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      There was someone standing at Isaac’s new grave and I knew immediately who it was.

      There was no marker yet for Isaac. He’d died two weeks ago and would be forever nineteen. Flowers marked the resting place, but snow had long since covered them and softened the raised earth so the newness of the burial wasn’t as obvious against the gravestones around the figure.

      I’d just left my younger brother, Chris, in the hospital, broken beyond repair in the same accident that had taken Isaac. He was still in a medically induced coma, not yet awake to know he’d lost his leg, or that fire had burned one side of his face so bad that he’d carry permanent scars. But he would wake up. They told us he’d live.

      Isaac had been dead on impact, Chris’ future destroyed, and in front of me, hunched over Isaac’s last resting place, was the man responsible for it all.

      My lover. The man who left my bed in the dead of night to become a murderer.

      Micah.

      He was huddled into his coat, the January ice bitter by the buried, hands forced into his pockets, and his hood pulled around his face. Micah must have heard me arrive, because he glanced my way, startled, grief written on his face. And then his expression changed.

      He stepped toward me, his expression full of something like hope.

      “Daniel?” he said. “Is Chris okay? No one will let me see him.”

      He stopped walking when I didn’t reach out for him and looked at me uncertainly.

      “His leg is gone, down from his knee,” I explained dispassionately, and then touched my face, “and his burns are bad, the left side of his face from his temple to his chin.”

      “Shit. Shit.” Micah bent at the waist, as if he couldn’t breathe, and he was crying.

      Micah, Isaac, Chris. They’d been best friends forever, but that was finished now.

      “How is it you don’t have a mark on you?” I asked, still eerily calm, and utterly focused.

      He took his hand from his pocket, and pulled up his sleeve, exposing bandages that extended from his hand to above his elbow. “I was burned,” he began. He dropped his hand when I didn’t comment, forced it back into his pocket, wincing as he did so.

      I imagined the burn hurt a little, maybe even a lot, but he was there, as whole and real as when he’d left my bed on that terrible day.

      In my mind I saw Chris in the hospital, the covers raised over the cage which protected his surgical site, then dipping lower where his ankle should have been. And here was Micah, telling me he had slight burns on his arm? The same man who’d told me in one breath that he loved me and then had taken my car, driving it into a bridge and killing Isaac, and leaving Chris maimed and in a coma.

      My fist flew,  and Micah staggered back a step, but he didn’t go down, and he didn’t take his hands from his pockets. I was too fast. I hit him again, blood flecking his face, dissipating into the icy air. He moved again, the force of my blows shoving him back.

      Still, his hands remained in his pockets, and he was unnervingly quiet, taking my hits as if they were nothing at all. Another punch connected with his lip and split the skin, and this time he grunted in pain. He staggered backward toward the next grave and bent back over the stone marker with the force of that final blow. I stepped closer. I hit him again, connecting with his jaw, but the hit wasn’t hard. There was nothing to it; he didn’t move away.

      “You took my car,” I yelled, right in his face.

      “You said I could borrow it,” he pleaded.

      I raised my hand to hit him again, but he winced, and closed his eyes, and I wanted him to look at me. “Open your damn eyes!”

      He did, and he wouldn’t avert his gaze, naked grief in his expression.

      “Daniel, please listen.”

      “You’ve destroyed Chris’ life.”

      “I know.”

      “I loved you!”

      “Please.”

      “I don’t want to see your face, I don’t want Chris to ever see you again.”

      “I understand,” his tone low and broken.

      “Never come back here.” I shook him. He was smaller than me, thinner, lighter, and I shook him so hard his head snapped back. “Promise me!”

      “I pr—promise,” he cried.

      I was disgusted by him, hated him, wanted to kill him right there on Isaac’s grave.

      “I hope they lock you up and throw away the fucking key!” I was still shouting, and he didn’t move, just stared at me with those pale eyes, red and wet from crying. He wouldn’t stop crying. “Don’t fucking stare at me!”

      I shoved him one last time, and then before I could work out what the hell I was still doing there shouting at him, I pivoted and turned my back on him, and Isaac’s grave.
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      My sister dropped the gun, her hands shaking.

      “Fuck, Rachel. What did you do?”

      Her son, my nephew, screamed behind her, bashing his tiny fists against his head. The sound piercing in the silence after the gunshot, and I wanted him to stop screaming just so I could think.

      Fear and indecision paralyzed me, adrenaline making me shaky. What the hell had she done? What had we done? I stared at the gun, and the blood that splattered the wall behind her husband and pooled under his lifeless body.

      “He was trying to kill us,” she sobbed, and fell to her knees, grabbing her son and holding him close. I had to think on my feet.

      “Fuck. I don’t know what to do—we need to call the cops.” I pulled out my phone.

      “No, please, the local cops, they know what’s here, they know what happens. He was my husband…”

      “Jesus.” I catalogued the chaos I’d walked into. The compound for the Brothers of Chiron, the blood, and the drugs, and the gun. There were figures in the shadows watching us, but no one stepped forward to help. It was as if I’d walked onto a movie set, and nothing was real. She scrambled to stand and tugged at my arm with a strength that belied her size, let alone the fact she was pregnant.

      “Please, before they kill us,” she pleaded and tried to drag me away from the shadows in the dark and the blood on the floor.

      I stared into her pale eyes, so like my own, and I was thrust back to a time when it was the two of us against the world. I would do anything for my sister, and by extension my nephew, who’d stopped crying and now stared at me in absolute silence. He was looking to me to fix this, but how could I fix the fact his daddy was dead at my feet?

      “Fuck. Rachel?” I wanted a solution, one that made sense, but Rachel just stared at me with panic in her eyes, and blood on her hands from when she’d checked his pulse.

      “We have to go,” she said.

      Gently, I eased the gun out of her hands and pushed it into my pocket. She sobbed, incapable of any more words. I should stay, talk this out with the cops. They’d understand she was protecting her son, that she was in a dire situation.

      There’s no proof that it was self-defense. And you have a record, you fucking idiot.

      “I had no choice, please, Micah, you have to believe me.”

      Wait, she was asking me what I thought of her? “Of course, I believe you, I was here, he had a gun to the kid, but now, shit Rachel, I don’t know what to do.”

      “We need to go.”

      “No, we should call the cops⁠—”

      She pointed at the shadows, the men standing in the dark, staring at us, the woman next to them, the two small children.

      “They’ll kill me⁠—”

      “We can’t just go⁠—”

      She shoved me back toward the car. “Then I’ll stay, you go, but please take Laurie⁠—”

      “No, Mom, no.” Little Laurie held his mom tight and shouted the words.

      I heard them both. She wanted to stay and face the wrath of the rest of them? Willing to have the cops arrest her? And she wanted me to take her son, my nephew, to wait around for them, happy to have them take her away? The people watching weren’t stopping her going, but one of them stepped closer, a rifle in his hand. They’d kill her, I didn’t have to know the place to know they weren’t ever going to let her go again.

      “I’m not leaving without you. The baby…what will they do to your baby when it’s born?” I couldn’t begin to think of the horrors of leaving my sister and a newborn. I made a decision I might one day regret, but it was the only one I could make.

      Indecision turned to my own kind of fear. What I’d seen tonight, what I’d heard… I had no choice. I had to get my small family away from there. I couldn’t stay, not if they were coming after us. I only had to check out my sister’s expression, she wasn’t just afraid, she was terrified, and I could hear Laurie sobbing again.

      “Momma,” Laurie sobbed.

      “Get in the car,” I said.

      Rachel scooped Laurie up and stumbled to the car at the end of the path. She scrambled awkwardly into the back and held Laurie close, and with one last look at the scene, and the shadowy figures that moved closer, I followed. Rachel tried to calm Laurie.

      “I won’t let them hurt you, I promise.”

      God, it sounded like the kind of thing she used to say to me.

      The snow was heavier now, a persistent swirl of white around us. I got back in my car. They could come after us but first, I would get my sister and her kids to a safe place, where people knew them and could watch over them. I took the gun from my pocket, and held it, examined it briefly, squeezed my fingers on the barrel and the stock. Then I shoved it back again and started the car.

      Even though I’d promised the man I’d once loved that I would never return, even though he said he would kill me if he ever saw me again. I had to take what was left of my family home.

      Back to Whisper Ridge.
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      Laurie had fallen asleep in the back and Rachel was as still as stone in the passenger seat. At first, she was quiet, then she cried, and then she was quiet again. I didn’t know what to say to her.

      “What did I do?” she began to sob again.

      I wanted to have the answer. I think she maybe expected me to know what to say, but I was coming up empty.

      The rest of the journey was done in silence; five hours was all it took to take us from the fire to the cool safety of our childhood home.

      We stopped once for the bathroom and I checked my phone for any news of what had happened. Of course, there was nothing, but it had only been an hour. Then it hit me that I could be tracked to where we were through my phone and I considered dumping it. But what good would that do? The damage had been done, so I pocketed it and tried not to worry.

      I didn’t have a handbook on how to run from a murder, or on rescuing my sister from a cult. I bet page one would warn me not to take a phone that could provide a way to track me.

      We reached Collier Springs a little after two in the morning, the darkness absolute in the empty ranch lands between the town and Whisper Ridge, where we’d grown up. Only twenty minutes away and already my stomach was in knots. As we drove through town I expected ghosts to rear up and drag me from the car.

      Or Daniel. What would Daniel think of my coming back after I promised him I wouldn’t? My nineteen-year-old self had deeply loved him, and I know he’d hated me when I’d left town. Would nine years have provided enough space for things to change? I could close my eyes and see him; his dark hair, deep brown eyes, his smile, the cockiness in his walk, the way he made love to me, the kisses.

      As soon as we hit the road to the Lennox Ranch my memories of a long-lost love vanished, and I was running through the reasons why I’d come here, instead of running for Mexico. Maybe going south was an option, or possibly we could try to get over the border into Canada. We just needed somewhere to stop. We pulled up outside the house and killed the engine.

      “I don’t want to go in,” Rachel murmured, as we sat in the car outside the old place. There were no lights inside, but the porch light came on. I knew what she meant about not wanting to go in. We’d both left this place for different reasons, but somehow, we’d ended right back where everything had started. She reached for my hand and I laced my fingers with hers. I felt like the big brother who used to hold his sister’s hand when he was only a kid himself, trying to give comfort.

      Laurie stirred in the back and Rachel glanced back at her son.

      “What do I do? Micah?”

      She was looking to me for answers?

      I released my fingers from her hold and got out of the car, going to the back door and lifting a sleepy Laurie, holding him close. He roused, glanced up at me sleepily, and squirmed to be let down. Rachel stroked his hair.

      “It’s okay Laurie, Uncle Micah is looking after us.” He relaxed, but kept his eyes firmly fixed on Rachel. The snow was deep, and she was only in cheap tennis shoes, her coat old, her legs bare under fabric that was probably a dress or skirt. She had to be freezing and we needed to get inside. Laurie was buried deep in my coat and some blankets I had in the truck but he shivered as the cold hit him.

      “Let’s go.”

      Rachel made her way through the snow by my side, awkwardly, her hands shaking, her face grim, but she was the one who knocked soundly on the door.

      A light went on inside the house. What the hell would Amy and Jeff think, us turning up in the middle of the night?

      The door was cautiously opened, a woman’s face appearing in the crack. Aunt Amy appeared older than I knew her to be, a robe wrapped around her, as she blinked onto the lamp-lit porch and let out a soft gasp.

      She widened the door, seemed to assess Rachel, her baby bump and the child in my arms, and ushered Rachel inside, leaving me to follow with Laurie at a distance until I stood inside the small mud room.

      “What’s the fuss?” Jeff called from somewhere in the house.

      “You need to come out here,” Amy said, and closed the door behind me.

      Her husband ambled into the main room, a rifle in his arm. I moved protectively between Rachel and him.

      He lowered it as soon as he realized who it was, but he took the time to peer out of the window as if he was expecting trouble to be following, before locking the front door. Probably against any unforeseen problems that I could have brought with me. He and I hadn’t exactly parted on good terms nine years before and I didn’t imagine we’d be much in the way of friends now.

      He’d wanted me to be a man, to stay and work the ranch.

      But I’d made a promise to go.

      “Coffee?” Amy asked, and helped Rachel sit at the table. Jeff made coffee, all the time staring at me balefully, and muttering under his breath. He wasn’t as ornery way back, the way I recalled him, but he seemed to be treating our arrival as if it was some personal slight.

      He’d probably never expected to see me again.

      You and me both.

      I wasn’t sure what to do with Laurie. It wasn’t right to take him to one of the old bedrooms, he’d wake up and need his mom, so I laid him on the sofa and pulled a blanket over him. He looked so much like the pictures of me as a kid, all blond hair I thought had never been cut, it was long and all around his face. From what I’d seen, he hid behind it a lot. He was thin and pale and when I brushed his hair back I could see bruises on his left temple. I kept my cursing internal, and stood to see Amy watching my every move.

      “I’m not hurting him,” I defended myself immediately.

      Amy’s lips thinned but Rachel’s expression softened. “Of course, you’re not.”

      “Sit yourself down, both of you,” Amy interrupted and then indicated the chair she’d put coffee in front of. I did as I was told. The coffee was hot, and the sandwiches she’d made thick with peanut butter. I wasn’t hungry, but I ate, which was more than Rachel did. She was crying again and rocking a little. I shuffled my chair closer to her and patted her back, which was the extent of my support capabilities. The last thing I needed was for her to blurt out what had happened and have Amy or Jeff call the sheriff up here to tell them the awful story. I needed time to make Rachel see this had to stay a secret, but I could see the guilt in those tears, hand in hand with shock.

      I hated this room, and my sister’s tears just made it worse. I remembered her crying in here, over Mom dying, over my dad raising his hands to her. I remembered the fights. Way too many memories of bad times had slid into these walls and made them close in on me whenever I’d stepped inside as a kid. They were still here, those memories, along with the stench of alcohol, and the air of death that was in every part of them. I bet Rachel remembered the same things and that couldn’t have helped.

      Stay quiet, Rachel, keep it all in. Keep it to yourself. Let me deal with everything.

      “Do we need to call the sheriff?” Amy asked, gesturing at Laurie who was turning in his sleep and snuggling down into my coat.

      “No,” I said. Maybe I sounded defensive, I don’t know, but her steely eyed gaze narrowed on me, heavy with accusation.

      “What did you do?”

      I wasn’t even going to give that the courtesy of a reply. It had always been about what I’d done, nothing changed.

      “There’s no place for you here,” she stated simply, “But Rachel and the boy can take her old room.”

      I didn’t ask what was in my old room. There was no way I was going back there, I’d die with the onrush of reminders in that small space. Maybe Amy had made it into a sewing room, or something equally final.

      “You should sleep,” I said to Rachel, but she shook her head. I didn’t want to argue, but I could see hysteria in her eyes, and she was close to losing control. I helped her to stand, carried Laurie, and walked her to the old bedroom. Laurie looked up, his expression frighteningly empty. Had he gone into shock? Should I have been doing something for that? Getting a doctor? Making him a drink? Who the fuck knew.

      I knew nothing about how to help him forget the death he’d seen tonight.

      Glancing into my old room as we passed, I saw it was empty. No bed, no drapes at the windows. Nothing. Amy had wiped the house clean of me. I hadn’t really expected anything else. They were happy enough to take my money but wanted nothing to do with me as a person.

      Talking of which, the money I had sent them didn’t seem to have gone far in fixing up the house, so I guess it had all gone to the land. I’d see better tomorrow.

      When I went back into the kitchen there was no sign of Amy, but Jeff was there, unlocking the door.

      “You’re not welcome.” He indicated the cold outside.

      Like I don’t already know that.

      I shrugged, as if it meant nothing, and to be honest, right then not a lot meant anything to me. My car was the only option. Belatedly I realized my coat was still on the sofa and I turned back to get it. Jeff had thrown it out the door, into the snow, along with the blankets I’d wrapped Laurie in. Well shit.

      I couldn’t be bothered to muster my anger, to put Jeff in his place, and I needed to get myself somewhere warm. I pushed my way back into the house and sat on the sofa in the dark.

      I slept, but it was just a mess of nightmares. I dreamed of flames and guilt and madness and woke to a wicked cold in my bones. I’d experienced worse but that didn’t mean it was easy.

      Dawn was blue and mauve, and there had been more snow in the few hours I’d managed to sleep. Everywhere was utterly still. I made coffee, waiting for Amy or Jeff to jump out and tell me I couldn’t. Then thought up a list of things I needed to do.

      Get Rachel to a doctor. I think. At least, that was the right thing to do. I checked on her, but she was fast asleep, Laurie cuddled into her side. She was frighteningly pale, her hair matted, and she gripped Laurie tight even in her sleep. As I turned to leave she called after me, just my name, so low I almost didn’t hear it.

      I turned back to her and waited for her to say more, but she simply stared at me.

      I reached over, tugged blankets around her and pressed a soft kiss to her forehead.

      “I’m going out for a walk, go back to sleep, you’ll be okay here.”

      She closed her eyes and gave a short nod. Then, fueled with coffee and stolen cookies I walked some of the ranch.

      I followed the path down the incline from the house, noting the fences worn and broken in places, at the irrigation channel blocked by debris, at the fallen trees on the far side of the land, and the absence of animals. I knew that the Lennox Ranch kept minimal livestock now, horses, there were stables, I knew all this because Aunt Amy sent reports on an annual basis to my inbox, and by return I sent every cent I could to keep the place alive.

      If the money wasn’t fixing the house, or supporting livestock, or fixing the ranch, where the hell had it gone?

      Sending money was the only way I knew to keep the ranch ready for Rachel and any family she had. I hadn’t even known if she’d had family. I guess, the land would belong to little Laurie one day, along with my sister’s unborn child. This was my birthright, and I was the sixth generation Lennox who could call this place theirs. Not a single part of this belonged to Rachel, some stupid throwback to male inheritance, but I had already signed everything over to her in my will.

      Subsidence on the path had taken a huge chunk out of the hill and there was bound to be a mess of debris under the snow. It wasn’t easy for a rancher to prevent rock slides, growing up here I had learned to work with Mother Nature, not against her. But the fall had destroyed some of the path and it needed to be rebuilt.

      My ranching heart ached to see the mess. For all his drinking, Dad had had a handle on things, running the ranch with two extra hands, along with me. I had loved this land once.

      And then Mom had died. I’d been ten years old, and my life changed forever.

      I kicked at a stone and it tumbled ahead of me on the path. I stooped to pick it up, tossing it in my hand and staring out over Lennox land.

      My future had been tied to these acres until I’d had to leave. I threw the stone as far as I could, and it arced high in the sky, falling to earth a long distance away. My arm had always been good, not as good as my best friend Chris’s. He’d actually been scouted for pro-ball, and would have gone all the way with his tenacity and skill but for one stupid night where I’d fucked everything up.

      Grief consumed me and I crouched down, struggling to breathe properly. I didn’t usually allow myself to reflect on Chris, or Isaac, or the night I’d broken everything. But here, on Lennox land, all I could think about was the boys I’d known, and all the possibilities I’d destroyed. Only when I could get my thoughts back into the box I locked them in, was I even able to walk again.

      When I got back to the ranch everyone was awake.

      “I’m going into town,” Jeff announced, as if he couldn’t bear to be in the same room as me, and Amy pursed her lips as she watched him go.

      “We need to get this one to a doctor,” she said and nodded at Rachel.

      “No doctor,” Rachel said immediately. She looked at me for support but I wasn’t going to give that. She was ashen, exhausted, and the way she was rubbing her back, something wasn’t right.

      “If you need to,” I said, and she winced.

      “They’ll know,” she said, so softly I had to strain to hear.

      “Know what?” Amy leaned forward, clearly worried she was missing out on something.

      “Nothing,” I said, and I stared at Rachel with warning in my eyes.

      She stared back at me with a defiant tilt to her chin. God, she’d been stubborn as a kid, using the fact that she was younger than me to great effect, and she wasn’t going to be told. “I’m fine. Tired is all. I’m going to get some sleep, if you’ll keep an eye on Laurie.”

      Amy nodded. “Of course, I will.”

      “I meant Micah,” she explained. Amy’s eyes widened — she was shocked, but not as much as me. I worked with kids on the job I’d just left, but they’d been at the ranch for lessons. I wasn’t going to argue though, because I believed Rachel was protecting herself. Amy’s wasn’t the warmest welcome we’d had, and maybe we were reverting to type, the siblings who let no one else in. There was very little warmth in that realization; we’d stayed insular for survival—that was all.

      “I can do that,” I said. “We’ll visit with the horses,” I said, daring Amy to argue. Laurie and Rachel, heads together, seemed to come to a mutual decision, and she helped him pull on his coat and all his cold weather extras. He looked somber and kissed his mom, and then her belly. I wished I could’ve heard what they were saying but this was mom and son time. He studied me warily, but when Rachel whispered something to him he lifted his arms to be picked up.

      When we left, I skirted the farm house, came into the yard via the tired looking stables and stopped for a while to visit with the horses. There were four, and they were well cared for. That much was obvious. I knew that two of them were stabled there by clients. The other two belonged to the ranch, replacements for my long-gone horse Charlie-Blue.

      “What ya doing in here, boy?”

      Jeff leaned on a shovel with a suspicious look on his face. The guilty part of me wanted to scurry away and hide, but I was a Lennox and this was my place. Then Jeff saw Laurie and his expression softened a little.

      “We’re here to see the horses,” I said, and Laurie slid down to hide behind my legs. There was a flicker of compassion on Jeff’s face.

      “Don’t you go messing with them,” he finished in a gruff voice and left, calling over his shoulder. “I’m going to town. You think your sister needs anything?”

      I shrugged. What did a pregnant woman need? I’d have liked to have said for Jeff to bring back a doctor but after Rachel’s conviction that she just needed sleep, who was I to say that wasn’t okay? This was her body, her baby.

      I just worried she was in shock and I would miss something vital.

      Should I just take over? Make decisions for her?

      We spent a long while with the horses, Laurie asking questions in a soft voice, but not getting too close. It wasn’t that he was afraid of them, just respectful of their size. We had some lunch and then Laurie began to yawn, so I took him, and some food and coffee, to Rachel, and left them to nap. She looked better, her skin not quite as pale, but her eyes were so full of grief it broke my heart.

      I went back out to the barn, and moved bales and boxes to one side, daring Jeff to tell me I couldn’t, and finally got to what I wanted, the door to the old bunkhouse. It had been part of the barn since the first Lennox decided it made sense for the hands to be as close to the animals as possible. Just off of there was a room that dad had partitioned for me and Rachel when we were kids. A place to get us out of Mom’s hair. Faded paint on the wall was all that remained of a mural Rachel had painted. Back when Dad was caring, he’d boarded the small space and added a door. No heating, but the room was good enough to sleep in and out of the snow. I went into the house, found blankets, and made up the best bed I could before stacking bales of hay around the sides for insulation.

      Then I sat and checked the news on my phone for the tenth time that day.

      Still no reported news about a murder. Is that a good or a bad thing? Part of me wanted us to be found out, for the matter to be dealt with. Get arrested, make things right, cite self-defense, tell someone what kind of shit was going down in that place. The other part of me was relieved we’d made it through so far without garnering attention. If they followed Rachel, if they wanted to arrest her I wasn’t sure I could’ve handled that. She shouldn’t have to go through any more.

      I won’t let her go through anymore.

      Tomorrow I could go a couple of towns over and buy a camp bed, and some heaters, but for today there was only one thing I wanted to do.

      Visit Isaac.
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      “Your brother’s here,” Chloe Windham declared. Her knock, announcement, and charging into my room happened simultaneously and I jumped back in my chair.

      “Which one?” I asked, and straightened the chair, cursing under my breath as it snagged on the radiator. I sat back down and straightened papers. No way was I going to look up at Chloe because I knew exactly the expression she’d be using. The one that conveyed pity and worry and was a step away from coming around my desk to give me a hug. People didn’t hang around to talk to me when I was rude to them, so rude was my default setting. Pity, worry and hugs were the three things I didn’t need today.

      I’d seen the article this morning, another interview from one of my colleagues on the six-month anniversary of the hostage situation. I remembered the colleague, Zach, he was an administrator, a ballbuster, kept the ER docs in line, and he’d been the one to speak to the gunman first. At that point I hadn’t even known there was a shooter in the building. Hell, nothing much filtered through to the chaos in the back rooms where we tried to save people’s lives.

      In an apparent need to punish myself, I read the article from beginning to end. I didn’t need reminding, but it grounded me to remember there was a reason for some of the insane things going through my head.

      But I bet one of my brothers had seen it and felt I needed to be checked on. I wanted to curl under my desk to avoid any more shit.

      “Which one?” I repeated, with that tone I’d been using, the one that stopped discussion and sympathy dead on its feet. I immediately discounted Mark, he was away at college. So, it could either be Chris, who’d want to try to get me talk to him, or Scott who’d be wanting to report on some new investment opportunity.

      Neither of those options filled me with any enthusiasm. I didn’t want to talk to Chris yet. Since coming home from Charlotte, I’d successfully managed to evade getting too deep into the drama of the car accident that had taken his leg nine years ago. I deliberately didn’t spend much time at my parents’ place and when I did, I changed the subject.

      Now I was home full-time, and had been for two months, I couldn’t avoid the talk with my brother for much longer. God help me if it was Chris cornering me at work to talk about my feelings.

      And Scott? Well, I’d already invested as much capital as I could afford in his business. I steeled myself for a confrontation, which was the only way I could handle any kind of family meet-up these days.

      “It’s Scott.” She slipped papers onto my desk and I glanced over at the latest patient files. Anything not to have to look at her. I was relieved it was Scott, him I could tell that I had no extra money left, and to get lost so I didn’t lose control of my tightly wound emotions.

      “I’m busy.”

      “He says he’ll wait, shall I get him to wait outside?”

      Why? Is him waiting going to make this any less excruciating when he does come in here?

      “No, I guess you can send him in, and can you get this off to the lab” I handed over the vials for blood-work from my last patient, all tidy in their sealed plastic bag. At that point I didn’t have any choice. I had to look up because I was getting labelled as being more fragile than rude. I know this, because I overheard Chloe and her daughter talking about it in the clinic kitchen.

      Poor Doctor Sheridan.

      Chloe was part of the furniture; she’d started working for my dad back when he’d set up practice in Whisper Ridge, and she’d probably outlive me. Her skin was smooth and unlined, her hair perfectly blonde, and if I didn’t know she’d just passed sixty, I would’ve put her at being forty. Good genes, my dad would say, voodoo was mine and my brother’s opinion, and my mom would sniff and mutter something about plastic surgery.

      I was right though, she did have that expression on her face that could be summed up in one word. Compassion. Working with the woman who, at one point in my life, had changed my diapers was like having a family member staring down at me.

      “Is that all?” I was rude and to the point, close to losing my cool, and hoping that her going might give me some breathing time.

      “Yes, doctor,” she inclined her head and went out of the door, leaving it ajar for Scott to come in. No doubt he was out there chatting to Bessie, Chloe’s daughter. With the same eerily youthful looks and ash blonde hair, she’d clearly inherited the Windham genes. Scott was all over her, but that could be more because she was searching for a place to buy in Whisper Ridge to settle, and less about flirting with her.

      I heard him before I saw him, his voice echoing in the old building with its high ceilings. I braced myself, because a visit from a sibling was never a good thing. No one came to my new office to shoot the breeze or take me out for lunch. No, there was either a purpose that benefited them, or it was serious nonsense about reporters, or what was in the news, or something they’d read.

      So, I’d come home to Whisper Ridge a few years earlier than planned. Ok, I’d nearly died in the workplace… but I was handling it the best I could, and wished they’d stop pussyfooting around me.

      Scott came in cautiously, peeking around the corner. Likely it was self-preservation, seeing as how last time he’d visited, getting all emotional after seeing a news report that featured a photo of me front and center, I’d thrown a stapler at him.

      “Hey.” He eased his way in fully. He was dressed to impress, his suit sharp, his hair slick, his aftershave wafting in with the warm air circulating the place. He put me to shame. I was in a suit, yes, but I’d long since removed my tie because it choked me, and my jacket was over the back of my chair, replaced by my favorite, faded, college sweatshirt.

      I was a doctor, patients didn’t come to see me in a suit, they came for help with whatever ailed them. I could’ve been dressed in a gorilla costume and it wouldn’t have mattered. My dad didn’t agree, always impeccably turned out in a three-piece suit, but I was a child of the new millennium and I set my own rules. It wasn’t so much a rebellion, as the need to be comfortable in case I had one of my panic attacks. At least they’d lessened now, but I was still hyper-aware of things around me, and a tie was like a noose.

      “Hey,” I leaned back in my chair and waited for whatever he wanted. Only he didn’t immediately jump in with anything at all. He’d been laughing out in reception, but in my office, he was deathly quiet. “What’s wrong?”

      Everyone needed something from me. They needed me to smile. To be happy. To be thankful I was alive.

      Easier said than done.

      Scott looked at the door, and moved from foot to foot, something he only did when he was anxious.

      And then Michelle arrived, the middle Sheridan sibling, and the only girl, out of breath, apologizing for being late.

      Shit. What was wrong? Was this some kind of intervention? Last thing I needed was my family pushing me to talk to them. I’d been expecting some kind of family chat in which they all stood in a circle and told me I was a cold, isolated, miserable bastard who needed to get my head out of my ass.

      It hadn’t happened yet. But, give it time.

      With Michelle and Scott there, only Chris and Mark were missing and then we’d have all five Sheridan siblings in one place.

      Chris wouldn’t be there because he would be teaching at this time of day, and Mark was away at college, so fuck, if they had also turned up then I could safely say that shit really had hit the fan.

      And then it struck me. Was this about something other than me? Were Mom and Dad okay? Was Chris okay?

      “What?” I asked, abruptly concerned. Michelle closed the door and then sat in the patient chair. Scott hovered behind her. They exchanged looks and I was just about done with people worrying what to say in front of me. Either skulking around me, or blatantly asking me if I was okay and did I need anything. Why didn’t people treat me normally? Like the eldest of the five Sheridan kids, or like the trained and experienced doctor I was, with years of education and emergency room experience under my belt? Why were they all determined to stick me in a box labelled victim and try to protect me from everything? Just as I’d worked myself up a full head of steam, Scott said.

      “I saw Jeff this morning.”

      “Jeff who?” I knew quite a few Jeffs in town and at Collier Springs hospital where I worked a few shifts each week on outreach support.

      “Jeff from up at the Lennox place, Jeff Reynolds, and I asked him, casually, whether there was any news on my proposal for buying the land. He was squirrelly and wouldn’t look at me. Then he did a sharp turn and started to walk the other way, so I followed him and asked him if everything was okay.”

      He seemed to run out of things to say; this from the brother who could talk the hind legs off a donkey.

      He was the salesman in the family, wheeling and dealing in property and land with his own real estate business covering Whisper Ridge and the towns around. I knew he was sniffing up at the Lennox place because that was some prime land and he’d said he had two developers wanting to turn part of it into some kind of housing. Not that this was going down well with the locals. No one wanted housing with city types messing up the place. Least of all me. I might have spent a lot of years in the city, but Whisper Ridge was in my heart and I didn’t want anything to change. Not only that but the Lennox Ranch held some nightmare memories that I didn’t want to think about today.

      “Wait, so this isn’t about Mom?”

      “No.”

      “Or Dad?”

      “No, look, listen a minute.”

      “Is it Chris? Is he okay?”

      “Shit, Daniel, can you just listen for fuck’s sake?” Scott snapped, and then looked instantly contrite. Fuck my family and their reticence to expose any kind of raw emotion to their poor fucked-up brother.

      “Then get on with it.” I prompted.

      Michelle wouldn’t meet my eye and that freaked me out as well. As the middle of the five siblings she was sass and fire and peacemaker all rolled into one. But now she rubbed her belly where the first of the Sheridan grandchildren was biding its time with only a few weeks left in her pregnancy.

      “Jeff said something,” Scott said. He gripped the back of Michelle’s chair until his knuckles whitened.

      “Jesus,” I snapped. My usual patience with anyone was long gone. “Just spit it out already.”

      Scott blanched. “We don’t know how you’ll react⁠—”

      I reared up from my seat and planted my fists on the desk. “I’m not some delicate freaking flower and if you don’t stop tiptoeing around me like I’m damaged goods and likely to explode at a moment’s notice, then I will come over there and beat the living shit out of you. I’m still your big brother and I will take you down.”

      Scott held up a hand, a flash of something in his eyes. I expected him to give me some explanation of how there was no way I could take him now he was taller than me, but he didn’t. This was clearly not the time for sibling rivalries, but anger prevailed.

      “You are a delicate freaking flower!” Scott shouted, before realizing where he was, and lowering his voice. “You’re on edge all the time, and no one can say a word to you.”

      “Fuck you Scott, back in Charlotte⁠—”

      “Don’t go there, not unless you tell us everything.”

      I stopped myself from shutting down. I couldn’t handle the everything part of that sentence, and my silence gave Scott time to carry on with whatever he’d come to tell me.

      “Rachel’s back,” he said, finally.

      That was it? I made a quick connection in my head between Jeff Reynolds and a Rachel. There could be only one connection really.

      “Rachel Lennox?” I waited for the nod. What other Rachel would be messing with my brother’s head? Or cause my heavily pregnant sister to drag herself out in the frigid February air? “So?”

      “She’s not alone,” Michelle finished, when Scott evidently had run out of things to say.

      “Cut to the chase, guys.” So, she was with someone, husband, boyfriend? The fact that she’d come to visit Whisper Ridge was something in itself; she’d left at eighteen to go to college and never looked back, but something was going on here. That thing had to be bad to strike Scott dumb and, with dread, I began to make connections. “What the fuck is going on here?”

      Scott stepped away from the chair, stood between me and the door and planted his feet.

      “Micah’s here.”

      One name was enough to shake the foundations of my soul. I was around the desk and heading for the door in a second, a need to get out of the building burning inside me. I only stopped when Scott became a brick wall blocking my exit.

      “Wait, Daniel, don’t go up there half-cocked⁠—”

      “I’m not going to him, I just need… Get the hell out of my way,” I snapped, my chest tight, and shoved at my not-so-small little brother. Scott took the shove, rocked back on his heels, but didn’t move.

      “Calm down, Danny,” he said, and held up his hands. I tried to sidestep him, dread making the world around me dark with temper, and the urge to run, front and center.

      “He said he’d never come back,” I snapped, all rational thought escaping me in a rush. I shoved at Scott again, but this time he stepped back until he leaned on the door; there wouldn’t be any way past him.

      “We know,” Michelle said, and I half turned, seeing her right there at my side. She was crying, big fat tears that rolled down her face and collected on her thick sweater.

      All the pressure left me, and I knew I’d been played. Scott had come to tell me this shit, but he knew that Michelle, and my nearly-there niece or nephew would be enough to diffuse the instant anger or panic symptoms. I backed away from Scott, leaned against my desk and scrubbed my eyes with my fists, then spent a while settling my breathing.

      “What the hell is he doing here?” I spat the words out at Scott as an accusation more than an observation.

      “Daniel,” Michelle murmured in that tone that always cut through me. “Don’t.”

      I didn’t know what to do. I had patients to see. I had grief in my heart, panic gripping my chest, and PTSD symptoms crawling inside me like ants. I couldn’t breathe and felt my way around the desk to my chair.

      “I have work.” I waited for them to leave.

      Michelle leaned over and patted my hand.

      Just leave.

      “Are you okay?” she asked, gently.

      “Leave,” I said, and wished for once my siblings would actually listen to me. She and Scott hovered by the door.

      Why won’t you both just leave? So I can have a private freak-out instead of you seeing all the horrible, black, cancerous parts of me.

      “You gonna kill Micah if you see him?” Scott asked, arms crossed over his chest.

      “What?” I was too lost in the shock of hearing that Micah was anywhere near Whisper Ridge.

      Kill Micah? I’d said that I would.

      In my cruelest dreams back then, I’d wanted to hurt Micah for what he’d done, put my hands around his throat and choke him.

      Then there were the other dreams, the ones I couldn’t stop, where all I could see was one perfect summer where I thought I’d been in love.

      I’d made a promise nine years ago, I’d said to Micah that if I ever saw him back in Whisper Ridge again, I would hurt him. Just as I had done at Isaac’s fresh grave, I would punch him over and over until the very ends of my fear and guilt were ragged and done.

      But I was a doctor now, I did no harm, and my world was different. There could be no more black and white for a man who had seen what I had.

      The worst of it was that I’d kept the guilt alive when I’d worked in the ER, because it was my job to save lives however they ended up in my care. There was no time for judgement when my hand was in a gang member’s chest trying to find a bullet. Everything there was a mix of grays that I could never fully understand, but which had fundamentally changed me.

      And then the ER had been on lockdown and I had been in the middle of a situation that had left me shaken and changed again.

      “I won’t kill him,” I said. “I’m not a murderer, for fuck’s sake.”

      “So, if you see him you’ll just talk to him?” Michelle sounded a long way past worried. “You won’t confront him and cause issues for Chris?”

      Jesus. I hadn’t even thought about my brother’s reaction to Micah being in town.

      Michelle forged ahead. “He’s in a good place, Daniel, he doesn’t need you fighting Micah.”

      That question hit me hard, “I just said I won’t hurt him. I won’t cause trouble for Chris.” Then it hit me there was a much deeper question that needed answering. “Fuck, does Chris know he’s back?”

      Best friends since they were tiny, my brother Chris and the newly returned Micah Lennox had been close. The two of them, and Isaac Jennings, had been joined by an unbreakable bond. They’d grown up together, found trouble wherever they could, had each other’s backs more than any friend I had ever had.

      Isaac, dead. Chris, an amputee. Micah, alive.

      “I don’t think Chris knows. Apparently, Micah has only been back since last night,” Scott said. He sagged back against the door. Abruptly, he wasn’t the guy who worked out, sold property like candy, and could talk his way out of any kind of trouble with confidence. No, this Scott was the one who needed his big brother to take a stand, to be the one in charge of this. He didn’t need me to be in the middle of a freaking panic attack. I focused on my breathing, on the desperate need for air, stopped myself clawing at my throat. I turned and stared out of the window, at the mountains, and finally I had some control.

      “You need to let me tell Chris.” I couldn’t believe the words that left my mouth. I’d spent so many years circumventing the necessity to talk about the accident with my brother. What was I doing saying I would talk to him?

      Michelle sighed, “Daniel, you’ve been avoiding talking to Chris about the accident since you came home⁠—”

      “No, I haven’t,” I lied. “I’ll tell him,” I interrupted before Michelle could go full-on understanding and supportive and pull down a little more of the wall I’d erected around my emotions. I was the eldest and Chris needed to hear this from me.
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