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      “Who killed my brother, Sawyer? Who killed Casey?” Adrenaline had gotten me through this door to ask that first question, but grief gripped my chest, and I bent at the waist, unable to find my breath. I thought I’d dealt with the brutal slam of pain, but chaos rushed through my thoughts, and when someone came close, I moved away, protecting myself.

      “Drew, I’m so sorry,” Sawyer talked over the noise, reached for me, but I didn’t want to be touched. I didn’t want pity or meaningless words.

      “He’s in shock!” The words were snapped out, staccato sharp, but it wasn’t Sawyer who spoke them.

      Was I in shock? Was this what it felt like? My brother was dead. Really dead, not living a life and having a family…

      Someone gripped my shoulders. “Breathe, soldier,” they said, but they didn’t shake me. They held me absolutely still and then encouraged me to stand. “That’s it. In. Out.”

      “Do we need to call a paramedic?” Sawyer asked, caring, comforting Sawyer with his pretty words and thoughtful support.

      “Last thing he needs,” the other person said, and I unbent myself, stood upright. “Steady, soldier.”

      I blinked as I met green eyes, then scanned the room. Sawyer was close, a man next to him had his hand on Sawyer’s arm. And now there was a third person, the one who’d called me soldier and held me up.

      “Get off me,” I managed and wriggled free.

      This new arrival stepped back and away, holding his hands up. I glanced at his name badge: Hennessy.

      “Drew?” I caught Sawyer’s pained gaze, waiting for him to say something. Anything.

      “Tell me,” I pleaded and hated the weakness in my tone.

      Sawyer pushed past Hennessy and pulled me in for a hard hug, and for a brief moment, I sank into his hold, letting the grief overtake me. Then reality kicked me in the ass, and I fought the hold to step back and put some distance between us. Fuck if I was going to lose my shit again.

      Sawyer glanced at who’d been holding his arm. He was dressed like a college student in board shorts and a T-shirt covered in diamanté.

      “This is Chris, my partner,” he explained as if it mattered.

      “I’m so sorry for your loss…” Chris extended a hand.

      I didn’t take it. I didn’t care who he was or what he was doing here because I didn’t have the mental capacity for manners. I waited for Sawyer to tell him to leave, only Chris shuffled closer to Sawyer, and their hands brushed in an unconscious show of support, which made my heart hurt. The cop, Hennessy, stepped back and beyond my peripheral vision. I reacted automatically to move to the wall so I could see everyone. You can’t fight what you can’t see.

      “We need to talk. They need to go.”

      Sawyer stared at me. Then he bumped arms with Chris. “It’s okay. I’ll call you,” Sawyer murmured, and Chris sidestepped Hennessy to leave the room.

      Chris spoke again as he left, but I was dizzy with questions, and I rubbed my chest to ease the hurt.

      “Logan, you can leave us,” Sawyer added.

      Next to me, Hennessy stiffened. This guy, all tall and muscled, wasn’t moving, and I immediately categorized him as dangerous. There was stubborn determination in the steady focus of his green-eyed gaze and the tilt of his chin. Finally, after he gave me a shit ton of nonverbal indications that he didn’t want me causing shit, including a narrowing of his eyes and a frown, he left.

      “Does no one shut fucking doors around here?” I knocked the wood with one of my mud-covered boots until the handle clicked and we had privacy. “What happened?” No point in hanging around. I wanted to know who’d killed my brother and why.

      “Would you like coffee? A cold drink?” Sawyer gestured to a chair this side of a wide desk.

      I shook my head. “Just tell me.” Sitting was not an option. I had way too much nervous energy spiking in my system.

      He nodded, and I saw him swallow and knew instinctively that this was going to be the worst kind of news. “Part of the investigation into remains found under Kissing Bridge led us to investigate the cave system, down the largest of the sinkholes.”

      “Which one? Do you mean Hell’s Gate?” We’d called it that as kids, after a fire-and-brimstone sermon from Pastor Bill, given so that every Lancaster Falls kid would stay away from the dangers of disintegrating ground and sudden drops.

      “Yes, that was where we found him.”

      “And he’s been there all this time?” I coughed to clear the awful mix of pain and grief in my voice.

      Sawyer hesitated and side-eyed the big board full of pictures and names and, curiously, several sheets of blank paper. He moved between me and the board as if he could stop me from seeing what I’d already observed and partially summarized in my head.

      I’m black ops for a reason.

      “Drew, you should sit down.” Sawyer wasn’t asking, but I couldn’t move. “In circumstances like these⁠—”

      “Don’t talk to me like I’m a stranger, Sawyer. I can handle whatever you have to say to me.” I was lying, but then, I’d gotten very good at that.

      He hesitated a moment. “A lot of it is confidential⁠—”

      “But I’m his next of kin.”

      “No, your mom⁠—”

      “Don’t bullshit me.”

      “You have to trust me when I say that we’re doing our job⁠—”

      My temper flared then. “Since when have the cops in this town ever done their fucking jobs?” I waited for him to shout back after provoking him, and I wanted him to yell at me, but all he did was shake his head.

      “I’m in charge here now.” Abruptly he sounded tired. “And you have to trust me,” he added, but there was caution in his words.

      “Fuck’s sake, who put Casey in Hell’s Gate? Who are your suspects? What are the forensics telling you? Where do we start with this?”

      “There’s nothing you can do. Nothing any of us can do. We’re waiting on extensive forensics, and hell, Drew, I wish I had more to tell you.”

      “You should be out there interviewing people, interrogating those who saw him last, making arrests, so what the hell are you actually doing?” I knew the question had hit its mark when the nerve by Sawyer’s left eye twitched.

      “I’ve talked to everyone. It’s ongoing, and there’s nothing else I can add.”

      And there it was, stubborn-as-fuck Sawyer Wiseman, up in my face in Captain Sandoval’s old office as if doing that was going to make me back down. He was walking the line between compassionate friend and cop, and right now, I needed to talk to the cop because the other was of no use to me. There were no remnants of our teenage friendship. We were standing there as adults. More than ten years had passed, and we all had different lives now.

      “Show me what you’ve got so far,” I issued the ultimatum and waited. “Crime scene photos, autopsy information, witness statements, photographs.”

      “We don’t have the full forensic analysis back yet⁠—”

      “Crime scene photos, then.”

      “No. Shit, Drew. I can’t… you don’t want to see.”

      “Let me see.” So I know this is true.

      He sidestepped a little, revealing the top left corner of the board and Casey’s smiling face. “I can’t have it up there,” he explained, then reached for a folder on his desk and clutched it to his chest. “I shouldn’t show you any of this. Please don’t do this,” he begged.

      “I need to see,” I lied. I didn’t need to see anything, but I had to know Casey being gone was real.

      He pulled out a black-and-white photo and handed it to me. The inside of the cave, marks and numbers on the floor, and on a shallow shelf were the remains of a person, held together with scraps of fabric. Bile burned my throat, but I carefully passed the photo back to Sawyer.

      “It’s definitely Casey?”

      “Your mom… there were tests… and a watch. Yes, it’s Casey for sure.”

      “And where’s… the body… his remains… where’s Casey now?”

      Sawyer wouldn’t meet my eyes. “Still with the coroner. His body hasn’t been released for burial.” I didn’t need him hesitating and thinking things through right now. I needed him to talk with passion and truth and to tell me what he thought had happened to Casey.

      Grief welled up again. Casey is dead. Casey is gone.

      “He’s my brother.” I lowered my voice and gestured to the boards on Sawyer’s wall. I’d already seen way too much, but it hit me that there wasn’t much pinned up there about Casey aside from that photo of him smiling, the one they’d used in the newspapers and the missing person notices. Slightly blurred, it had been cut from a photo of him and me, and if I checked close enough, I could see the tip of my shoulder next to his. I’d read what I could on my phone whenever I had Wi-Fi and knew he’d been found in the vicinity of a heap of bones, but if a novice examined the board, it would’ve seemed that the main focus was on the unidentified remains of whomever was there with him.

      “I know he’s your brother.” Sawyer’s tone was gentle, but I couldn’t let his sympathy unseat me.

      “How did he end up in the sinkhole?”

      “We don’t know.”

      “But you have a working theory, right?” He winced again, and I pressed ahead. “How did he die?”

      “As I said, we haven’t had the full forensics⁠—”

      “Was he shot? Knifed? Beaten?” Or worse, so much worse.

      “We’re not in a position to speculate,” he evaded. “We’ll have to wait until we get the reports back.”

      “Then what do you know?”

      “Shit, Drew.” He appeared to be struggling with something, and I stopped talking for a moment to hear what he had to say. “There were abrasions and broken bones.” He cleared his throat. “Injuries that the coroner said, off the record, were consistent with blunt force trauma.”

      “Did he commit suicide?” My breath hitched. “Did he jump into Hell’s Gate?”

      “He said they could be caused by a fall but that the distance of the fall wouldn’t support the extensive injuries. That was the extent of it, but no, I don’t think he jumped.”

      I pressed a hand to my chest, willing my heart to keep beating. “If he didn’t die from the fall, then what else could have caused his death?”

      “Maybe a car?" He said this as if it wasn’t one of his working theories and was just some random thing he’d thought of.

      “Wait! Casey was hit by a car?”

      “We don’t know that for sure⁠—”

      “It makes sense. The Kirklands saw him on the road⁠—”

      “They didn’t see anything but him leaving town. I wish I had more to tell you, Drew.” He sighed and glanced at the board. “There’s nothing you don’t already see here. It’s the same people on our lists that the PD interviewed when he first disappeared. We’re following procedure.”

      I closed my eyes for a moment. “People back then were asked questions about a young guy who’d left town of his own accord, not about a man whose body was dumped into a sinkhole. You need to talk to all of them again.”

      He leaned forward, his eyes glinting. “You have to trust me⁠—”

      “No, I don’t. The cops in this town do nothing for the likes of us, and you’re probably no better.”

      “I know my job⁠—”

      “And what about his friends? Have you talked to them as well?”

      “Of course we have. That was the first thing on my list.”

      “And what did they say?”

      His jaw tightened. “As I said, I’m working my way down the list⁠—”

      “Fuck you and fuck this town,” I snapped. “Fuck you all for not giving a shit about Casey⁠—”

      He rounded on me, standing toe to toe. It seemed as if compassion had vanished enough for him to distance himself.

      “Get some air, Drew, and then visit with your mom.” He was talking to me as if I was a child.

      Also, seeing Mom was the very last thing I wanted to do right now. “I’ll get cleaned up and be back in an hour.”

      “Don’t come back today. I don’t want you here until you’ve calmed down.”

      “I’m not sitting on my ass, doing nothing.”

      He massaged his temples, actively attempting to rein in his reactions. “Are you staying with your mom?”

      “No.”

      “Okay, get a room at Josh’s hotel.”

      “Yeah, that would go down well,” I snapped

      Compassion flashed in his eyes, but however hard he looked, he would only ever see anger in mine. “He’s been trying to get hold of you for a long time to talk to you about what happened. It was a different world then, and you were just as messed up as he was. Maybe you should think about him and realize you owe Josh time to⁠—”

      “I don’t owe anyone anything!” I shoved him. He crashed back against the desk. Years of pain overrode any friendship. He shoved me back, but I was convinced he’d never back down, and I was ready for him. I gripped his arm and shook him. “This is Casey’s body, and I need to know⁠—”

      The rest of my words were lost as the door flew open, and someone grabbed me from behind and face-planted me on the desk, twisting one of my arms behind my back. I tensed and tried to flip him off, but not even the moves I’d perfected over the years could shift whomever had me locked and pressed to the wood.

      “Captain?” Hennessy snapped. “You okay?”

      This Hennessy guy was clearly as strong as he looked. I kicked back at him but couldn’t find purchase.

      “Get the fuck off me.” Hell, I wouldn’t have hurt Sawyer however much of an asshole of a cop he was, and something in my tone must have signaled I wouldn’t fight because Logan eased his hold. Rookie mistake. I was up in seconds and pushed Hennessy against the evidence board, my hand on his throat.

      I was face-to-face with a soldier; it took one to know one. He was solid muscle under my hands, albeit lean, his green eyes glittering dangerously. He managed to land a blow to my stomach, and it stole my breath, but I didn’t let it stop me until he twisted in such a way that he had the upper hand once more, his thigh holding me in place. Another shove from me and I had him against the wall again, and this time his composure slipped, and temper edged into his expression.

      “Logan! Fuck, Drew, stop! Enough!” Sawyer shouted and pushed his way between us, but not before this Logan guy, this emerald-eyed small-town cop, had evaded my hold with a sharp action that had me convinced I was right about him being trained. Sawyer separated us and held a hand to each of our chests. “Logan, back off. It’s okay.” He faced me head on. “Not like this, Drew. Come back when you’ve cooled down.”

      Temper burned inside me. “This is some fucking bullshit.” My voice cracked with emotion. Sawyer’s eyes widened, and I swore the Logan guy growled. I held my hands up. “I’m done here,” I snapped before he saw through the anger to the acid that ate at me every day. I strode past the soldier-cop and headed through a maze of desks, passing the still openmouthed administrator, and finally reached the wall of oppressive heat outside. I tried to inhale fresh air, but there wasn’t anything like that out here. It felt as if a storm was brewing. The air was thick with electricity. It was sticky, hot, intense and endless pressure, and I didn’t want to be here.

      I sensed someone was following me and assumed it was Sawyer and I reluctantly turned to face my childhood friend. Only it wasn’t him but Hennessy who’d followed me out. Him with the model looks and the lean muscles and the stance of a man who knew how to handle himself.

      “What!” I demanded because if this asshole didn’t get out of my face, then I couldn’t be held responsible for what I did next.

      “We both get how you’re feeling, okay?” he said evenly.

      I wanted to punch him right there in the street, so much pent-up guilt, grief, and aggression spiraling inside me. “You have no fucking idea⁠—”

      “Sawyer knows. I know,” he repeated.

      I stared at him, dumbfounded. No one shared the pain I had right now. No one could understand the temper that warred with the grief in a battle so hard that I felt drained.

      I stepped toward him, but he didn’t flinch. In a last-minute change of mind, I turned away from him, stalked around the station and to the park, the weight of his gaze following me. I knew he couldn’t have spent the first twenty years of his life in this town. He’d arrived after I’d left, so what did he know about the real Lancaster Falls? Or me? Or Casey? Or the friendship that Sawyer and I had once had? He couldn’t know any of it and it was one more thing that didn’t fit with the brightly covered awnings on Main or the fragile ironwork around the park. What car could have hit my brother? How had he ended up in the sinkhole? Who’d put him there? Had he been in an accident and wandered into the trees?

      No, the sinkhole is a long way from the road.

      I dodged every person I saw, thankful for the heat that was keeping people indoors. Still, I bet word had already begun to spread. God knew where I was heading. Not to my mom’s, not to my old friends, just back to the car.

      He’s back.

      There was always something off with Drew McGuire, the way he left town like that.

      His mom was heartbroken at losing both her sons.

      And much worse than any character summary was the unspoken question every person in this damn town held inside.

      Is it just me who thinks that it was all Drew’s fault?

      Do you think he killed his brother?
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      Drew McGuire was in a world of hurt. I didn’t have to be an expert to see the horror that flooded him or the pain he tried to rub from his chest. When he’d arrived and stalked past the file room straight to Sawyer’s office, all I’d been able to see was the side view of a big man clearly armed, dressed in fatigues, covered in dust and dirt.

      Tate had stopped me from rushing into Sawyer’s office, with a hand to my arm. “It’s Drew McGuire, Casey’s brother. They’re friends. He won’t hurt Sawyer.”

      Forgive me if seeing an armed man storm into the captain’s office causes an adrenaline surge that puts me in fight mode. Not to mention Chris was in there, and he was a civilian. I’d gently but firmly removed Tate’s hold on me and stalked into the room, hovering at the door, and then the soldier who was primed to fight a war, crumpled in front of me. I’d seen panic before. I knew the suffocating feeling as the chest tightened. I knew he had to breathe through the horror, but he didn’t want me near him. He didn’t want anyone near him.

      I’d stood down because Sawyer had asked me to, but I still hovered close to the office in the event that Drew was reacting to the news that we’d found his brother in ways no one could imagine and everything went to hell.

      Then, in a panicked moment torn by shouting, Drew was shoving Sawyer, and I was back in the room before he’d even gotten a second punch in. I was still aching now from the fact that I’d just gone toe to toe with a soldier who probably didn’t have a fucked-up knee like me. When he’d pressed me to the wall with his fingers at my throat, I’d had a way out of it, but I’d seen the warrior in front of me and chose the path of surrender until he’d gotten himself under control. Only he’d pushed even harder, and I had to fight back until Sawyer got between us.

      And now I watched Drew stride away, heading out of town to god knew where, I had to fight the instinct to follow him. He wore danger like a cloak. Was he going to cause trouble in my town? Was he going to visit old friends and neighbors and accuse them of murdering his brother? Was he still in shock? Did he need medical attention?

      The mystery of the bones in the reservoir had consumed the town to the point where it was the only thing people wanted to talk about. Sometimes that gave me clues about how the town worked, little bits of information fed to me in the café when I met the pastor’s wife picking up a flat white, or in Calabresi’s when Nonna gave her perspective on Casey’s last day, or Nicky with her theories about the bones under Kissing Bridge.

      Unfortunately, the mystery had gripped the town in ways too awful to contemplate when accusations were thrown and one of us had to get involved. Last week, on a normally quiet Wednesday, I’d broken up a heated debate that was getting physical. Right outside the church, a group had gathered around the journalists standing by Casey’s shrine, and not all the group was from Lancaster Falls. They were a bunch of college students doing an Instagram story about ghosts, for fuck’s sake. The discovery of the remains had drawn all kinds of people to the town. These were the people who just wanted to gawk, driving through what had been labeled ‘the Pennsylvania murder town’ and parking their cars up on the road bridge, staring down at the bed of Iron Lake.

      Then, last Thursday, I’d been called to stop a family using metal detectors in the very center of the drained reservoir. They’d seemed to think it was the perfect day out for them and their three kids, searching for clues to a mystery. God knew what they would have done if their six-year-old daughter had found a bone. The therapy bills would have been eye-watering.

      The only bright point was that at least the mystery of the bones, and Casey, had left the news cycle headlines and, touch wood, the town had been quiet the past six days—until, of course, Drew had turned up.

      Now we had a whole new issue because here was a man who was trained not to stop until he’d found a solution. I’d done my research in my quest to find out more about Casey’s family. He was out of Fort Sam Houston in Texas, but there wasn’t much on his record that was open to me other than that he was a soldier. The absence of information made me think there was more to him than met the eye, and not even my old Ranger buddies could throw any light on him.

      I’d been out of the army for nearly two years now, on a medical discharge, and had landed an instant and permanent role in Lancaster Falls, hundreds of miles from Queens. It was also as far from the heat of the desert as I could manage, only to be standing here in the middle of the hottest summer on record, but hell, at least I was trained for it. Seeing Drew in fatigues had come with a flood of emotion and memories that left me shaky with the weight of it all. I’d been a career soldier, fully intending to do my years, and when that had been taken from me, I’d promised myself I wouldn’t look back, but the way Drew held himself? There had been an insane need in me to sit him down and demand he talk to me about where he’d come from to get here and what it was like and…

      I sighed as he turned the corner and vanished, and slipped on my sunglasses, the glare of the sun on the asphalt relentless. He was a man on the edge, and it was my job to make sure the town was safe.

      “Officer Hennessy?” I knew that voice, and right now, it wasn’t the best of times to have to talk to Nicky Farmer. She’d made herself a celebrity in this town after finding the skull, and each time she told the story, it became more and more like a scene from one of Chris’ horror books. Unfortunately, the fact that she’d been there on day one meant she now attempted to report any and all issues in town.

      “Ma’am.” I remained polite and waited for her gossip-of-the-day speech wrapped up in a conversation that started out innocently enough and morphed into wild speculation. I’d learned very quickly that it was best to let her speak. She would wind herself up a good head of steam and then just as quickly she’d leave when she’d made whatever point she was trying to make.

      “Did you see the clouds?” she asked and nodded to the west of town where a storm had been threatening and then waning for days.

      “I did, ma’am.”

      “Seems like something has to break the tension in this town.” She waved a hand in front of her face. “I heard that West Falls has to bring in emergency water right now,” she added, and to a casual passer-by, it would seem as if she was just shooting the breeze. I knew her better than that.

      “Absolutely.” I gave nothing away.

      “So anyway, I was told Drew McGuire is back in town,” she kind of half asked, half stated and watched me closely. I wasn’t going to deny anything; the rest of the town must know if Nicky was aware.

      “He is.”

      She pressed her fingers to her lips. “Poor Drew,” she finally said and let out a long sigh. “And poor Iris. I know she regrets how he never came home… after, you know…” If she was expecting me to say something, then she’d be disappointed. We stared at each other, and eventually, she backed down with a flash of disappointment in her eyes. “Anyway, that wasn’t what I wanted to talk to you about.”

      “It wasn’t?” Kill me now.

      “Well.” She patted her hair and lowered her voice. “My best friend, Petra, you remember her?” She didn’t pause to let me answer, but I knew Petra from yoga, and she was the quiet to Nicky’s whirlwind of noise and energy. “Her friend’s nephew is a journalist, or at least his degree will be journalism, but that’s neither here nor there.” She took a breath. “He was here with some friends, taking photos for a cutting-edge story on the bones and had a run-in with Old Man Gray down past his place toward Iron Lake.”

      Even though this nephew shouldn’t have been traipsing around old paths that were marked as no entry, the fact that Adam Gray had been seen was something of a surprise. I’d been in town a while now, and I hadn’t met him yet—officially or unofficially. Sandoval had run welfare checks on the guy a few years back, about the only compassion our old captain had shown, but other than that, nothing. All I knew was what Sawyer had told me—that he was a recluse, former military, a veteran, and kept to himself.

      Okay, I’ll play. “What exactly did Adam Gray say to your friend’s nephew?”

      She blinked at me as if I’d thrown her by asking a question.

      “Oh, my.” She fluttered her hands. I swore if she hadn’t been wearing jeans and a T-shirt and standing in this decade, I could imagine her in a southern belle dress, fluttering a fan. “He threatened to call the cops on these kids. Thought you could look into it.”

      Was the nephew a kid or a young man heading to college? She seemed to waver between the two. Threatening to call the cops on a person who was getting too close to his place for comfort seemed like a reasonable response, but the way Nicky was making it sound was as if he’d threatened to kill the boy.

      “We will, ma’am.”

      “So you’ll follow up on my report?” She was trying for innocence, but I could see the calculation in her eyes. She was waiting for me to confirm or deny so she could start telling the town about police action on Adam Gray.

      “What’re you both standing out here for?” Heather asked, arriving back from lunch with coffees and thankfully interrupting the discussion with Nicky.

      “Heather, how are you?” Nicky trilled enthusiastically. “I heard you’re going to be a grandmother soon. I can’t wait to be old enough to be a grandmother.”

      I waited for Heather to flay her alive, but the same as all of us at the PD, Heather had her coping strategies where Nicky was concerned.

      “I wish we could stay and talk, but we have reports to file,” Heather said and smiled with about as much sincerity as a politician holding a baby.

      “Of course, of course.” Nicky waved her hands again, then smiled at us. “Keep up the good work and let me know if I can help the police with their inquiries.”

      “Ma’am,” I acknowledged. We watched her leave, saw her catch the attention of another poor victim on the corner of Derwent and Lincoln, where she was no doubt explaining that she’d spoken to the police about a confidential matter.

      Heather handed me a coffee as we walked back inside. “Inquiries into what?”

      “Adam Gray threatened to call the cops on someone who broke through the cordon to go the back way down to Iron Lake. Oh, and more interestingly, you should know Drew McGuire is in town.”

      Her eyes widened comically. “Andrew? He’s here?”

      “Nicky knows, so I can’t believe no one told you in the last thirty minutes.”

      She shook her head. “A lot of whispering was happening outside the deli, but they all stopped when I walked past. Is he in with Sawyer?”

      “No, he arrived, there was shouting, and he’s long gone.”

      “But he’s still in town?”

      I opened the door for her, and the welcoming cool air of the AC made my skin prickle. If I knew anything, it was that Drew would hole up somewhere and reassess what he was doing and form a plan of action. “I assume so.”

      I just needed to be sure I was there when whatever he planned was put into action.

      “For real, Drew McGuire.”

      “In the flesh,” Tate interjected from his desk. “In his fatigues, all scraggly beard and long scruffy hair, real Desert Storm. Probably came straight from wherever he’d been stationed and just turned up out of the blue. Threw Sawyer for sure.”

      I wasn’t even going there on Tate’s description of Drew and the use of Desert Storm, but I guessed the analogy fit. His fatigues were the colors of the desert—browns and creams—and he did look the part of someone who’d been in the middle of nowhere. As I removed my glasses and hooked them on my shirt pocket, I wondered what his story was.

      “Jesus,” she breathed. “Sawyer and Drew go way back.”

      I rolled my sore shoulder, recalling Drew’s weight pinning me to the wall, his blue gaze boring into mine. “He was in shock, definitely shock, and we should keep an eye on him.”

      “Did the captain actually say that?”

      “No, but…” How did I explain that I knew men like Drew, that I’d seen a determination in him that he would do anything? “Drew is dangerous right now, and we only just cleared out the journalists here for the bones and a body. If Nicky knows, then you can bet half the population is aware he is here.”

      “He’ll stick out like a sore thumb,” Tate pointed out, and I couldn’t argue.

      “He will,” Heather agreed. “He’s an urban legend around here, the kid who left to join the army, the suspicion that surrounded him that he might have been the one to make Casey leave. Not that I put any store in it, but you know what small towns are like.”

      Not so much, but one thing I did know was that Drew being here was going to cause trouble.

      “Sawyer has shut himself in his office, and Chris is in there,” Tate explained. “I bet Josh will be here in—” The front door flew open, and a harried Josh marched in, bypassing us and heading straight for Sawyer’s room. He peered through the glass and went in.

      “Told you,” Tate murmured.

      I knew that Sawyer, Josh, and Drew were best friends. I’d learned that at poker the first night I’d gone when I queried about the empty chair at the table.

      It’s for Drew.

      Josh came out of the office first, his expression bleak, followed by Chris, who stopped by Tate and exchanged silent looks before heading out.

      “One of us should check on the captain,” Heather murmured close to me.

      I agreed, waiting for her to suggest she’d go in. Instead, she backed away, and Tate became very busy banging around under his desk, which I guessed meant it was up to me.

      I could see Sawyer through the glass. He had his back to me, staring out the window, his arms wrapped around him and his head bowed.

      “Let’s give him five, and I’ll go in.”

      Heather seemed relieved that I’d taken on that job, and I did as I said, spent five minutes researching Adam Gray, whom Nicky had spoken about. Then, with coffee in hand, I knocked on his door and waited.

      “Come in.”

      He was still staring out the window. “Captain?” There were a lot of questions buried in that single word. Was he okay? Was he pissed at me fighting back? Did he think Drew had a right to push him? Was he worried about Drew?

      He turned to face me, his gaze raking from my head to my chest and back. “Jeez, Logan, are you okay?”

      “I’m good. Sorry for⁠—”

      “It’s fine,” he dismissed with a wave of his hand. “Heat of the moment, an unpredictable force that you dealt with impeccably.”

      “He left toward the center. Did you want me to track him down and⁠—”

      “No, leave it for now. Let him be until he comes back and we can talk properly.” There was hope in Sawyer’s voice as if he expected things to be any different next time around.

      The pain and shock Drew must have been feeling didn’t bear thinking about, and he was channeling it all into aggression. A man with a warrior’s heart could push all other emotions aside until there was nothing left of his humanity. I’d seen it before, and it was happening right in front of my eyes.

      “Is there anything you need, sir?”

      Sawyer faced the evidence board with all the photos and notes, the ones he and Chris had just put up there, along with the empty pages where the identities of the remains would go if the forensic anthropologist found anything of note.

      “I want this gone from my town,” he said softly. “I just wish I knew where to start.”
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      I’d parked on the edge of town, backed up into a space down an overgrown lane that used to head to Iron Lake. No one would bother me here, and I doubted very much any cop in Lancaster Falls ventured far from their office, let alone down the back roads to the reservoir. The authorities in Lancaster Falls never used to do a damned thing. It was the old boys’ network through and through from Captain Sandoval to the grip the Stokes and Dwyer families had on the town, to the mess in my own family tree. But to find out that Sawyer Wiseman was the captain in this podunk town in the ass-end-of-nowhere was a shock on top of everything else. He’d wanted to be a cop in Chicago. That was all he’d talked about that last winter we were together, but to end up a cop in Lancaster Falls? That was some fucked-up shit.

      Every muscle ached, from exhaustion, from fighting Hennessy, from the horror of what I’d seen, and for a while, I sat in the car and stared out the window. I didn’t properly remember how I’d gotten to Lancaster Falls; it was a blur. It had taken days to organize leaving the country we’d been in, another week to actually arrive in the US. I’d landed, there was a car, and I recalled I’d driven the distance to Lancaster Falls. I knew the mechanics of it, but the execution of the hours spent traveling was hazy. All these years of denial, of trying to find Casey, of hoping and praying that he was out there living his life away from the town he hated, had vanished into smoke.

      I left my car, pulled the brim of my cap low over my face, although I was sure a lot of people had noticed me from the way I was dressed. I still had the dust of war on me, and my beard and hair were tangled and messy, not to mention the fatigues and heavy boots and the rucksack on my back. Nothing could’ve screamed more that I was a soldier.

      Stuck in time, the town was a mix of quaint stores with awnings, an old movie theatre, and buildings with empty storefronts. Some things had changed, though. Wells and Jones, a store that had stocked everything from dollar toys to needles and thread was gone, and in its place was a café of sorts with its shutters pulled and a closed sign on the door. By the run-down look of it, I thought it was closed on a permanent basis, and the main sign had peeled back to reveal the W and E of Wells. So many memories of Josh, Sawyer and me causing trouble in there. We’d been cheeky little kids, bartering cleaning the sidewalk for candy and soda, and thinking that the ice-cold drinks we would get were worth every moment.

      I stopped at the old oak tree by the doctor’s office. This was the same tree that had survived Josh driving his heap of a Camaro into it when he was sixteen. He’d been attempting to do something memorable for his girl, Sadie, but then getting her pregnant was a much more permanent action. For a brief shining moment when I’d gone into Sawyer’s office, I had a glimpse of the old Sawyer in front of me, the one who’d been my best friend. But he wasn’t that person anymore; he was in uniform and had grown into his own skin, a man now instead of a boy. With him and Josh, we’d been the inseparable three, often the older Luca hanging out with us, on the rare occasion maybe Casey or Sawyer’s brother, Alec.

      Our friendship was tied to the past, and at the core, it had always been Sawyer, Josh, and me.

      Once I wouldn’t have hesitated in asking Sawyer to do anything: climb the tallest tree, jump off Kissing Bridge into the dark waters of Iron Lake, or stand as close to the edge of the eerie sinkholes where only Hell lay below. He’d always been the sensible one, but then Josh and I had needed that steady, thoughtful presence when we were kids, and Sawyer inevitably agreed to do everything in the end anyway.

      It was a shame he’d drunk the Kool-Aid now and had become part of the establishment, likely taking bribes to keep the town running. What a waste of a good guy.

      But… how come Sawyer got to have normal?

      When I moved on and reached the town clock, it hit me that I’d made an entire loop of the south side of Lancaster Falls and that I was way too close to Calabresi’s and that freaking shrine to Casey outside the church. Bypassing those reminders of loss, I deliberately kept to the other side of Main and only crossed the road when I knew I wouldn’t see my brother’s name and that I wouldn’t be anywhere near the restaurant where I’d last seen him alive. Two people attempted to stop and talk to me—I refused to catch their gaze or give them any idea I wanted to exchange words about the weather or the town or Casey.

      Least of all Casey.

      Still, I knew it wouldn’t be long until everyone knew I was here.

      I’d fucked up big-time with Sawyer. I should have gone into the office all calm and focused and not lost my head. I shouldn’t have gotten up close and personal with Hennessy, or as I liked to categorize him: the annoying asshole who caught me unawares and pinned me to a table.

      The impact I’d made on the office would likely get passed around, and by nightfall, it wouldn’t just be a couple of townspeople but every single person who would know that the McGuire kid was back in town. The young man who’d left without warning, with no reasons given as to why he’d run.

      I ended the circuit in an overgrown parking lot blocked by a fallen tree, not entirely aware of where I’d been heading. Only when I got there and stopped walking, I knew why my subconscious had made me go that way. From there, I could see where I’d grown up, on the corner of Lancaster and Derwent, a stone’s throw from where the Wisemans lived and two streets from Josh’s family. The old place was still the same: lemon-yellow-painted siding, perfect cream drapes on pristine windows, a stoop so clean I bet a person could eat their dinner on it. Mom hated that people thought less of her, and even after Casey had vanished and she’d lost her way in life, her house was the one thing she’d kept up.

      She might have stopped living life, but at least the house looked good in case Casey came home. Somehow the two of us had muddled through for a year, but she’d cried so much, and hysterical with fear, she’d laid a ton of guilt on me about not finding Casey.

      I knew she wanted to take the words back as soon as they’d left her mouth, but she’d been right. I could’ve stopped Casey from leaving. I should’ve tried to understand what was going on with him. I’d run from the house that night, I’d looked out to my friends for support, found Josh, and when he’d told me Mom was right and that he’d told the cops what he suspected about me, I’d realized I couldn’t trust anyone. I could only pretend everything was okay for so long when people kept pointing at me with whispers and lies. Casey was gone. I’d been the last one to talk to him. He was missing, presumed dead, and I was still there as a reminder of his loss.

      I understood Mom’s grief, but the pressure of it all was too much. She was better off without me as a reminder.

      Why didn’t you stop him? And worse, what did you say to make him leave?

      I shook my head clear of the memories, forced my hands into my pockets, and stepped back into the shade cast by the wall, leaning there and staring at the cloudless blue sky. Casey had been Mom’s favorite—he looked like my dad. She said he was the image of him, with the same gentle nature, but me? I was nothing like Dad, more like my mom, and I’d been the troublemaker, the one who, along with Sawyer and Josh, had apparently caused my mom’s hair to turn prematurely gray.

      It used to be she could laugh it off, and sometimes I felt the love, like the times she’d stood up to people who had problems with some of the crap I’d pulled. After Casey had gone, though, she’d had a vacant expression where there should have been love. I’d fucked things up to get attention, and in the end, it had driven us apart.

      My solution had been to join the army, but doing that was less about growing up and becoming my own man and more about stepping away from the accusations and mistrust.

      I kicked a stone, and it catapulted high and spiraled into a mess of weeds under the window under the old offices.

      “Fuck,” I cursed, and grief gripped me as it had done so many times since I’d arrived back here. I couldn’t think of Lancaster Falls as home. This wasn’t a town I wanted to be in right now. Afghanistan. Syria. Russia—anywhere but here would’ve been better.

      I stared up at my childhood home, and the window where my bedroom used to be, the only room at the front of the house, with the large bathroom next to it. The window was just above the porch, and the times I’d climbed down there were too numerous to count. It wasn’t always just me, though. Casey’s room was at the back of the house, and he’d come through my room to climb down, sometimes with me, sometimes on his own with the devil in his eyes. He wasn’t as perfect as Mom liked to remember him, but he was my brother, and I never told his secrets.

      Imperfect, funny, irreverent, then quiet, a bookworm, thoughtful, a wonderful dancer, a wicked model maker.

      My brother.

      The spasm of pain in my chest escaped in a cough, and I covered my mouth, refusing to let the grief leak from where it was carefully and completely hidden. I’m a man now.

      The front door opened, and I stiffened in the shadows, waiting for my mom to come out. She was the same as I remembered, just older, softer in the face.

      She locked the door behind her and then stopped for a second by the gate to glance back at the house.

      Why wasn’t I going over there? Why didn’t I grow some balls and ask why I was never enough to help her broken heart heal? It would be easy to do, and I could even imagine her response; word by word, I knew she would have excuses and accusations, and we would end up walking in opposite directions with everything still broken between us.

      What would a better man have done? He wouldn’t have stood cowering in the shadows, scared to confront his past. I wasn’t a coward. I was a man with a purpose, and the past was something I had to tackle, to find out what had happened to my brother. Striding across the street with a hundred things I wanted to say to Mom was one thing, but seeing her face when she turned and the tears in her eyes was a knife to the heart. She went white and swayed, and instinctively I reached out to hold her steady. She caught my hand and held it so tight I thought she might never let go.

      “Andrew.” She sobbed the word and caught my other hand until we were under her porch roof as close as we could be without hugging. “They said you were here… they… they found Casey.”

      “I know, Mom.” Grief balled in my chest as we shared the pain. We stood in that embrace for a long time as she wept against my shirt, and I held her. When she finally let me go, she looked so broken that all I wanted to do was scoop her up and say that everything was going to be okay.

      “Drew?” Now she sounded uncertain. “Will you come into the house so we can talk?”

      I glanced at the front door, memories of the day I’d left town slamming into me and making me nauseous. She held my hand, but it didn’t matter. Nothing was going to get me through that door. There were too many memories, of Casey.

      “I can’t.” I waited for her to tell me I was being stupid, to man up and get inside, but instead, she tugged me around the porch to the corner that had once been her quiet space where she used to sit and read. I recalled the small wrought-iron table and two rickety chairs and the lantern she would light in the dark while she sat and watched the stars. But unlike the rest of the house, the chairs were rusty, and the corner was full of overgrown weeds pushing through two broken slats. The disuse spoke volumes. I doubted that Mom came out here anymore where no one but Casey and I would visit her. She pulled out the first chair, made a huge fuss of wiping it down, tutting as she did so, then patting it and looking at me so damn hopefully that my heart broke all over again.

      I’d stayed away too long.
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