’t mean you’re not like him too. It’s going to be okay.”

      “What if Dad doesn’t want me to be like you?”

      “He’s going to be okay with the whole thing,” Maddie promised. “I swear, he’s going to be happy for you.” Okay, “happy” might not be the right word, she acknowledged to herself. He wouldn’t hold it against his son, though, or let Finn believe he was disappointed. “Is there anything else you can do?”

      Finn pressed his lips together tightly. He looked uncertain.

      “Just tell me,” Maddie prodded. “We’re going to figure the whole thing out. I swear. Right now, we’re looking for two girls who might be in trouble. So, if you can help us, we want you to help us.”

      Finn hesitated, but only for a moment. “I can see where Aunt Ivy’s magic is bouncing,” he replied. “It’s going that way.” He pointed through four trees. “It keeps bouncing even though she doesn’t know it.”

      Maddie’s forehead creased as she considered it, then she nodded. “Okay. I want you to lead the way. Follow the magic. We want to see where it’s going.”

      “You do?” Finn looked surprised.

      Maddie bobbed her head. “Absolutely.”

      Still dubious, Finn started walking. Lana scurried forward to keep pace with him. Suddenly, she didn’t care that he was a boy. He was interesting now that she knew he could do something magical. Finn led the way with the four adults chasing behind him for a good five minutes. When the group emerged from the woods, they found themselves on the highway that led into the campground.

      “Here?” Maddie asked Finn, confusion evident. “The trail ends here?”

      “No.” Finn was solemn when he shook his head. “It ends there.” He pointed across the road, to the Hideaway Village Motor Lodge. It was basically a rundown motel right out of the Bates Motel inspiration calendar.

      “Huh,” Ivy said as she took in the motel. She seemed baffled more than anything else, but there was a glint of intrigue in her eyes. “Anyone want to check out the Hideaway Village Motor Lodge?”

      “No,” Harper replied, vehemently shaking her head. “There’s where people who think Jason Voorhees is a wimp go to stay when they want a night away from home.”

      “It is kind of gross looking,” Maddie agreed.

      “And it’s our one lead,” Ivy reminded them. “I’m pretty sure that means we have to chase that one lead.”

      Even though part of her was dreading the notion, Maddie didn’t disagree. “Okay. We’ll check it out,” she said. “What if we don’t find something though?”

      “Then we’ll start brainstorming again,” Ivy replied. “Finn brought us here. He saw my magic working when I didn’t. That has to mean something.”

      Maddie held back the fear that was threatening to break free. When her friends had been talking about their children manifesting magical powers, she’d been secretly happy that Finn hadn’t fallen victim to the same development. Now everything was getting thrown into disarray when she least expected it.

      Despite that, despite the fear, Maddie offered her son a smile. “Do you want to go with us and see if we can find something over there?” she asked.

      Finn didn’t react for several seconds. Then he broke out in a wide grin. “Is this what you do when you go on an adventure?”

      “Pretty much,” Maddie confirmed. “Are you up for it?”

      “Yeah.” He bobbed his head. “I love adventures.”

      “Then let’s see what this one brings.” Maddie took his hand and glanced at her friends. “I think it’s time we find out who is at that motel … because someone important either has been there or is there now. We need to find out who.”

      Ivy’s smile was quick and warm. “Welcome to the magical team, Finn.” She raised her hand for a high-five. “We’re going to be even stronger now that you’re a member.”

      Finn was sheepish. “I don’t like being the only boy.”

      “I can see that,” Ivy said. “That’s going to make you even more special though.”

      “Like I’ll be the king above everyone else?” Finn asked hopefully.

      “Don’t push it.”

      Finn grinned. “I thought it was worth a try.”

      Ivy ruffled his hair. “We’re going to figure it all out,” she promised. “Starting with the motel.” She took a step toward the road. “Everybody stick together. This is either going to go right or wrong very quickly.”

      “Those are the usual options,” Harper agreed.

      “I’m hoping for right,” Maddie admitted.

      “Me, too,” Ivy said.

      “I think we’re all hoping for right,” Rowan added. “Let’s see what we find, huh?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            15

          

          

        

    

    







            FIFTEEN

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      There were only three vehicles in the motel parking lot, and two were parked in front of the office. Rowan and Maddie were careful to keep Lana and Finn buffered between them as they searched. Their biggest problem was that it was impossible to tell which rooms might be occupied.

      “I could go to the front office,” Ivy volunteered. “Maybe whoever is running the desk will be able to tell us something.”

      “That’s probably the smartest option we have,” Harper agreed. “I’ll go with you.”

      Before Harper and Ivy could break off from the group, Maddie’s arm shot out to stop them. The blonde’s gaze was on her son, who had started across the parking lot and was pointing himself at the room without a number next to the door. Thanks to the process of elimination, Maddie surmised that it was supposed to be room four.

      “What’s he doing?” Ivy asked.

      Maddie lifted one shoulder and shrugged. “I’m honestly not sure.”

      The foursome followed him toward the room, but before anybody could ask Finn what he was doing, the door swung open to allow a willowy female an opening to exit.

      From their spots on the other side of the sidewalk, the women glowered at Sophia Turner. The young woman had yet to see them, but she seemed positively chipper compared to the last time they’d laid eyes on her.

      “I’ll get Logan and be back,” Sophia said to whoever was still in the room. Then she turned and pulled up short, her eyebrows making a break for it. “Oh, hey.”

      “Hey, girlfriend,” Ivy said blandly, her arms folding across her chest. “What’s up?”

      “Um … not much,” Sophia replied evasively. It was clear she was uncomfortable. “What’s up with you?”

      “That is the question, isn’t it?” Ivy drawled. “Oh, wait, no it’s not. I’m not the one who is missing and has an entire contingent of police officers out looking for her.”

      Sophia visibly blanched at the news, going unbelievably pale. “What? You can’t be serious.”

      “Oh, we’re serious,” Harper said. “What are you doing over here?” She peered into the still open room, but it was dim inside and impossible to see who Sophia had been talking to. “What’s going on?”

      “Nothing,” Sophia said hurriedly, reaching for the door handle to shut out their inquisitive gazes. “It’s absolutely nothing.”

      Ivy used her magic to blow the door out of Sophia’s reach, shoving it back and earning a frown from Sophia.

      “Well, that was weird,” Sophia noted, staring at the door for a second before turning back to the women. “Now, what were you saying about the police?”

      “They’re crawling all over the campsite,” Ivy replied. “They’re looking for you.”

      “But … why?” Sophia looked legitimately dumbfounded.

      “Because you’re the second girl to go missing from that campsite in the past few days,” Maddie replied, her temper suddenly getting the better of her. “You went to sleep next to your boyfriend, and when he woke up, you were gone. He panicked.”

      “Oh, geez.” Sophia made a face. “I didn’t think they would wake up so soon. They usually sleep until at least ten o’clock.”

      Maddie stared at Sophia for what felt like a really long time, her mouth agape, and then she made a growling sound. “Wow. This is just … wow. How can you not realize what a mistake you just made? And what are you doing here?” she ranted. “Who are you with?” Something occurred to her. “Do you have a man in there?”

      Sophia looked annoyed at the question. “No, I don’t have a man in there,” she snapped. “It’s not your business who is in there.”

      Maddie narrowed her eyes, a nasty suspicion rearing its ugly head. “Oh, please tell me you’re not cheating on your boyfriend. You can’t set off a potential statewide incident because you’re cheating on your boyfriend.”

      “I’m not cheating on Caleb!” Sophia looked appalled at the notion. “Nobody is cheating. I’m just … helping.”

      Maddie was beyond confused. Finn, however, seemed to catch on to what was happening before anybody else. He broke out in a wide grin and pushed past Sophia, entering the motel room without invitation.

      “Finn, what are you doing?” Maddie’s question came out much shriller than she was anticipating. She shot Sophia a warning look that was so fierce the other woman took an involuntary step back when Maddie blew by. “You can’t just walk into someone else’s motel room,” she chided when she found Finn standing in front of a bed, his gaze on another woman.

      Slowly, Maddie focused her full attention on the woman in question. It took her several seconds—she’d only seen the woman once in real life after all—to place the face. “Annie Travers?” she asked dumbly.

      “Wait. Annie is in here?” Ivy was bossy when pushing through the door to join Maddie.

      “Oh, well, everybody should just invite themselves in,” Sophia snapped, her agitation obvious.

      “What are you doing here?” Maddie demanded of Annie, her hands landing on Finn’s shoulders. “Do you know people think you’re dead?”

      “I just found that out this morning,” Annie replied ruefully. She looked as if she’d been through the emotional wringer, but Maddie was gratified to see that the other woman didn’t look as if she’d been physically harmed. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize what was happening.”

      “How could you not realize that people would be missing you?” Maddie asked in a soft voice. She could tell the woman was having some sort of emotional crisis. She was still trying to figure out exactly why, however.

      “Because … because I was worked up about my own stuff and didn’t realize,” Annie replied. Her expression twisted as she rubbed her face. “I got a surprise right before we left for the camping trip, and I just didn’t want to be here.”

      “A surprise?” Maddie’s eyebrows moved toward one another.

      Finn, again, was the one who ascertained the truth. “She’s going to have a baby.” He looked bored as he moved toward the table by the window and plopped down in one of the chairs. “She wasn’t kidnapped at all. She was mad at her boyfriend because she didn’t think he was going to want the baby, and she ran away. That’s so much more boring than a kidnapping.”

      Maddie was officially dumbfounded. “Finn—” She didn’t get a chance to ask the obvious question because an incredulous Annie beat her to it.

      “How did you know that?” she asked in a ravaged voice.

      Finn shrugged.

      “Nobody but Sophia knows all of that,” Annie insisted. “And I just told her.”

      “You know it,” Finn replied a little too blandly for Maddie’s liking. “Can we go back to the campground?” he asked his mother in a plaintive voice.

      “In just a minute,” Maddie replied. While she was happy Annie was alive, she was nowhere near placated with how the story was playing out. “You’re pregnant?” she asked Annie.

      Annie looked anguished when she nodded. “Yeah, and I don’t need any lectures about how birth control works. I know how it works. It was an accident … and my mother is going to have the lectures covered.”

      “I’m not going to lecture you,” Maddie promised. She was careful as she sat on the bed next to Annie. “Sometimes, even knowing everything, accidents happen.” She glanced at Finn. He’d hardly been planned. He was still a blessing. “Accidents can turn into amazing little human beings.”

      “I found out two days before the camping trip, and I was freaking out,” Annie admitted. “I didn’t want to tell anyone. A baby … was not in my plans. I thought I was going to get to graduate and live the life my mother always wanted me to live, the life she couldn’t live.”

      That’s when the final piece of the puzzle slipped into place for Maddie. “I’m guessing your mother was a single mom.”

      Annie nodded. “She wanted so much better for me. She sacrificed so much. This isn’t what she wanted. In fact, when I brought Logan home, she kept saying over and over again what a nice boy he was, but she was adamant about me not getting distracted.”

      Maddie made a clucking sound with her tongue but didn’t speak.

      “She’s going to be so upset,” Annie lamented. “I’ve really let her down.”

      Ivy was the one who stepped forward. “Listen, it doesn’t matter what your mother says or does. It matters what you want to do. It sounds as if your mother raised you right and loves you. She’ll get behind whatever you want to do. It’s your choice, so first you need to decide how you feel about the situation.”

      “I was trying to feel Logan out about that,” Annie admitted.

      “No.” Ivy was firm when she shook her head. “We’re not talking about Logan right now. We’re talking about you. What do you want to do?”

      “I want to figure out a way to have my baby and still get a good job,” Annie replied without hesitation. “It might be a ‘pie in the sky’ hope, but that’s what I want.”

      “Then that’s what we’ll help you do.” Ivy was matter of fact as she regarded the woman. “The first thing you need to realize is that mothers don’t run away from their problems and hide in skeezy motels. We’ve spent the better part of the last few days thinking you were dead in the woods somewhere, maybe even the victim of a serial killer.”

      “What?” Annie’s astonishment was palpable.

      “Yeah, people have been looking for you,” Sophia confirmed. “I was going to tell you this morning, but you were worked up, and I didn’t want to make things worse.”

      “Have you been here the entire time?” Rowan asked.

      “I didn’t even know I was going to come here,” Annie admitted. “I was annoyed with Logan because I needed to talk to him, but he was more interested in getting drunk with his friends than listening to me.”

      “Well, I’m willing to guess that’s because he didn’t know how serious of a conversation you wanted to have,” Maddie said. “Let’s not paint him with evil strokes until we get his true reaction. I still don’t know how you ended up here.”

      “I went for a walk,” Annie replied. “I was upset because Logan was partying like a freshman rather than looking toward the future as an adult would. Then I got angry at myself for being mad at him because he told me this was basically his last hurrah with his friends and admitted he wanted to party it up one last time rather than have a serious conversation with me. I told him it was fine … and then I got irrationally angry with him. What’s up with that?”

      “Hormones,” Ivy, Harper, Maddie, and Rowan replied in unison before darting each other looks and giggling.

      “I saw the motel when I was walking, and I really hate camping,” Annie explained. “I just wanted to have a place to think. Then, the next day, I realized that I’d probably made Logan mad and was risking ruining his trip, so I decided to stay here to let him have fun with his friends. I didn’t realize it had turned into a thing.”

      “Well, it has,” Maddie replied. “The good news for you guys is that we can nip this potential problem in the bud without a lot of fuss. We just need to take you back to the campground.”

      Annie balked. “And then what?”

      “And then you tell Logan the truth, and you guys start figuring things out,” Maddie replied. “Listen, it’s not going to be easy, but from everything I’ve heard about the two of you, I think you have a real shot.” Actually, Maddie had no idea if that was true. She just knew that she wanted the couple to have a chance after all they’d been through over the past couple of days.

      “You need to be an adult about this,” Ivy interjected. “That means you need to go back to the campground, talk to the cops—both of you—and then talk to Logan. This isn’t something you can just ignore. You need to start making plans.”

      “What if Logan doesn’t want to be a father though?” Annie demanded. “What if he freaks out and runs away?”

      “Then that’s his decision. You’ve made yours.”

      Annie blinked twice, then sighed. “I’m so freaked out.”

      “And that’s not going to change until you have the conversation,” Maddie said. “It’s a big deal. We’re not saying it’s all going to be smooth sailing. You can’t hide here forever though.”

      “Especially since Logan might be arrested for murder at some point because the police always look at the boyfriend or husband first,” Harper added. “I don’t think having Logan arrested on suspicion of murder is going to make things better.”

      “No.” Annie was morose. “I’m just so afraid.”

      “I get it,” Maddie said. “Logan might surprise you though. Either way, it’s going to be better knowing. Not knowing is actually worse.”

      Annie considered it for several seconds. Ultimately, she nodded and got to her feet. “You’re right. I’m going to be a mother. That means I have to be an adult.”

      “We’ll go with you,” Ivy promised. “We’ll help with the police. Or, well, our husbands will.”

      “Yes, and I’m sure they’ll be thrilled.” Harper smirked as she imagined the reactions they were going to get. “It’s going to be a fun morning either way.”

      “Let’s just get it over with,” Sophia said. “I had no idea Caleb would assume I’d gone missing. Annie texted first thing this morning and I immediately went to her. I thought I would have time. Apparently not.”

      “I just wanted someone to talk to,” Annie explained. “Sophia is the only one of the girls who is nice to me. I just … needed to talk.” She looked tortured.

      “It’s going to be okay.” Ivy slid her arm around Annie’s shoulders. “Trust me. Just … take a breath.” Her gaze moved to Maddie. “We should get them back now to make things easier on ourselves.”

      “Yeah.” Maddie nodded in agreement. “Definitely. Let’s just get right to it and not drag things out. It will be better for all of us.”

      

      A COMMOTION ERUPTED AT THE CAMPGROUND when Annie and Sophia were reunited with their significant others. Caleb was mostly irritated with Sophia, although he got over it quickly. Logan was a crying mess, however. He sat next to Annie as she explained what happened to the responding police officers—and took her licks when she was yelled at for being irresponsible—and then they headed off together to talk. Maddie was gratified when she saw them holding hands as they walked down the road.

      “Feeling nostalgic?” Nick asked as he smoothly slid in behind her and wrapped her tightly in his arms, his lips immediately going to her neck.

      “Nostalgic?” Maddie was amused at the prospect. “Why would I be feeling nostalgic?”

      “Because I seem to remember how nervous you were when telling me you were pregnant with Finn. If I recall, we went for a romantic walk after you told me the big news too.”

      “We did,” Maddie confirmed. “We weren’t exactly fresh out of college when that happened though.” She rested her head against his shoulder. “I was nervous when I told you, but I wasn’t afraid that you wouldn’t want me any longer.”

      “Maddie, I’ve always wanted you.”

      “I know, but I get why she was afraid,” Maddie explained. “I don’t think I would’ve gone about things the way she did, but … I get it.”

      “Yeah.” Nick swayed back and forth, his beloved wife in his arms. “I understand being afraid. When you told me about Finn, I was filled with joy. I knew it was meant to be. Maybe Logan and Annie know it’s meant to be too.”

      “I really hope so.” Maddie meant it. “They’re a lot younger than we were when Finn came along. We had time to make mistakes as adults—together and apart—so we were more grounded. They’re going to have a tough road.”

      “Some things are meant to be no matter what, Mad.” Nick pressed a kiss to the side of her head.

      “I know.” Maddie blew out a sigh. “What do you think would’ve happened if I’d come to you before I left town for college and told you I was pregnant? I think our lives would’ve ended up vastly different.”

      “Well, it would’ve been a struggle because I never made it past an involuntary boob graze when we were teenagers, so that means you wouldn’t have been pregnant with my baby, but somehow I think we still would’ve made it.”

      Maddie offered up an exaggerated face. “I wasn’t talking about our specific situation, but let’s imagine, huh? What if we had been together as teenagers and I turned up pregnant before we were ready to be adults and settle down? What do you think that would’ve meant for us?”

      “I think that we were destined for a happily ever after no matter what, Maddie. Sometimes there’s no escaping fate. I don’t know if Logan and Annie are fated to be together. I just know that, right now, they’re together and talking things out. Given the alternative, you have to take that for a win.”

      “Yeah.” Maddie let loose a childish giggle that warmed Nick’s heart. “I can’t believe there was an innocent explanation for everything that happened.”

      From the picnic table next to where Maddie and Nick stood, Ivy shot the optimistic blonde a dubious look. “Not everything,” she countered. “Rowan did see the danger signs on the photographs she took. Oh, and Monica is still missing. I don’t see her over at that campsite.

      “Maybe we were wrong about Annie and Sophia,” she continued. “That doesn’t mean we were wrong about everything.”

      Maddie was caught off guard. Slowly, she tracked her gaze to Nick, who had frozen behind her. “She kind of has a point,” she hedged after a few seconds.

      “I was afraid you were going to say that,” Nick groused.

      “Monica is still missing.”

      “Is she?” Nick challenged. “Or did she just get sick of her annoying husband and take off? We have no reason to believe something happened to her, Mad.”

      He was right. Maddie kept telling herself that over and over again on a loop. The problem was, she didn’t know if she believed it. What if they’d been distracted all along and something terrible had happened to Monica? Someone had thrown magic into the mix too. It wasn’t a lot, but it was enough to mess with Ivy’s locator spell. That had to mean something.

      What, though?
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      Things were more relaxed now that Sophia and Annie were back. Maddie found herself staring toward their campsite more than once after Logan and Annie returned. She couldn’t tell how things were going, though. Logan and Annie looked to be together, but they weren’t being overly affectionate. To Maddie, that meant things could’ve gone either way.

      “Stop fretting,” Nick chided as he caught his wife staring yet again when they were finished with lunch. “You can’t change what happened, Mad. You also can’t dictate what’s going to happen. It’s out of your hands now. They have to decide what they want to do together.”

      Maddie let loose an exaggerated sigh. “I’m well aware. I’m not trying to involve myself in their business if that’s what you’re thinking.”

      Nick cocked a challenging eyebrow.

      “I’m not,” Maddie insisted, her temper getting the better of her. “Why would you assume that?”

      “Maybe because I’ve met you, Mad,” Nick replied on a sigh. “It doesn’t matter though. It’s done.”

      “Except the danger sign is still on them,” Maddie argued.

      “Actually, it’s not,” Rowan interjected. Maddie hadn’t even seen her approaching, so she jolted at the sound of Rowan’s voice.

      “What’s not?” Nick asked blankly.

      “The symbol,” Rowan replied. “I heard what was said earlier. In fact, Ivy made a big deal out of making sure we realized that nothing was over. To the point where she was getting annoying.”

      “That’s the Ivy we all know and love,” Nick drawled.

      “We do love her,” Maddie agreed. “She’s just a bit theatrical at times.”

      “I heard that,” Ivy screeched from one campsite away. She was busy tugging life vests on the kids and didn’t look up, but Maddie could tell from the slope of the other woman’s shoulders that trouble was coming her way.

      Maddie ignored her anyway. “So, you took fresh photos,” she prodded Rowan, grateful to change the subject.

      “I did,” Rowan confirmed. She was serious when she met Maddie’s gaze, almost apologetic when she held out her hands. “I’m not trying to deflate you or anything, but none of the girls over there have the danger symbol on them any longer.”

      It wasn’t disappointment Maddie felt when she heard the news. There was a pang of something she couldn’t identify, though, and she didn’t like it. “Oh.”

      “Why do I get the feeling you’re upset about that?” Nick demanded.

      “I’m not upset,” Maddie fired back. “I’m just… I don’t know.” She rolled her neck. “I don’t know how I feel about it. I’m not upset though. I guess I’m just confused.”

      “About what?” Rowan asked practically.

      “Well, if Annie and Sophia were never really in any danger, why did Sophia and the other girls at that campsite have the danger omen on them when we checked before?”

      Rowan pursed her lips as she considered the question. “I’m not entirely certain,” she admitted. “I didn’t really think about it, but you’re right. Why were they in danger?”

      “Oh, here we go,” Nick muttered under his breath.

      Maddie ignored him. “There has to be a reason, doesn’t there? I mean … we’re not completely out of the woods yet. Has anybody seen Monica?”

      “I just knew you weren’t going to let it go,” Nick complained.

      “She’s missing, Nick,” Maddie fired back. “Just because we were wrong about what was going on with Annie, that doesn’t mean we’re wrong about the rest of it. Where is Monica? Why were those young women—individuals who Randy Johnson showed an express interest in mind you—in danger at one point? Why aren’t they now?”

      “Obviously, you have a theory on this,” Nick drawled.

      “I do,” Maddie confirmed. “The symbols Rowan sees can shift. Just because someone is marked to die one day, that doesn’t mean they’re going to be marked to die another day.”

      “You know who wants to die right now?” Nick lamented. “Me. That’s who.”

      Maddie kept going as if she hadn’t heard him. “So, something happened to keep those girls from being in danger. What could it be?” She directed the question to Rowan.

      “Well, just off the top of my head, I would say maybe we changed things when the guys went over there last night and kept Randy from hanging around.”

      “Oh, crap on toast,” Nick said as he sank into a sitting position at the nearby picnic table. “You guys are just going to keep at it, aren’t you?”

      “Are you really telling me that you’re not bothered by the fact that the girls are suddenly safe?” Maddie demanded.

      “I’m really telling you that I’m not bothered by that,” Nick confirmed. “All that matters is they’re safe. Now, I get that Monica not being here is a concern. I mentioned it to Officer Rivers. He said he would look into it. I think that’s all we can do, Mad. There’s no proof that Monica didn’t take off of her own volition.”

      Maddie’s eyes narrowed, but she didn’t immediately speak.

      Nick refused to back down despite his adoration for his wife. “Mad, I want us to spend time with our family. I don’t want you to spend time obsessing about other people’s families … especially since you’ve already saved the day this trip. Why can’t we be enough?”

      Maddie was caught off guard by the statement. “I … you think you’re not enough?”

      Nick immediately regretted saying it. “That came out wrong,” he said. “I didn’t mean to say that.” He immediately reached for Maddie, contrition and regret lacing every word. “Mad, I just want to be able to spend some time with my wife. I don’t think that’s too much to ask, do you? I want our family to have fun. I don’t want you to obsess about another family when there’s likely nothing to be obsessed about.”

      Maddie understood why Nick was upset. She didn’t particularly like it, but she understood. Because of that, because she knew he was right, she found herself nodding almost immediately. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to ruin our vacation.”

      “You didn’t ruin anything, Mad,” Nick assured her. “Nothing. I just … want some time with my wife.”

      “Then we’ll have some time together.” Maddie forced a smile she didn’t feel. “We’ll head to the lake and get the kids in the kayaks, and we’ll have a grand old time.”

      Nick studied her face for an extended beat. He could tell that her nose was out of joint. Because she was Maddie, however, he knew she wouldn’t hold a grudge for an extended period of time. “That sounds great.” His smile was legitimately warm when he graced her with it. “Let’s head over to the lake. We’re overdue for some fun.”

      “We definitely are,” Maddie agreed. “It’s fun time.”

      Rowan glanced between them but didn’t say anything. She sensed there was still trouble bubbling under the surface. She knew better than pushing her friends, though. They would have to figure it out themselves.

      

      NICK HELD OUT HIS ARMS AND WAITED for Olly to go to him. He was about to head out on his second trip of the day, and he was happy to have his little munchkin with him.

      “Are you ready?” he asked Olly as she got settled in his lap.

      “Ready.” Olly had managed to grab sunglasses from someone, and the frames were much too big for her face. She flashed her mother a thumbs-up all the same. “Let’s rock and roll,” she added out of nowhere, catching both of her parents off guard.

      “Where did you hear that saying?” Nick queried, surprised despite himself.

      “Uncle Jack said it to Aunt Ivy when they took a nap,” Olly replied, guileless.

      “Of course he did.” Nick shook his head. “I’m going to have to have a talk with Uncle Jack later today.”

      Maddie merely smiled. “I’m sure that will be fun. Don’t let it take away from the family vacation though.”

      Nick’s smile disappeared in an instant. “Mad—”

      Maddie didn’t wait for him to complain about her attitude. Instead, she gave the kayak a shove and sent them on their way. “Have fun, Olly,” she called out as she waved. “Rock and roll.”

      “Rock and roll!” Olly shoved her hand in the air as if giving a peace sign. She didn’t get her fingers quite right, but it was still adorable.

      “How are things with you and Nick?” Rowan asked as she moved up beside Maddie. She’d waited until Nick was well on his way to ask the obvious question.

      “How do you think they are?” Maddie asked testily.

      “I think they’re not great, but maybe you’re holding a grudge that isn’t fair.”

      Maddie’s mouth dropped open. “How is it not fair? He accused me of not wanting to spend time with my family.”

      “That is not what he said.” Rowan loved Maddie dearly, but she wasn’t going to let her rewrite history. “He just said this was supposed to be a family vacation … and he’s not wrong. It is a family vacation. He just doesn’t understand why you’re truly upset.”

      “And why is that?” Maddie asked curiously.

      “Because you missed the signs of what was going on with Finn,” Rowan replied, not missing a beat. “It’s okay to be mad at yourself for missing something that big. I don’t blame you. For the record, I don’t think you’re right to blame yourself, but I get it. I just went through something similar with Lana. If anybody understands, it’s me.”

      Maddie let out a breath she hadn’t even realized she’d been holding. “I don’t feel guilty,” she said automatically. When Rowan just waited for her to continue, Maddie crumbled. “I feel so much guilt,” she admitted. “How did I not know things were changing for him?”

      “Because he didn’t tell you, Maddie.”

      “That makes it worse.”

      “I know.” Rowan understood that better than most. “I really do get it but … here’s the thing, kids keep things to themselves. Our kids were specifically raised to be able to keep a secret. They were doing it for us at the start. Then they learned to do it for themselves.

      “Finn is different from the others on top of everything else,” she continued. “Just like me, you want to raise your kids to feel equal no matter what. It doesn’t matter that you have a boy and a girl. You love them both the same. In his head, Finn didn’t see that though. He just assumed girls were magical and boys weren’t. He’s only seven. You can kind of see his reasoning, can’t you?”

      Maddie nodded. She’d given it a great deal of thought since the discovery came out. She understood why Finn believed as he did. She didn’t like it, but she understood it. “Yeah. I get it. I don’t like it, but I get it.”

      “None of us like how it played out,” Rowan assured her. “It is what it is though. You can’t go back and change things. You have to move forward and fix them.”

      “I know.” Maddie was morose. “I just hate that I missed it. I feel like a bad mother.”

      “Well, you need to stop that, because it’s not going to help anybody. You’re a great mother. Finn knows that. You have to let it go.” Rowan took a breath as she regarded her taciturn friend. “What did Nick say about it?”

      In truth, Maddie and Nick hadn’t had a chance to talk about Finn’s new abilities all that much. Maddie had explained what happened to her husband—which wasn’t easy, because the cops were hanging around and asking everybody questions—but once Nick heard the gist of it, he’d nodded and let it go. He hadn’t talked about his feelings, or asked how Finn was feeling. He’d just accepted it and moved on.

      “He said we would talk about it when we got home,” Maddie replied. “That’s it.”

      “You don’t sound happy about that.”

      “I’m not. Not even a little. Actually, I’m kind of angry about it.”

      Rowan understood that. “Have you considered that he’s still trying to absorb it? Much like you, he might’ve assumed Finn was going to be free and clear of it. He might be feeling a bit of guilt himself now. I mean … it was a little sexist.”

      Maddie glared at her friend. “I’m not sexist.”

      Rowan folded her arms across her chest and waited.

      “I do feel kind of sexist though,” Maddie admitted. “I mean… I didn’t outright assume that Finn wouldn’t have any abilities just because he was a boy. The truth is though, I was watching Olly more closely than Finn, and that makes me feel like a crappy mother too.”

      “Apparently, everything makes you feel like a crappy mother today,” Rowan noted. “I get it. I don’t agree with it, but I get it. There’s no going back, though, Maddie. You’ll drive yourself crazy if you keep circling back to this.”

      Maddie knew she was right. “I think I need to talk to Nick about it,” she said finally. “I was upset when he said we could talk about it later. Then I dug my heels in after because I was irritated. I’m being a baby.”

      “You’re not being a baby,” Rowan countered. “You’re just trying to figure things out. It’s okay to be uncertain. None of us are omnipotent.”

      “No, but our kids think we are.”

      “Not always. We’re supposed to fix things for them, but as they get older, they realize we’re flawed individuals … just like they are. Lana realized that when she was in the hospital and I fell apart. Finn likely realizes that now because you’re acting guilty. You just need to be straight with him and explain that you’re all figuring things out together. He won’t be difficult when you tell him the truth. He’ll actually be relieved that you’re not perfect and don’t know everything.”

      “Are you saying that from experience?”

      “Yup.”

      “Huh.” On a sigh, Maddie nodded. “So, basically I need to talk to Nick.”

      “I think that’s going to make both of you feel better.”

      Maddie leaned in and gave Rowan a hug. “I already feel somewhat better. I get that you’re right. I can’t just ignore everything that’s happening and hope it gets better. I have to be a realist for a change.”

      “You’ve always been a realist, Maddie. You’re just a fanciful one … and that’s okay. Have a little faith in yourself.”

      Because Rowan was so forceful, all Maddie could do was nod.

      “You’ve got this,” Rowan assured her. “Trust me. You might not have faith in yourself right now, but we have faith in you. Let that be enough for now.”

      

      MADDIE WADED INTO THE WATER TO PLUCK Olly from Nick’s lap when he returned. She immediately handed the toddler over to Jack, who was more than happy to dote on her for a bit. When she held out her hand to Nick, she was serious.

      “We need to talk.”

      Nick studied her hand for an extended beat, then nodded. “Yeah.” He took it, squeezed her fingers, and blew out a sigh. “I think I screwed up when I told you we would talk later about the stuff with Finn.”

      Maddie burst out laughing at his hangdog expression.

      “I don’t think it’s funny,” Nick complained.

      “It’s not funny,” she said as she sobered. “I just came to the same conclusion while you were out with Olly. I realized I was angry that we didn’t talk earlier—we really couldn’t with so many police officers around—but I was angry all the same.”

      “Oh, Mad, I get it.” Nick was careful as he stood and stretched, his back popping as he tested his limbs. Once he dragged the kayak to the bank and his feet were on dry land, he pulled her in for a hug. “I love you, Mad,” he whispered into her ear as he held her tightly against his chest. “So much. You have no idea.”

      “I love you too,” she said. “If you’re angry about Finn developing abilities, though, I get it. You don’t have to hold back with me.”

      “Maddie, I’m not angry,” he assured her. When he pulled back, his expression was fierce. “I’m not angry in the least. I knew it was a possibility before we even got married. I’m okay with it.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m positive.” Nick moved his hands over her shoulders. “Baby, if I’m angry with anybody it’s myself. I ignored the possibility because he was a boy, and I’m mad because of that. I’m not mad at anybody but myself though. I need you to be aware of that.”

      “I’m mad too,” Maddie admitted on a sigh. “Just … so, so mad. I can’t believe we didn’t consider it.”

      “To be fair, we’re surrounded by magical people … and all of them are female,” Nick argued. “It might have been a stupid move, but you can’t really blame us. Even when Olive, Lana, and Poe started developing abilities, they were still all females. It just didn’t occur to us that he would be the first male.”

      “We still dropped the ball.” Maddie was intense. “I tried to talk to him earlier, but he was a little standoffish. I think he was embarrassed because the others were around and listening. We need to have a discussion with him, so he knows it’s okay and we’re going to be there for him every step of the way.”

      “Do you think he believes it’s not okay?”

      Maddie hesitated, then lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “I honestly don’t know. He seems confused more than anything else. It’s our job to make him feel better about this. I was so surprised earlier that I didn’t do my job.”

      “Well, to be fair, you were distracted a bit.” Nick leaned in and pressed a kiss against her forehead. “Finn needs to realize that things aren’t always in our control. We’re embarking on a brave new world together as a family. I think it’s time we have the big talk with him, and then we’ll go from there.”

      Maddie leaned in and let Nick hold her for a moment longer. “This parent stuff never quits, huh?”

      Now it was Nick’s turn to laugh. “No, it really doesn’t. We’re going to be okay though. All of us.”

      “I hope so.”

      “Oh, Mad, I know so. We were just caught off guard today. We’re going to be fine moving forward. Trust me.”
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      Maddie and Nick found Finn hanging out around the campfire with the others. Ivy and Rowan were working on dinner—all the while slapping Harper’s hands and telling her she couldn’t help because she was a terrible cook—and almost nobody acknowledged the incoming couple. Maddie knew that was by design. Rowan had arranged it so nobody would pay attention to them when they drew Finn away.

      Olly was on Jack’s lap playing a clapping game with him, and she didn’t even notice her parents had returned. She also didn’t notice when they patted Finn on the shoulder and jerked their chins to get him to leave the mayhem.

      Maddie and Nick positioned themselves on either side of their son as they started down the road, away from the hoopla.

      “Am I in trouble?” Finn asked. Maddie could practically feel the anxiety rolling off of him.

      “You are not in trouble,” she assured him. “It’s the exact opposite.”

      “Am I getting a present?”

      “Do you think that’s the opposite of being in trouble?” Nick asked.

      Finn shrugged. “I don’t know. Olive says whenever she’s in trouble, she convinces her dad she needs a present. I thought maybe that’s what was happening here.”

      Even though it was a serious conversation, Nick couldn’t stop himself from grinning. “Olive has her father wrapped around her finger. I don’t think Jack would deny that. They’re working on her entitlement issues though.”

      “Huh?” Finn’s forehead creased in confusion.

      “We’re not here to talk to you about that,” Nick said quickly. Since the playground was empty—all the children had likely been called back to their campsites for dinner—he gestured for Finn to head in that direction. “We’re actually here about the other stuff.”

      “The stuff that happened on the walk?” Finn immediately dropped his eyes to the ground. “I knew I was going to be in trouble for that.”

      “You’re not in trouble,” Maddie said hurriedly. “You’re the exact opposite of being in trouble.”

      “So … a present?” Finn was obviously back to being confused.

      “Stop asking for a present,” Nick instructed. “We’re not getting you a present for this. We are going to apologize though.”

      “For what?”

      “For … missing the signs that you were going through something,” Maddie replied. “Is there a reason you didn’t tell us that things were starting to happen?”

      “I did tell you.”

      Confusion had Maddie knitting her eyebrows. “When?”

      “I told you that I was having dreams.”

      Maddie was taken aback. “You mean the dream you had about Ethan’s parents?” It was the only thing she could think of.

      “I’ve had other dreams.”

      “Okay.” Maddie licked her lips. “Why do you think the dream you had about Ethan’s parents is important?”

      “Because I saw Ethan’s father and brother yelling at her, and she was upset. Now she’s gone.” Finn held out his hands. “I know that you guys think something happened to her. I obviously saw what happened.”

      Maddie darted her eyes to Nick. She was beyond confused. “Were you asleep when you had that dream?” She had no idea why she asked the question in that exact manner, but she was starting to see a clearer picture of how things might be playing out.

      “No. I was awake.”

      “Right.” Maddie looked tortured as she turned her attention to Nick. “He’s been dreaming when he’s awake.”

      Nick wasn’t an expert on Maddie’s abilities, but he instinctively understood what she was getting at. “He’s been getting psychic flashes.” Nick lowered himself into one of the swings as he debated how to make his son feel better about all the changes that were clearly going to start affecting his life. “How long has this been going on, Finn?” he asked finally.

      “I don’t know.” Finn squirmed. “Do we have to talk about this?”

      “Yes,” Maddie and Nick replied in unison.

      “We most definitely have to talk about it,” Maddie said. “I’m afraid that by not talking about the possibility, we’ve done you a disservice.”

      Finn’s expression turned agitated in an instant. “It’s not a big deal. I wish you wouldn’t act like it’s a big deal.”

      “Then tell us when it first started happening,” Nick prodded in his calmest voice.

      “I … don’t … know.” Finn gripped his hands into fists at his sides. “Why does it matter?”

      “Because this is our new reality,” Maddie replied. “You’re like me. You’re like your dad too. You’re the best of both of us. We need you to open up to us if we’re going to help you though.”

      “But … I don’t want to be like the girls.” Finn was adamant. “Magic is a girl thing.”

      “No, magic is a you thing,” Nick countered.

      “You don’t have magic.” Finn was close to melting down. “Why do I have to have magic if you don’t?”

      “Because you were born with it, and it’s part of you,” Nick replied. “I get that you’re upset. You have questions, and you don’t know what to make of any of this. We’re here to help you understand what’s going on though. That means we need to hear all of it.”

      “So, when was the first time you dreamed when you were awake?” Maddie prodded.

      Finn worked his jaw, reminding Maddie so much of his father. “I guess it was a couple months ago,” he hedged.

      Maddie’s heart ached at the admission, but she smiled and nodded to encourage him.

      “You were down at Aunt Harper’s house,” he continued. “Poe saw a bunch of ghosts.”

      “Okay.” Maddie forced her expression to remain neutral. “What else?”

      “I don’t know.” Finn’s frustration was palpable as he started pacing in front of the swings. “I saw what Poe saw. When the ghosts ran out of the water, I saw it. Even worse, I felt it when she got upset and fell down.”

      Maddie searched her memory of the incident. She hadn’t been there at the time, but she knew what Harper had told her. “Poe had been seeing ghosts longer than she let on.”

      “Yeah.” Finn bobbed his head.

      “Did you see them with her before then?”

      “I don’t know.” Finn shook his head. “I dream sometimes at night, and I’m not sure if that’s a real thing or a fake thing.”

      Nick cleared his throat to draw his son’s attention. “Do you dream of the girls? Like … do you dream of them being in a treehouse?”

      Finn was aghast. “How do you know that?”

      “Because the girls are dreaming when they visit that treehouse, but they’re really there too,” Nick said. “Do they know you can see them?”

      “No.” Finn vehemently shook his head. “And I don’t want them to know. Don’t you get it? I don’t want to be like them. I want to be myself.”

      “Are you afraid that you’ll be swallowed by the things you can do?” Maddie queried.

      “I’m afraid that I’m always going to be stuck with them,” Finn replied. “You’re always with Aunt Ivy, Aunt Rowan, and Aunt Harper. If I can do the same stuff as the girls, that means I’m always going to have to be with them like you are with their moms.”

      Maddie had to force herself not to laugh at Finn’s angst. It was such a seven-year-old thing to worry about. She got it though. “Finn, you’re obviously worried about your future being shaped by your present, and while I understand what you’re worried about, I think you might be jumping the gun a bit.”

      “Just a little,” Nick agreed on a laugh. “You know that your mother wasn’t always best friends with Ivy, Harper, and Rowan, right?”

      Finn shook his head. “No. When weren’t they friends?”

      “We didn’t even know each other until right before I had you,” Maddie explained.

      “Yeah, but that was forever ago.”

      “Not in the grand scheme of things,” Maddie replied. “Your father was my best friend when we were kids. We grew up together. We graduated together. I didn’t know your aunts when I was that age. Not at all.”

      “Then your mom left me after graduation and broke my heart,” Nick added.

      “Thanks for that,” Maddie growled.

      Nick winked at her. “I had other friends during that time. I spent ten years without your mom. She didn’t know your aunts during that time. I didn’t either. It wasn’t until she came back—like a year later—that she met your aunts. They became friends after that, but they were adults, and they made a pact to stick together because it was convenient for all of them. It made things easier. They didn’t join together because fate demanded it. They fell in love with one another as sisters.”

      “Really?” Finn’s forehead creased. “But … what does that mean for me?”

      “It means that right now Olive, Lana, and Poe are cousins of sorts,” Maddie replied. “They’re the family we chose. That doesn’t mean you’re going to be stuck with them forever.”

      “And even if you are, you’re still going to have your own life,” Nick added.

      “So, like, I don’t have to marry them or anything?” Finn still looked suspicious.

      “Definitely not,” Nick replied. “In fact, if you marry all three of them, you’re probably going to have a whole other set of problems.”

      “But I heard Mom and Aunt Rowan laughing about how they thought Lana and I would make a good couple,” Finn insisted.

      Nick shot his wife a chiding look. “Is that so?”

      “We were just talking,” Maddie complained as she squirmed on her swing. “It was a light conversation.”

      “I told you not to do that,” Nick argued. “Don’t you remember how uncomfortable we were as kids when people said that about us?”

      “Yes,” Maddie replied sullenly. “I remember. People said we were going to make an adorable couple when we were grown up.”

      “And how much did we hate that when we were eight?”

      “A lot.” Maddie’s lower lip came out to play. “It was just a bit of light dreaming.”

      Nick couldn’t stop himself from smiling at his wife. “And it worked out well for us. Finn is different, though, so you and Rowan need to let it go.”

      “I know.” Maddie let loose a sigh. “I’m sorry, Finn.”

      “It’s okay.” Finn eyed his mother suspiciously. “Did people really say you would end up together when you were my age?”

      “Yes,” Nick replied, even though he knew it wasn’t the answer Finn wanted to hear. “People thought we were adorable together—and your mother was the cutest kid who ever existed before you and Olly—and they weren’t afraid to say it to us. Your mother knows better than saying that sort of thing to you.”

      “But you did end up together,” Finn pointed out. “So all of those people were right.”

      Nick darted a look toward Maddie, suddenly uncertain. Tricky area, he said to himself. “Your mother will never say it again,” he promised. “She was just screwing around with Rowan, and it slipped out. She’s sorry.”

      “I am sorry,” Maddie insisted, meaning every word. “I really was just having a fun time with Rowan. You don’t have to worry about what I said.”

      Finn’s eyes narrowed. “What about the other stuff? What about the dreams? What about the tree house? I don’t want to hang out with those girls.”

      “You don’t have to hang out with those girls if you don’t want to,” Nick assured him. “If you want to, though, it’s okay. We’re not going to stop you.”

      “I don’t want to.” Finn said it a little too fast for it to be believable.

      Nick decided to drop that argument for now. “Let’s go back to talking about the dreams you have when you’re awake.”

      “Let’s go back to talking about Ethan’s parents,” Maddie prodded. “What did you see?”

      “Maddie.” Nick’s voice was low and full of warning.

      Maddie waved him off. “Just tell us what you saw and heard. It will be okay.”

      Still uncertain, Finn licked his lips. Then he launched into the tale.

      “The first time it happened, I was trying to go to sleep. I heard Mr. Johnson yelling at Mrs. Johnson.”

      “You were trying to go to sleep?” Maddie queried. “So, you were technically still awake.”

      “I guess … but it felt like a dream.”

      “It was a psychic flash,” Maddie explained. “It’s something I can do too. We’ll work on it when we get home so you can control it, and that way it won’t happen when you don’t want it to happen.”

      “You can do that?” Finn looked hopeful.

      “Yeah.” Maddie smiled at him. “I can do that.”

      “Neat.” Finn rubbed his hands over his jeans. “Mr. Johnson was yelling at Mrs. Johnson in the dream that maybe wasn’t a dream. She said that she didn’t sign on to marry a guy who couldn’t keep a job. She was mean and said it was bad enough that she had to spend her money to raise his kids, but she didn’t want to stay with him because he wasn’t going to make things better.”

      “And how did Mr. Johnson react?” Nick queried.

      “He was mad,” Finn replied. “Like … really, really, mad. He called her a bad word and said she did stuff with other people. She said she didn’t. They said bad things to each other.” The tortured look on Finn’s face told Maddie that he didn’t want to go into detail on the bad words.

      “It’s okay,” Maddie assured him. “You don’t have to tell us what bad words they said. Where was Ethan for all of this?”

      “Outside. He was by the fire. He could hear, but he didn’t pay attention. I don’t know how he could pretend he didn’t hear.”

      “I’m guessing he hears that sort of talk all the time and learned to tune it out,” Nick replied. “What happened after Mr. Johnson and Mrs. Johnson stopped fighting?”

      “Mrs. Johnson stormed out of the camper. She said she was leaving.”

      Nick shot Maddie a triumphant look, which had her scowling.

      “And then what?” Nick was all smiles as he regarded his offspring. “Did she walk to the other parking lot and leave in a car?”

      Finn shook his head. “No. She didn’t make it that far.”

      A sick feeling started to fill Nick’s stomach. When he darted a look toward Maddie, he found her looking smug. “What do you mean?” he asked dully, bracing himself.

      “She was walking away from the camper,” Finn explained. “Mr. Johnson was still inside. He was mad and drinking.”

      Nick rested his hand on Finn’s shoulder. “It’s okay. Whatever you saw, it’s okay. Just tell us.”

      Finn was resigned now. “Mrs. Johnson was talking to herself as she walked. She was mad. She was saying bad words too. She made it to the building but not any farther.”

      “What building?” Maddie asked.

      “The one you went into when we first got here.”

      “The office building,” Nick surmised.

      Finn nodded. “There was a shadow following after her.” He said it in a breathy whisper, as if he was afraid the shadow would appear and attack out of nowhere. “She didn’t see it until it was too late.”

      “Could you see the shadow’s face?” Nick asked. He felt sick to his stomach because Finn had been forced to see something so horrible.

      “Yeah.” Finn was near tears.

      “Was it Mr. Johnson?” Maddie asked. “Did he follow Mrs. Johnson?”

      Finn shook his head.

      “No?” Surprise ricocheted through Maddie. Then something horrifying occurred to her. “Was it Todd?” She braced herself for the answer.

      “Worse,” Finn replied.

      “Oh, no.” Nick shook his head. “It wasn’t Ethan, was it?”

      That question seemed to throw Finn. “It wasn’t Ethan. Why would you think that?”

      “Because I don’t know who else it could be,” Nick admitted.

      “It was the man who came by our camp the other day,” Finn replied. “The one with the weird hat. We weren’t supposed to be listening, but I heard him. He was looking for the girl we found today.”

      Maddie sucked in a breath. “Are you talking about Ranger Compton?”

      Finn nodded, tears flooding his eyes yet again. “He came up behind Mrs. Johnson and put his hand over her mouth. She fought him but then she stopped fighting him.”

      “And what did he do?” Nick asked gently.

      “He picked her up and carried her to a different building.”

      “A building nearby?” Maddie asked.

      “The building over there.” Finn pointed toward the far end of the campground. “It’s the building by the woods that they’ve got marked off, so nobody goes inside.”

      “Is that a fact?” Nick stared in that direction for a long time, the gears in his brain clearly working. He was serious when he turned back to his son. “Finn, I have to ask you a question. You might not like it, but I really do need to ask it.”

      Finn swallowed hard and nodded.

      “Do you think Mrs. Johnson was dead when he took her in that building?”

      Finn held out his hands. “I don’t know. She wasn’t moving.”

      “Have you seen her since?” Maddie asked. “Like … have you seen her in a different dream?”

      “No, but I think I might have heard her,” Finn replied. “I keep hearing crying. Not all the time, but when I’m trying to go to sleep, I hear it. I can’t stop hearing it until I fall asleep.”

      Maddie shot Nick a significant look. “Well, we have to look,” she said. “We can’t not look. Not now.”

      “Of course we have to look.” Nick made a disgruntled sound as he stood. “We have to be smart about it though.”

      “Meaning what?”

      “Meaning that we need a few more members of our group before we do it,” Nick replied. “We also need to make sure that our family is clear of any potential fallout when we head over there.”

      Realization dawned on Maddie. “Oh, in case Ranger Compton decides to go crazy.”

      “Yeah. I’m thinking we need to split up our group, with one section of parents taking the kids down to the lake to keep them clear, and the other group tackling the building.”

      Maddie couldn’t find fault with the plan. “Are we going right now?”

      “No, we’re going to have dinner and talk about it.”

      Maddie made a face.

      “Then we’re going right after dinner,” Nick said. “I want a plan in place. I also wouldn’t mind getting eyes on Ranger Compton before we move. Like … if we know he’s on the east side of the campground, then it would make things easier when moving on a building that happens to be located on the west side.”

      Realization dawned on Maddie. “Oh. You want to be strategic about it.”

      “I very much do. For all our sakes.”

      “Then I guess we can talk it out during dinner.” Maddie was grudging when making the offer. “No longer than that though.”

      “Don’t worry, Mad,” Nick assured her. “We’re going for Monica, and we’re doing it before darkness falls. You have my word.”
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      Maddie and Nick were calm when filling in the other parents. Because their children were only one table away—separated by nothing more than a campfire—the adults were forced to be calm in return.

      “It’s the ranger?” Genuine befuddlement ran roughshod over Jack’s face. “I just don’t understand.”

      “My guess is he either knows her or this isn’t the first time he’s done this,” Nick replied. “I think, once we know one way or another what’s going on with Monica, that we’re going to have to start digging and figure out if any other people have gone missing from this campground.”

      “Yeah.” Jack didn’t look happy with the statement. He didn’t disagree though. “We can’t leave Monica waiting. We have to go over there.”

      “That’s the plan after dinner,” Nick confirmed. “It has to be a strategic strike, though.”

      “Meaning what?” Jared demanded.

      “Meaning that I don’t want our kids out in the open when we make our move,” Nick replied calmly. “I want them away from what’s considered Main Street.”

      Realization dawned on Jared’s face. “Oh, geez. You’re afraid Compton is going to come in guns blazing.”

      “I’m mildly afraid,” Nick confirmed. “So, I have a plan.”

      “We’re all ears,” Ivy noted.

      “Good, because you and Jack figure into my plan.” Nick turned grim. “Jack and I have the closest jurisdictions. Or, well, closer than you, Jared. I think that means it’s best for us to be part of the team that goes into that building. When it’s time for us to be called as witnesses, it will be easier for us to show up.”

      “That sounds very pragmatic,” Jared replied dryly.

      “I want you to clear the street in our wake,” Nick continued. “Get everybody inside of their tents or campers. Just … get them out of the open.”

      “I can help you do that,” Quinn said. “We’ll send Shawn, Zander, Rowan, and Harper down to the water with the kids.”

      “Hold up.” Harper raised her hand. “I don’t want to be cut out of the action.”

      “Nobody wants to be cut out of the action, but we can’t all go down to that building,” Nick replied, opting for honesty. “It will look funny. We still have to explain our actions once the dust settles. For better or for worse, if Monica Johnson is dead in there, we need to have a believable story for the responding police officers.”

      Dejection dragged down Harper’s shoulders. “Fine. I hate being cut out of the action, though.”

      “Welcome to my world,” Zander drawled. “Although, in this case, I’m not unhappy to be relegated to the sidelines with the kids.”

      “I think it’s a good spot for us,” Shawn agreed. “We’ll handle all of them. You don’t have to worry.”

      “Good.” Nick bobbed his head in thanks. “As soon as dinner is over, we’ll clean up as a group. I want it to look as if we’re doing normal things. Then you guys will head to the lake with the kids. Make a big show of telling stories or something.”

      Poe’s hand shot in the air as she drifted toward the garbage can to dump her empty plate. “I have a story.”

      “Not that story,” Jared shot back. “I think we have enough drama in front of us for one evening. We don’t need that story freaking everybody out.”

      “Fine.” Poe made a face. “You’re a bunch of babies though. It’s not even that scary of a story.”

      “If you say so.” Jared turned back to Nick. “You and Jack are going to the building. I get that. Don’t you think you should take some magical help though? You know, just in case.”

      “We’re taking Maddie and Ivy,” Nick replied. “Not only will it make sense if we’re questioned by the police—we’re just two couples taking an after-dinner walk with one another—but they both will be helpful when we actually get to the building. Maddie might be able to touch something and get a picture of what’s inside, and Ivy, well, Ivy’s abilities jump around. If we need a bit of magical intervention, she’s the one most likely to be able to provide it.”

      “That group makes sense,” Jared confirmed. “Quinn and I will keep the street clear. What do you think Compton is going to do when he realizes you’re going into the building?”

      “If he’s smart, he’ll run,” Nick replied.

      “You don’t think he’s smart, though, do you?”

      “No. I think he’s going to try to explain away his actions … or silence us.”

      “There are a lot of people in this campground to silence,” Harper noted.

      “That’s why we have to be smart about this. There are more of us than them. We need to keep it together. A woman’s life depends on it.”

      “Then let’s finish up dinner and get to it,” Jared said. “The faster this is over with, the better it is for all of us.”

      “Agreed.” Nick turned back to his food. He didn’t have much of an appetite, but he was determined to go through the motions.

      The table descended into silence. Jack, of course, was the one who broke it.

      “I would just like to point out that I was right about camping turning into a disaster,” he volunteered. “My streak is still alive.” He pointed a tight smile at Ivy. “Just for the record, you’re never talking me into going camping again. This was the last time. I’m drawing my line in the sand.”

      Ivy had heard it before. “Let’s just get through the next few hours, huh?” she challenged. “We’ll talk about you being a baby when it comes to camping after that.”

      “Whatever.” Jack shook his head. “This is it. The end of an era. This is the last time you’ll see Jack Harker anywhere near a tent.”

      “Oh, geez,” Ivy muttered. “And people say I’m dramatic.”

      

      WATCHING HER CHILDREN BE LED OFF BY others, knowing that danger might strike at any moment, was almost a bridge too far for Maddie. Olly, who Shawn had lodged on his hip as they moved toward the lake, didn’t look bothered by the turn of events. She merely waved at her parents before taking off on a babble fest aimed at Shawn.

      Finn was another story, however. He looked tortured as Rowan prodded him to move with the group. She had Kai on her hip—they didn’t trust the toddlers not to wander away—but she was determined to keep Finn close too. Maddie appreciated that Rowan was so focused on Finn, given the circumstances.

      “They’ll be fine,” Nick whispered to Maddie as he stood behind her. “I don’t want you worrying about them. We need to be focused on what’s in front of us.”

      Maddie let loose a long-suffering sigh, then nodded. “Yeah. Let’s find Monica.” She was determined as they started down the road, her hand automatically shooting out to link with Nick’s for the walk.

      Nick sent Quinn and Jared significant looks as they passed—the men understood their assignments—and then pointed his attention forward. “Do you see Compton?” he asked Jack.

      “He’s over by the main office building,” Jack replied. “I’ve been tracking him for a few minutes. He’s been in and out. One thing I noticed—and maybe it’s because he caught me looking at him more than once—is that he’s been giving us extended looks all night.”

      “I keep going back to his reaction when he found out three of us were police officers,” Nick admitted. “That was after Monica went missing. At the time, he was only asking questions about Annie … and he was reasonably assured that would turn out fine because he hadn’t done anything to her. It still must have shaken him to know that we were staying in the campground all week.”

      “It makes sense that he would be worked up,” Jack agreed. “He probably thought he would be able to move Monica without anybody realizing she’d ever been in the building. Our admission about who we were threw him.”

      “And Annie going missing put extra attention on him that he didn’t want,” Nick added. “Monica could’ve left … but Monica going missing at the same time Annie went missing was a complication he didn’t want to deal with. That delayed his plans to move Monica, I’m sure.”

      “Now that Annie is back, he’ll want to move her tonight,” Maddie surmised. “That’s basically what you’re saying, right?”

      “Pretty much,” Nick confirmed. “He won’t risk keeping Monica here another day, so we have to get her out tonight.”

      “What if she’s dead?” Ivy demanded.

      “Then I’ll be really sorry,” Nick replied. “I don’t think she’s dead though. In fact, I think it’s likely Compton has very specific plans for her … and it’s nothing he could carry out here. Other than being dehydrated, and maybe battered around a bit, I think we might luck out.”

      “Now who is the naive one?” Maddie teased. She didn’t put a lot of effort behind the taunt. She was too nervous. “I really hope you’re right. Just for the record.”

      “We’re about to find out.” Nick paused on the other side of the dirt road and scanned the building in front of them. There were signs everywhere that it was off limits. When he took a step off the road and continued walking toward the building, he let loose a breath.

      It was the moment of truth.

      “Do you hear anything?” Nick asked as he pressed his ear to the side of the building. The wood was rough, but it felt old beneath his fingertips. He very much doubted the space was soundproof.

      Maddie rested her hand against the wood next to his and closed her eyes. Her magic coalesced quickly, and she sucked in a breath when a reassuring sound hit her square in the middle of the chest.

      “I can hear her heartbeat,” Maddie said quietly. “Or maybe I feel it. Either way, she’s alive in there.”

      “Well, that’s good enough for me.” Jack strode toward the door and turned the handle. To nobody’s surprise, it didn’t open. “I think we should go big,” he said to Nick.

      Nick nodded in agreement. “We need to get Monica out of there sooner rather than later.”

      “Sooner is best,” Maddie said, inclining her head down the street. Compton was in the middle of it, and he was coming in her direction. “I think we should just kick it in.”

      Jack and Nick followed her gaze, twin muscles working in their jaws.

      “Yeah, let’s just do this.” Jack raised his leg and slammed his foot into the spot next to the locking mechanism before Compton could call out to stop them. The door sprung open with minimal fuss, and he poked his head inside. His gaze immediately fell upon the disoriented-looking woman in the corner. She was bound, gagged, and didn’t look as if she was entirely certain where she was.

      “Monica,” Ivy said as she pushed past Jack. Her eyes were wide with wonder. “Crap. She really is alive.”

      “She is,” Jack agreed.

      “Part of me thought we were going to be too late,” she admitted.

      “We’re not out of this yet, honey.” Jack pressed a quick kiss to Ivy’s forehead. “How about you get Monica untied and see how she’s doing, and Nick and I will take care of Compton, huh?”

      Ivy didn’t look happy with the suggestion. “Jack, he could panic and start shooting.”

      “He could. We’re going to have to play it very carefully.”

      Ivy hesitated, but only for a moment. “Okay, but if you get hurt, I’m going to be mad.”

      “Right back at you.” Jack sent his wife a reassuring smile before returning to stand in front of the door. Compton had managed to make it to the spot directly across the road from them. He had not made a move, however.

      “What’s the plan here?” Nick queried as he regarded the ranger. “Are you going to deny knowing what’s in this building?”

      Compton blanked his face almost immediately. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. Is there something in that building? If so, then somebody is in trouble, because that building has been condemned.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Nick wasn’t impressed with the other man’s lying skills. They were weak. “Well, you’ll be happy to know that, despite being condemned, we managed to find a woman inside. She’s been tied up, looks like she was knocked around a bit, but otherwise she’s conscious and seems okay. We’re going to call the police.” Nick reached for the phone in his pocket. He expected Compton to start yelling at him or make a break for it. Instead, the ranger drew a gun Nick didn’t even know he had.

      “Let’s not be hasty,” Compton chastised. He was much more controlled than Nick had anticipated. He cocked the gun and glanced between Nick and Jack. “You two have gotten yourself into a righteous pickle now, haven’t you?”

      Nick pursed his lips as he debated the question. “I think maybe you’re the one who is in a pickle.”

      “How do you figure?” Compton moved the hand holding the gun. “I’m the only one who is armed.”

      “Yes, but we’re hardly alone,” Nick noted. “I mean … right now you’re being watched. The other people with us knew what we were going to do. We told them our suspicions before we came over here. They know what we’re doing.”

      Compton jerked his eyes in the direction of the lake. That told Nick all he needed to know. Compton had been watching them. He knew the children had been moved to the lake. Nick didn’t like that realization one little bit.

      “I think we’re going to have to come to a meeting of the minds,” Compton said in a measured tone. He was clearly working things out. “I don’t want to kill you—especially when there’s no benefit to me—but I can’t sit here and do nothing either. You’ve obviously discovered my little secret.”

      Ivy appeared in the open doorway with a shaky Monica at her side. The other woman was pale, dark circles under her eyes, and her gaze appeared dulled, telling Nick that she’d been drugged. “Monica says he’s stopped by a few times over the past few days to check on her,” Ivy volunteered. “Earlier today, he told her she was moving to her permanent home. I’m thinking this isn’t the first time he’s done this.”

      Nick’s stomach threatened to revolt. “A campground would make for a target-rich environment,” he noted. “You would’ve been able to watch campers for days before making a selection. How many people did you take from this place?”

      “Does it matter?” Compton barked. “That’s obviously over with.”

      “Oh, it’s over with,” Maddie agreed. She was caught between hatred and disgust. “How many women have you done this to?”

      “You should be glad that I take the time to study my prey,” Compton fired back. “You were of interest to me from the first moment you stepped into the office. Upon watching you with your friends and family, however, I realized that making you my next … friend … wouldn’t work. You would be missed. Nobody would believe you just wandered off.”

      Nick put a protective hand on Maddie’s shoulder. “If you look at my wife like that again, I will kill you,” he warned.

      Compton didn’t look bothered by the threat. “As I said, logistically, people wouldn’t have believed what I needed them to believe about her,” he said. “I moved on quickly. The same with the college girls. I considered them for a little bit—even after I took Monica, I was considering an upgrade—but there were just too many of them in that campground.”

      “But people would believe it about Monica because she and Randy were always fighting,” Ivy surmised, her eyes narrowed. “You read people well, don’t you, Ranger Compton?”

      “I’m fairly good at it,” he replied. He still had the gun leveled on them. “We need to come up with a compromise here if you don’t want me to start shooting,” he warned. “I can’t hang around here. You know it as well as I do. That means you’re going to have to let me go.”

      “I don’t think we can do that,” Nick replied. “There’s no stopping you from grabbing some other poor, unsuspecting woman on your way out of town.”

      “There’s not,” Compton agreed. “It wouldn’t be practical, though. I need to set up shop somewhere else. It will take time. Allowing me to leave with a promise that I won’t touch your families on my way out seems like the best option for all of us.”

      The last thing Nick wanted was to let the man go. The thought of Compton firing the gun and accidentally hitting someone was almost too much for Nick to bear, however.

      “Mad,” he started, preparing himself to break the bad news that he thought they should let Compton go. He didn’t get the rest out, however, because that’s when Jared and Quinn appeared behind the ranger.

      They were stealthy as they moved the final few steps. Compton clearly had no idea they were directly behind him because he kept his full focus on Nick.

      “What will it be?” Compton demanded.

      “I think we’re going to decline,” Nick replied. “You do what you have to do.”

      Compton’s eyes widened in surprise, but when he moved to raise the gun a few inches, he was stopped thanks to a firm hand clamping around his wrist.

      “I think that would be a mistake,” Jared offered grimly.

      Just to be on the safe side, Jack herded Monica and Ivy in one direction to get them out of the way of the gun. Nick did the same with Maddie in the other direction.

      After a few seconds, Jared had managed to wrangle the gun away from Compton, and he and Quinn had the man wrestled to the ground. Nick and Jack sprinted in to help as soon as they realized they weren’t going to be hit with an errant bullet. It didn’t take the four men long to subdue Compton, who had started ranting and raving about how they wouldn’t be able to hold him. He’d gone from calm to deranged in the blink of an eye.

      “Are you okay?” Ivy asked Monica as she shifted to take in the woman’s sallow countenance. “How do you feel?”

      “Like I’ve been through a war,” Monica replied, her gaze moving to Maddie when the blonde joined them. “Hey, I know you.”

      “You do,” Maddie confirmed. “We’ve been wondering what happened to you. I guess we know.”

      “Yeah.” Monica pressed the heel of her hand to her forehead. “I feel stupid and slow. I’m not sure what’s wrong with me.”

      “I’m pretty sure you’ve been drugged,” Maddie replied. “We’ll get the paramedics here right away though. You’re going to be fine.”

      “Okay.” Monica closed her eyes. “Did my family leave me here? Did they think I took off?” She seemed to be dreading the answer.

      “They’re still here,” Maddie replied. “I’m not sure what they believe.”

      “I thought about leaving,” Monica admitted. “Maybe that’s the problem though. Everybody leaves and nobody puts in the effort. Maybe it’s time I’m the one who puts in the effort.”

      Maddie broke into a wide grin. “That sounds like a good plan to me.”
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      Dan Rivers was the police officer first on the scene. He took one look at how everybody was spread out in front of the auxiliary building, then sprang into action.

      “You’d better hope you have a good reason for taking down the ranger,” Rivers warned, making a clucking sound with his tongue as he pulled out his cuffs. “Like … a really, really good reason.”

      “We do,” Nick confirmed. “First off, he threatened to shoot us. That was the immediate reason we took him down.”

      “I guess that’s a good reason,” Rivers acknowledged. “Why did he threaten to shoot you though?”

      “Because we found Monica Johnson in this building.” Nick pointed. “We thought we heard something when we were passing by, and he tried to stop us from looking, but we were worried enough about Monica that we didn’t listen. We found her tied up … and we’re pretty sure she’s been drugged.”

      “Is that so?” Rivers’ gaze was dark when it landed on Compton a second time. “I think that’s a pretty good reason to take someone down.” He slapped his cuffs in place, then helped Jared rearrange Compton. The ranger was practically foaming at the mouth when he met Rivers’s steady gaze.

      “I’m innocent,” Compton announced. There was a crazy glint to his eyes that was impossible to miss, but he spoke clearly enough. “I didn’t do anything. These people are framing me.”

      “And why would they do that?” Rivers queried.

      “How should I know? One of them is clearly a pervert, and the others are covering for him.”

      “Oh, that makes perfect sense,” Rivers drawled. “A pervert took his wife and kids camping with a bunch of friends who just so happened to be cops and kidnapped a woman and held her in a condemned building in a campground he’d never been to before. That sounds like a winning idea.”

      “It wasn’t me!” Compton howled.

      “Yes, it was,” Monica said in a low voice. She looked as if she’d been through a war with Ivy and Maddie bolstering her on either side. “He was threatening to take me away. He said he was going to take me someplace I would never leave, and it was up to me how happy I would be there.”

      Rivers exchanged a weighted look with Nick. “Well, that doesn’t sound like the friendliest of places, does it?” He was glaring hard when Compton met his gaze. “How many other people have moved into the place you mentioned to Mrs. Johnson and never left?”

      “I want a lawyer,” Compton gritted out.

      “Yeah, that can be arranged.”

      The group left Rivers and the officers who were busy flooding the campground to their jobs. They knew they would be questioned long into the night. For now, they took a step back. Well, everybody except Maddie, who accompanied Monica to the ambulance so she could be checked over.

      “We can get Randy and the kids,” Maddie offered as Monica climbed up onto the gurney. “We can make sure they follow you.”

      Monica nodded. “That would be nice. When I left, I thought I was leaving for good. All I could think about was them when he had me in that place though. I just wanted to get back to them.”

      Maddie nodded. She could feel a bit of magic emanating off Monica, just a trace, and she was intrigued. She was almost positive the woman had no idea she was magical. She was also positive it was Monica’s magic that had inadvertently interfered with Ivy’s locator spell. The colors she was seeing were right. “I get it. Can I ask you a question?”

      “I think you’ve earned it.” Monica managed a wan smile. “Shoot.”

      “What do you see in Randy? Like … did you know you were his fifth wife when you started dating him?”

      Monica let loose a harsh laugh. “Oh, geez, you’re funny.” She swiped at an errant tear. “You’ve also, apparently, been busy. How deep were you digging on Randy?”

      “Pretty deep.”

      “Well, what you might not have found is that he’s not a bad guy. He’s not a great guy, don’t get me wrong, but he’s not terrible. He’s just run into some bad luck, and he might drink too much. He needs to quit drinking and keep a job, but I think all those things are doable if someone shows him a bit of loyalty.”

      “And that’s what you’re planning on doing?”

      “Oddly, yeah.” Monica’s lips quirked. “I want to fix my family. I … need it.”

      “Well, I’m glad for you.” Maddie patted the woman’s arm, then looked up when she heard footsteps on the road. Someone had already notified Randy and the kids, and the three of them looked bewildered—and relieved—to realize Monica hadn’t left them after all. “I think you have your work cut out for you.”

      “Oh, I know I do.” Monica managed a half laugh. “It’s going to be difficult, but I want to do it.”

      “Then I think you’re going to do it.” On a whim, Maddie leaned in for a hug and then stepped back. “Ethan is a good boy. Try paying some attention to him.”

      Monica swallowed hard. “I will. Thank you for saving me.”

      “You’re welcome.” Maddie stepped to the side as Randy, Todd, and Ethan swooped in. They were all loud and full of tears as they fussed over Monica. The scene made Maddie smile as she stepped away.

      Since Nick and Jack were busy talking to Rivers—Compton had been moved to a patrol car for safekeeping—Maddie headed back toward the campsite. Zander, Rowan, Harper, and Shawn were back with the kids when she arrived, and everybody was worked up and eating s’mores when she took her place next to the campfire.

      “You found Mrs. Johnson?” Finn asked her. He had chocolate smeared on his cheek.

      “We did,” Maddie confirmed. “She seems to be okay. She’s with her family and heading to the hospital to be checked over I believe.”

      “Why did he take her?”

      Maddie wasn’t comfortable with the question. She didn’t believe in lying to her children, but this situation was too advanced for Finn. “He wanted someone to live in his house and do some housework for him,” she said. That wasn’t technically a lie. “He didn’t care that she already had a family.”

      “So, he was a bad man.”

      “Yes.”

      “But he worked for the good guys like Dad and Uncle Jack.”

      Another tricky topic, Maddie mused. “Yes.” She bobbed her head. “Sometimes—it’s rare, but sometimes—a bad guy will try to hide amongst the good guys. The good guys are still the good guys. It’s just occasionally there’s a bad guy too.”

      “Dad is a good guy.”

      “Always. So are Uncle Jack and Uncle Jared.”

      Finn seemed to consider it for a long time. “Will Mrs. Johnson be okay?”

      Maddie knew that things could’ve been worse, but she couldn’t judge a catastrophe that way. “I think she will be okay. Her family is still together, and they seem excited about that. I think maybe—just maybe—things will get better for all of them now.” She looked up and found Nick watching her. His expression was impossible to read.

      “Do you think I’ll get to say goodbye to Ethan tomorrow?” Finn asked, switching gears. “We’re still here for a few days, but I bet he’s leaving.”

      “I think you’re right, and hopefully, we’ll be able to swing it so you can say goodbye. I can’t make promises though.”

      Apparently, that was enough for Finn, because he hopped up and smacked a kiss against Maddie’s cheek before taking off in the direction of Lana, Olive, and Poe.

      “Where are you going?” Maddie called to his back.

      “To hang out with the girls.” Finn was sheepish. “They’re not as bad as I thought.”

      It took everything Maddie had to keep a straight face. “Well, have fun.”

      Nick took the chair his son had vacated and cast his wife a fond smile. “Apparently, girls aren’t the worst thing in the world, huh?”

      “Apparently not,” Maddie agreed. “What did Officer Rivers tell you?”

      “They’ve got people out at Compton’s house already. The Michigan State Police sent cadaver dogs. So far, they haven’t hit on anything. They have found what looks to be a cell of sorts in his basement.”

      Maddie cringed. “Nicky…” She trailed off, uncertain what to say.

      “Compton is talking,” Nick said as he took her hand and squeezed. “He’s asking for a lawyer but talking at the same time. He claims that Monica was going to be the first, although he was looking at the college girls and even silencing Randy if he became a problem, although he didn’t follow through, and he’s actually glad he got caught because he didn’t really want to go through with his plan.”

      “Rivers doesn’t believe that, does he?” Maddie demanded.

      “No, but if there aren’t any bodies out there, we probably lucked out, Mad.” Nick ran his hand over her back. “I saw Monica leave for the hospital. Randy and the kids are following behind. The paramedics said she should be okay.”

      “I’m glad. I think they’re going to try to make their family work.”

      “That’s good. While I was over there, I point-blank asked Randy what happened to Ethan’s mother. Not in front of the kid or anything, but I did ask. He says that Ethan’s mother was a drug addict, and she took off when he refused to give her any more money for her habit.”

      “Do you believe him?”

      “I do.”

      Now that the true culprit had been unveiled, Maddie believed him too. “Well, I guess that’s that. We saved the day, and we still have three days left of our camping trip to enjoy. That wasn’t too bad, huh?”

      Nick gave her a serious look. “Talk to me again in three days. If you come up with another mystery, I’m going to be furious.”

      Maddie made a chuckling noise. I’m going to be good.”

      “That’s what you said before.”

      “I mean it this time.”

      “You said that before too.”

      Maddie leaned close and rested her chin on his shoulder. “I just want to spend time with my husband and kids. I swear it.”

      “Good.” Nick kissed the tip of her nose and then turned to his right when Jack sat down. “Anything?”

      “Still no bodies at Compton’s house,” Jack replied. “I think we might’ve lucked out and nabbed a future serial killer before he got going.”

      “Well, that’s a good thing.”

      “It is.”

      Nick ran his thumb over Maddie’s knuckles. “Does the fact that we caught a serial killer before he got started change your opinion of camping?” he asked finally.

      Jack made a hilarious face. “What do you think?”

      “I think we’ll never see you near a tent again.”

      “Good guess.”

      Nick couldn’t stop himself from chuckling as he turned back to his wife. “We’re quite the team, huh?”

      Maddie nodded as she snuggled close. “Always and forever.”

      “Always and forever,” Nick agreed. “Nothing will ever break this family apart.”

      Maddie didn’t just believe it, she felt it to her bones. They’d come out victorious. Sure, she had a son who was special, and she hadn’t seen it coming, but there were worse things in life.

      Way, way worse.
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