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      It’s been months since Seth Byrne’s boyfriend ghosted him. Seth is still angry, but he’s worried too, because when Andrew Keller disappeared, he completely disappeared. Disconnected phone. Empty apartment. Abrupt departure from his job. Gone.

      

      Until tonight.

      

      Just as Seth is beginning to move on, Andrew shows up at his door with a story so wild it has to be fake… except he’s armed with a stack of evidence proving he’s telling the truth. And the truth is that everything Seth knew about Andrew is a lie.

      

      Detective Brandon Gaines was supposed to be Andrew Keller for the rest of his life. After being marked for death by the white supremacist cops he tried to bring down, he was put into witness protection. When a chain of events returns him to his old identity, Brandon doesn’t know who he is anymore. Now he’s caught between two identities that don’t fit, and nothing in his world makes sense… except the way he feels about the man he left behind.

      

      Is it even possible to rekindle their relationship when Seth knows nothing about Brandon? He understands why Brandon had to lie, but that doesn’t change the fact that the man in front of him is a stranger. Where do they even start?

      

      But as they struggle to bridge the gap between them, they may have much bigger problems.

      

      Because there are people who do know who Brandon is.

      

      And they haven’t forgotten why they drove him into witness protection in the first place.

      

      The Truth in My Lies is a standalone gay romantic suspense novel.
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            Seth

          

        

      

    

    
      “Bro, it’s been months.” My housemate, Marcus, watched me across our small kitchen, his eyes full of sympathy. “You’ll probably feel a lot better when you start putting yourself out there again.”

      I shook my head and returned my attention to the sandwich I was making. I wasn’t even all that hungry, but I needed to eat after my long shift or I’d feel like crap later. As I went through the motions of arranging ham, lettuce, cheese, and some condiments, I said over my shoulder, “I’ve looked, okay? I downloaded Tinder, and I looked through it, but…” I sighed as I shook the mustard bottle before putting some on the sandwich. “Man, I’m just not there yet.”

      He exhaled. “Do you really think you’re going to get there if you keep pining after that fucker?”

      With my back safely to Marcus, I rolled my eyes. We’d had variations of this conversation almost nightly for weeks now, and I doubted we were going to stop any time soon. “I am not pining after him.”

      “So you say.”

      I started collecting jars and packages to return to the fridge, and I shot him a look. “We’ve been over this. Like, a hundred times this week alone.” I paused to put everything away. As I moved my assembled sandwich to the kitchen table, I added, “I’ve never had a breakup like this. I don’t know how to get over it.”

      “You get over it the same way you got over that one asshole who kept cheating on you.” He popped the tab on a beer can. “You go get naked with some other dudes until you’re all, ‘Andrew, who?’”

      I flinched at the mention of my ex’s name, and I concentrated on cutting my sandwich instead of looking at my housemate. “This isn’t the same.”

      “How is it different?” Marcus let the exasperation show this time as he dropped into the other chair. “That asshole ghosted you. Just because he was too much of a coward to tell you to your face why he was leaving, or even send you a damn text, doesn’t mean—”

      “It is different.” I glared across the table at him. “It would be one thing if he just stopped talking to me. But he’s gone. Like…gone. I can’t even get to the part where he’s a coward and an asshole because I can’t stop thinking something happened to him.” My voice wavered a little as I whispered, “I’m worried about him.”

      “Seth. My dude.” Marcus groaned and covered his face with both hands. Then he let them fall to the table, and he met my glare. “Would you stop being a cop about this? Don’t you think you of all people would know if something had happened to him?”

      I avoided his gaze. He had a point, and he’d made it dozens of times recently, but it still grated because yes, I should have known if something had happened to Andrew. Which meant either I was an incompetent cop or…

      Or he really had just ghosted the fuck out of me.

      “I know you want closure,” Marcus said softly, “but closure is a lie.”

      “Not in this case,” I said. “Because at least then I’d know for sure if he’s okay, and then I could hate him for ghosting me instead of wondering if he’s dead in the woods somewhere.”

      Marcus inclined his head. “Dead in the woods, with his cell phone disconnected, his apartment empty, and his car MIA.”

      There was that. “But who the fuck clears out his house, shuts off his phone, and blows town in the dead of night?”

      “Uh, drug dealers? Murderers? Cheating cowards?” Marcus quirked his lips, then shrugged. “Literally no one worth pining over?”

      I glared at my housemate.

      He shrugged again without an ounce of repentance. “Am I wrong?”

      I wanted to say he was, but too many years of dating douchebags and arresting criminals kind of eroded any arguments I might’ve had in Andrew’s favor. I picked at the crust on my sandwich. “I still think something about it wasn’t right.”

      Marcus groaned again. “What wasn’t right is that he strung you along for three fucking years, and then he disappeared on you. I know it’s hard to accept, and I know there’s no closure for something like that, but that’s because he’s a douche. And now you’re letting your life go on without you because you can’t move on without him.”

      Ouch. Marcus had never been one to pull punches, but… ouch.

      “Look, it’s easy to say I should just get over him and go get laid,” I said. “It’s a whole different thing to actually get him out of my mind and move on.” I sighed and finally picked up the sandwich I’d been ignoring. “It wouldn’t be fair to whoever came next, you know?”

      As I took a bite, Marcus tsked. “Seth. No hookup is going to care if your mind is someplace else as long as your dick or your mouth are in the right place.”

      I actually managed to laugh at that, and ironically I damn near choked on my food. After I’d swallowed it—without choking—I said, “I get it. I really do. And maybe… I don’t know. Give me a little more time.”

      “Seth. Seth.” Marcus flattened his palms on the table. “How much more time?”

      God, I was tired of having this conversation with him. Especially since it always ended in the same place.

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “If I knew, then I probably wouldn’t need any more time, would I?”

      He stared at me as I took another bite, and then he rolled his eyes and sat back. “Okay. Fine. But I still think you’ll feel better after you put yourself out there.”

      “Yes. I know.” I exhaled. “You’ve thought that every other night since he left.” I shot him a pointed look. “Can I just eat my dinner and relax after my shift? It’s been a long day.”

      He gave one of those sighs that said he was dropping it for now, but this wasn’t over. It was for tonight, but it definitely wasn’t over.

      Ugh. I need to put in for night shift.

      After another bite of my sandwich, I said, “So how are things going with Lisa?” Marcus had also split with his ex a few months ago, and he’d been slow to take his own advice and put himself out there again. That is, until Lisa had strolled into his life very recently and convinced him to give her a shot. Now she was apparently helping him move the hell on from whatshername by way of some way too-loud sex, and Marcus was suddenly the resident expert on getting over people.

      He sipped his beer. “Well, things would be better if—”

      The doorbell cut him off.

      We both glanced toward the front door, then looked at each other. The instincts I’d honed as a cop had prickles of paranoia creeping up my spine. Contrary to what this job tried to convince me, though, the vast majority of people showing up unexpectedly at doors were not home invaders, scammers, murderers, or whatever. Still…

      “You expecting anyone?” I asked.

      “No.” Marcus’s lips quirked, and then he stood as his expression brightened several degrees. “Lisa probably just got off early and didn’t text. Be right back.”

      “Good luck,” I called after him with a laugh, and continued eating my dinner. Maybe my housemate was right. Maybe I did need to put myself out there again. Just…not yet. I needed to—

      “What the fuck are you doing here?” The venom in Marcus’s voice made my head snap toward the hallway as all those cop instincts surged back to the surface.

      And then came the response that almost knocked me on my ass:

      “Is Seth home?”

      Oh my God. Even as quietly as he was speaking, I’d have recognized that voice anywhere.

      Hands shaking, I put my sandwich down. “Andrew?” I whispered into the stillness of the kitchen. He was here? Okay, so he was alive. Nothing had happened to him. Nothing like I’d envisioned during the last few months of sleepless nights.

      But then…what did happen? Where the fuck had he been? Why had he left?

      And why in God’s name was he here?

      Stomping feet came up the hall, and Marcus swept into the kitchen. “You wanted closure.” He pointed sharply toward the front door. “It’s waiting for you on the porch.”

      I swallowed. “It’s… That’s Andrew at the door?”

      “Yes, and you might want to go talk to him before I just boot him out of here and—”

      “Calm down, calm down.” I got up and started past him. “I’ll talk to him.”

      Marcus said something I didn’t catch over the thumping of my heart. The door was partly closed, but the porch light was on, and I could see a silhouette through the frosted glass.

      Andrew.

      Here.

      Right outside.

      All kinds of emotions fought for dominance in my chest and in my head. This wasn’t like going up to a house on a call and not knowing what waited for me on the other side, but it kind of was. I knew who was on the other side. I just didn’t know why. Or where he’d been. Or what he was going to say. Or whether I wanted to throw my arms around him, throw him off my porch, or throw up on his shoes.

      With my heart in my throat, I opened the door, and for the first time in almost five months… there he was.

      He looked different now. Clean-shaven instead of with that ever-present short beard. His hair was lighter—more of a reddish blond than the dark brown I remembered.

      But holy shit, I knew those eyes. Hazel. Intense. Soft, but knowing.

      God, yeah, that was Andrew. No two ways about it.

      Where have you been? I wanted to demand, but all that came out was, “Andrew?”

      He shifted his weight, his leather jacket squeaking with the movement. “Hey.”

      We stared at each other for a long moment. I had no idea what to say. He didn’t seem all that sure either.

      Finally, he asked, “Can I come in?”

      I didn’t move. Voice hardening, I said, “First, tell me why you’re here.”

      Andrew took a deep breath. “Because I owe you some answers.”

      Oh. Well. That was unexpected.

      I stepped aside and gestured for him to come in. After a second of hesitation, he did, pausing to take off his shoes like he always had.

      In silence, we moved to the living room, but Marcus had just sat down with his laptop, so we went into the kitchen instead. My sandwich still waited for me on the table beside my untouched soda.

      “Do you, um…” I cleared my throat. “Do you want anything to drink?” I didn’t know why I was offering him anything. Habit? Politeness? Nerves? Hell if I knew.

      “No, thanks,” he said softly. “I’m good.”

      “Okay. I was just…” I gestured at my plate. “I was just getting dinner. Do you mind if I keep working on it?”

      “Of course not. Go ahead.” As we sat down, he added, “I’m sorry I caught you in the middle of dinner. I just, um, wanted to get here before you went to sleep.”

      Why was it so weird that he remembered my routine? That a lot of times, I came home after work, ate, then wound down for maybe an hour before calling it a night?

      I reached for my sandwich, but then put my hands in my lap. Who was I kidding? I was way too queasy to think about eating right now. “So. Answers?”

      “Yeah.” He dropped his gaze, and that was when I noticed the thick manila folder he’d been carrying under his arm. I’d seen it, but it hadn’t really registered on top of everything else. He put it on the table and rested his hands on top of it, and he stared down at them as he drummed his fingers.

      Silence hung between us. We both eyed the folder warily, and then I let my gaze slide up to study him. I’d been a cop long enough to read body language like a damn billboard, and Andrew was definitely nervous. He was twitchy and edgy, his fingers tapping and—from the way his body moved slightly—his knee bouncing under the table. That sent up all kinds of red flags with some suspects, but I knew Andrew well enough to know this was him when he was nervous, not when he was lying.

      Oh, I’d seen him lie before. When he’d taken a call in the other room and made sure to tell me who he’d been talking to, even when I didn’t ask. Or when he’d taken off for a weekend and had a detailed account of going fishing with his cousin in Montana. He didn’t get twitchy when he lied. He got shifty. Fidgeting in his seat. Constantly changing the way he sat or stood. Holding eye contact in that way that said he knew avoiding eye contact was incriminating, but he was overcompensating just slightly. He probably had no idea he was doing any of it or that I was trained to notice, but I had.

      And he wasn’t doing any of that tonight.

      So, yeah, he was nervous, just not in the way a suspect was when he was trying to lie his way out of a corner he’d backed himself into. Which meant whatever he’d come to tell me, it was probably the truth. And that made me nervous, because I suddenly wasn’t so sure I wanted to know why he’d vanished into thin air or why he was back again tonight.

      After a long, uncomfortable moment, he laughed dryly and shook his head. “God, I don’t even know where to start.”

      “How about where you’ve been for the last five months?” The question came out barbed and cold, and I didn’t take it back.

      “That’s…” Andrew met my gaze. “That’s the thing. It’s all a long, convoluted story.”

      I exhaled. “Look, it doesn’t need to be, okay? If you don’t want to be together, then just say so and get the hell out of here. I’m glad you’re not dead in a ditch somewhere, but I don’t think I want to know the rest.”

      He studied me for a moment, then flicked his eyes back to the folder. As his thumb played with the edge, he quietly said, “I didn’t want to leave.”

      “But you did.”

      “Yeah.” He nodded once. “I did. Just… I don’t know if it changes anything, but I didn’t want to.”

      “Then why did you?” I glanced at the folder. “And what is that about?”

      Andrew swallowed. “Yeah, that’s where it gets convoluted. So I guess the best place to start is at the beginning.”

      “Okay.” I waited, definitely not interested in my dinner and kind of regretting what little I’d eaten. Acid burned the back of my throat as I waited for my ex-boyfriend to tell me what the fuck was going on.

      “All right. So. For starters…” He looked at me through his lashes. “My name isn’t Andrew Keller.”

      I blinked. “Come again?”

      “My name isn’t—”

      “Yeah, I heard you.” I gave a sharp, bitter laugh. “What? Were you in witness protection or something?”

      He met my gaze.

      And he didn’t laugh.

      I glanced at the folder again. Then at him. “Wait—were you in witness protection?”

      Without breaking eye contact, he nodded. “Yeah. I was.”

      My lips parted. I stared at him, desperate for the punchline. He had to be getting ready to say Nah, just kidding. I was cheating on you.

      But he didn’t.

      Sitting back, he took a deep breath. “I wasn’t… It wasn’t supposed to happen the way it did.”

      My mouth had gone dry, but I was afraid to take a drink because I might get sick. “Why did it happen the way it did?”

      He kept his gaze down, still intently watching his thumb work at the corner of the folder. “The short version is that someone figured out where I was. Or, well, they figured out I was in witsec, and the marshals decided they needed to relocate me in case my identity and location had been compromised. They showed up at my door and told me we had to leave right now.” He pushed out a ragged breath and met my gaze again. “I wanted to call you. I didn’t want to leave that way. But they took my phone as soon as they showed up, and anyway, there was no time. I literally had time to pack a couple of suitcases, and the marshals sent someone in to grab everything else while they got me out of town.”

      I just stared, completely unable to process all this. Though I’d never had any direct experiences with it, I was generally familiar with how witness protection worked. Still, it was one thing to be aware of the process. This situation? Finding out my boyfriend had been part of the program all along, and that he’d been swept away by it without any warning? Whoa.

      Andrew opened the folder to the first page. He turned the whole thing around and pushed it toward me.

      Heart pounding, I took it.

      My eyes immediately went to the photo. It was Andrew the way he looked now—clean-cut with light hair—but he was wearing a uniform.

      A police uniform.

      My head snapped up. “You’re a cop?”

      He nodded slowly. “I’m a homicide detective in Valecroft, Indiana.” Then he winced, avoiding my gaze. “Or, well. I was.”

      I didn’t ask why he wasn’t anymore. I was curious, but there was still too much other information to process.

      I flicked my eyes back and forth from the uniformed photo in front of me to the casually dressed man in the other chair. Andrew was a manager at a credit union down by the lakefront. He wore khakis and golf shirts, and everyone loved his smile. How the hell was he a cop?

      I looked closer at the words beside the photo.

      Gaines, Brandon J.

      “Brandon,” I whispered. “That’s your real name.”

      “Yeah,” he said almost as quietly. “I can’t even tell you how many times I wanted you to know that.”

      I held his gaze. He held mine.

      So many feelings. So fucking many feelings. Should I have been relieved by all this? I felt like I should’ve been. Yes, he’d lied, but he’d been in witness protection. What choice did he have?

      But his name was Brandon.

      His fucking name was Brandon, and he was a homicide detective from somewhere in Indiana, and…

      I had no idea who this man was. We’d dated for the better part of three years. More than once, I’d seriously thought that we might be in for the long haul. We’d slept in his bed. We’d slept in my bed. We’d made out instead of watching movies. We’d spent perfectly boring evenings at his place or mine, watching stupid reruns and eating delivered pizza and bitching about our jobs. There’d been conversations about marriage. Getting a dog. Having kids, for God’s sake.

      I had been completely head over heels in love with Andrew Keller.

      But his name was Brandon.

      I closed the folder and pushed it back toward him. There was more behind that first page—a lot more, judging by the thickness—but I didn’t want to see it. I really, really didn’t want to know.

      “Seth, I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I can’t imagine what these last few months have been like, and I—”

      “It really doesn’t matter.” I looked him in the eyes and forced my expression and my voice to stay neutral even though this was killing me. “I get it. You didn’t ghost me. You were in witness protection.” I stood to take what remained of my sandwich to the counter so I could put it in the refrigerator. “We’re good.”

      “We… We are?” He sounded dubious.

      “Yeah. So, um. Take care, okay?”

      Silence. Then his chair ground on the floor, and his soft footsteps made me cringe. “Seth. Please. Can we—”

      “There’s nothing else we need to say,” I snapped, my stupid voice shaking because I couldn’t keep all these stupid feelings together. “I get it. You didn’t cheat or ghost me or whatever. And I’m glad you’re not dead.” I blinked until I was sure my eyes weren’t tearing up, and then I faced him. “But I don’t know you. So there’s really nothing left to talk about.”

      He stared at me, jaw slack. “Seth… Look, I’m sorry. I am. I came back because I love you, and I—”

      “Don’t,” I ground out. “You’ve said enough.”

      His mouth opened and closed like a fish’s before he finally shut it. His expression was stoic, but I could see the hurt in his eyes, and I fucking refused to let it win me over because I didn’t know who the hell he was.

      You’re a stranger. Your name is Brandon. Christ, you even look like a cop. How did I never figure out you were a cop?

      I shook myself. “We’re done, okay?”

      His Adam’s apple jumped, but he backed off a step. “Okay. Okay. I’ll, um… I’ll get out of here, then.” He collected the folder off the table, and I pretended not to notice the unsteadiness in his hands. Those perfect, talented hands that could be so rough or so gentle depending on—

      Stop. Just stop.

      “If you change your mind, or if you just want some answers…” He put a card on the table. “Call me.”

      And then he left the kitchen. I stayed stock still as I listened to him put on his shoes and leave. I listened to the car engine—not the car he usually drove—fade away.

      Once he was well and truly gone, I shakily picked up the weathered card.

      Detective Brandon Gaines.

      Valecroft Police Department.

      Homicide Division.

      Below that, the office and cell numbers were crossed out, and there was a handwritten phone number and an email address instead. On the back, a nearby motel and room number. Where he was staying, I assumed.

      I sagged against the counter and exhaled.

      Footsteps approached, and I cringed. Marcus poked his head into the kitchen. “Uh, everything okay?”

      I nodded, my tongue sticking to the roof of my mouth.

      His eyebrow arched. “You don’t look like everything’s okay.”

      My eyes stung, and I tried to be slick and swipe at them without making it obvious, but did I really expect to get anything past Marcus?

      With a sigh, he stepped closer and wrapped his arms around me. “I’m sorry.”

      I just exhaled and hugged him back, that damn business card still in my hand.

      So that was what closure felt like after Andrew.

      Well, this fucking sucks.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Brandon

          

        

      

    

    
      Now what?

      Tapping my thumbs on the rental car’s wheel, I numbly drove the familiar streets of Coeur d’Alene toward the motel where I’d checked in earlier. I wasn’t sure what I’d expected tonight. How I’d thought Seth would react. I just knew I hadn’t anticipated him calmly telling me we were strangers and then kicking me out.

      Now that he had, well, could I blame him? I’d just told him that everything he’d ever known about me was a lie. Maybe I should’ve expected it.

      He was a cop. He had to understand how witness protection worked and why I hadn’t been able to breathe a word to anyone—not even the man I loved—about who I really was. Intellectually, the whole thing probably made perfect sense to him.

      But emotionally… I mean, seriously: could I blame the guy?

      I didn’t. I honestly didn’t. I wasn’t angry at him. It just fucking hurt. With every day that had passed since I’d left Idaho, I’d known my odds of being forgiven were growing slimmer. After five months had gone by, I’d had little hope he’d even be willing to speak to me or hear me out. Forgiveness was a hell of a long shot.

      And now…

      Well, now I knew.

      So…

      Now what?

      I kept circling back to that question just like I kept circling familiar streets and neighborhoods. This had been home at one time. The man I’d been for the past five years had made a life here. I had people. Friends. Coworkers. Favorite restaurants and coffee shops. I’d learned all those intricate details that came with settling into a place—the shortcuts and back roads, what times to avoid certain places because of traffic, where not to eat on Sunday mornings unless you wanted to wait out the church crowd. I knew that one hill where the cops liked to lurk and bust people speeding, including Officer “I don’t care if you’re dating one of my colleagues—the speed limit is thirty-five.” Hey, it was worth a try.

      I hadn’t given much of it any thought before tonight. It was all stuff that populated a mental map and didn’t really warrant much conscious thought until something changed, like when that one diner had burned down or when one of my favorite back roads was closed for construction. None of it had really seemed important on any emotional or sentimental level.

      Tonight, I was grabbing hold of every familiar fragment of my past life and clinging to it. Earlier, before Seth’s shift had ended, I’d probably gotten some weird looks while I’d snapped photos of seemingly random things on my phone. No one blinked while I’d loaded up my phone with shots of the Lake Coeur d’Alene waterfront like a tourist, but I didn’t imagine people usually took pictures of that one bookstore on West Sunset or the sandwich shop on Appleway. If anyone had asked, I’d have said it was for an art project or a travel blog or something. So much easier to explain than the truth, which was that I felt untethered and needed to remember the details of the place I’d spent half a decade in a stranger’s shoes. As if the photos would reassure me that these places had existed. That I had existed. That my first date with Seth really had happened at that coffee shop, and that the best French dip sandwich I’d ever tasted had come from that restaurant over there.

      All I had left of this place were the landmarks. The buildings. The signs. The streets. Some of them were gone now, too. In the months since I’d left, my favorite Italian place had shut down, and that vintage clothing shop was now a tax prep service. It shouldn’t have hit me in the feels, seeing those buildings with different names on them, but it was like another piece of my past blinking out of existence.

      Those seemingly small losses were heavier now as my conversation with Seth rang in my ears. He hadn’t changed since I’d been gone, but I had. I was someone else now. No longer Andrew Keller. On paper, I was Brandon Gaines again. In practice, I wasn’t sure who I was.

      Tonight, who I really was didn’t matter quite as much, because Seth had made it very clear who I wasn’t: his boyfriend, or even his friend.

      Our relationship was over. The man I’d thought I would marry was in the past along with everyone else who’d ever known Andrew Keller.

      In theory, there was only one thing left to do—go back to Valecroft and try to pick up the pieces of the life I’d left behind half a decade ago. Except Valecroft—hell, everything back home that had once been familiar—was miles and miles of faded memories. A lot of the signs and buildings looked the same, but enough had changed that it was like I’d stepped into a parallel universe where my hometown was just different enough to leave me unbalanced. If it was possible for a city to be in the uncanny valley, that was what Valecroft was to me now—almost right, but just wrong enough to feel like something out of a nightmare.

      And that was to say nothing about the people. I knew their names and faces, but a lot of living happened in five years. Marriages, divorces, babies, relocations, deaths. I could catch up on all of that eventually, I supposed, but I’d left a lot of complicated emotions in the people I loved. It was impossible to literally fake my own death and then stroll back into people’s lives without things getting messy, and even those who’d welcomed me back with open arms at first had still kept me at arm’s length.

      I couldn’t stay in Coeur d’Alene. I didn’t feel settled in Valecroft. So where the hell was I supposed to go now?

      Going back into witsec was an option. My witness inspector—my handler, basically—had encouraged me to stay in and had warned me against leaving, since there was always that risk, however small, that someone still had it out for me. If I changed my mind, the witsec door was still open, at least for a while.

      I had options, but I couldn’t go home. Home didn’t exist.

      And now I had confirmation of what I’d been bracing for all the way to Coeur d’Alene—that my relationship with Seth was, like everyone and everything else, in the past.

      Exhaustion was starting to set in, and my emotions were a mess. I really shouldn’t have been driving like this, so I headed back to my room. As much as I wanted to hit the road and get the hell out of here, I needed to at least try to sleep. Falling asleep at the wheel didn’t actually sound that bad except for the part where I might take somebody else out with me. Self-preservation was long gone, but the desire not to hurt anyone but myself kept me alert and between the lines all the way back to the motel.

      After I’d keyed myself into the depressingly bland room, I sat on the bed beside my suitcase and stared at the pastel-colored wall. Without the road to hold my attention, my mind was a jumble of thoughts and worries, and I didn’t have answers for any of it. I really had no idea what to do now. What to feel. What to think. Despite telling myself all the way here what the outcome would probably be, I hadn’t even realized how much hope I’d been hanging on the possibility of reconnecting with Seth until that possibility evaporated. Until he’d looked at me like a stranger and asked me to leave.

      So, yeah. Now what?

      I thumbed through the photos I’d taken today, choking up at the sight of things like buildings and billboards. The lake was full of memories that were bittersweet now, like that time Seth and I had rented a boat to go fishing, and we’d spent more time focused on each other than anything in the water. Or when I’d taken Seth to the credit union’s annual barbecue, and we’d ended up in the emergency room for a few hours after he turned his ankle playing volleyball. Today I’d snapped a picture of one of the volleyball courts in that particular park, and it was heartbreaking to look at it now because it was completely deserted.

      I kept going back in time through my photo album, into the hundreds of pictures I’d taken as Andrew Keller.

      At least I had my phone this time. Had I taken the marshals up on the offer of another new identity, then they’d have kept it like they did the first time around, along with my laptop and everything else. It was too dangerous to hold on to anything attached to my old life—anything that could identify me as that person. They’d held on to this one while I was in temporary hiding after they grabbed me from Coeur d’Alene, but they’d returned it after I’d told them I was leaving the program.

      Thank God, because it was my only source of photos of Seth, not to mention our old texts. Those were the only connection to him that I had left. I’d backed up most of them on my laptop and two external drives, plus cloud storage, to make absolutely sure that I never, ever lost them, but not all. I’d gotten lazy about it because after so much time had gone by, I hadn’t expected to get yanked out of that life. Now those photos were all that remained of my life as Andrew Keller.

      Of my relationship with Seth.

      Scrolling through the photos, I didn’t even bother fighting back tears. I’d cried the last few times I’d looked at them. Wasn’t surprising at all that I was crying now.

      It was like looking at photos of someone who’d died. Someone I’d never, ever see again.

      Except I wasn’t sure which of us had metaphorically died—Seth or me. Seth was no longer a part of my life, but the man I was in those images? He was gone too. I’d only been him for a relatively short while, but that was the man who’d found the courage to ask that cute cop out for coffee. The man who’d thought he’d blown it on that first date because he’d been such a nervous, stammering mess, but had been halfway back to his car when he’d gotten the text that said, Let’s do this again soon.

      This wasn’t how it was supposed to play out. I’d thought I had a new identity and that was that. I’d expected to be Andrew Keller forever, but then things had changed. That identity had been compromised. Suddenly I’d had to either stay in witsec and start over with a whole new identity, or go back to being the man I hadn’t been for half a decade. Being Andrew Keller again hadn’t been an option. In the end, he’d only existed for those five years, and now he didn’t, and the sooner I moved on, the better.

      The problem was that Seth still existed, and so did my feelings for him.

      “Goddammit,” I muttered into the room. Why was I even still here? There was nothing left for me in Idaho. I didn’t know where I was going to go, but I needed to leave this place sooner than later.

      There was no point in driving tonight, though. Too wrung out. Too much of a hazard to other people on the road. I’d sleep as best I could, and in the morning…

      Fuck. I’d thought leaving Coeur d’Alene had hurt the first time. It had been so sudden—no warning whatsoever. By the time I’d really started to make sense of the situation, I’d been two hours away in a windowless van. No way to communicate with anyone from a life that had abruptly become my distant past. The marshals would take care of my apartment, concoct stories for my landlord, my boss, the IRS, and anyone else who might care, and everyone would move on.

      “What about my boyfriend?” I’d pleaded in the van. “You let me connect with my parents before I went into the program. What about—”

      “I’m sorry, Detective.” One of the marshals with me had shaken his head. “You’re dating a cop. If it were anyone else…”

      He hadn’t had to elaborate. The whole reason I was in witsec at all was because of a white supremacist group that had included numerous members of law enforcement. And even if that weren’t the case, cops had access to resources civilians didn’t. Yes, the U.S. Marshals were extremely good at their jobs, and yes, I was virtually untraceable, but nothing was foolproof. With the technology available today, there were more ways than ever to track down someone like me, even when I carefully stayed off social media, avoided having my photo taken, and had thoroughly changed my appearance. I couldn’t take unnecessary risks.

      Unnecessary risks like, say, dating a cop. Today’s trusted boyfriend could be tomorrow’s vindictive ex, and a vindictive ex with access to police resources had more potential than a civilian to tie my two identities together. My witness inspector had warned me multiple times that dating a cop was risky, given my circumstances. I’d known that. I’d spent a lot of time thinking about it and wondering if it was a bad idea.

      It was a bad idea, but I’d fallen for Seth anyway. Of all the reasons I should’ve avoided dating people in law enforcement, the one I’d never thought of was that on that one-in-a-million-chance my location or identity were compromised and I had to disappear again, my boyfriend’s badge would mean I wouldn’t be able to say goodbye.

      But I’d felt safe in Andrew’s world. That was my life, and it would be forever… right up until it wasn’t.

      Now Seth knew the truth, and he was done with me. And I couldn’t even blame him. I just missed him so damn much.

      I dropped my phone on the bed and covered my face as the tears fell freely.

      The whole time I’d been Andrew Keller, I’d physically ached to return to my old life, but that life didn’t exist anymore. Not really. And it turned out that I’d left pieces of me here in Coeur d’Alene, too.

      Without those pieces, I didn’t know who I was.
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      “So… wait.” Marcus crossed his arms and tilted his head as he watched me from the living room doorway. “His excuse is that he was in witness protection? Seriously?”

      Sitting back on the couch, I nodded. “Yeah. Of all the explanations he might have…” I laughed bitterly. “That one definitely didn’t cross my mind.”

      “But… is it legit? I mean, you’re a cop, so—”

      “It’s legit.” I rubbed the back of my neck, wondering when those muscles had gotten so stiff. “I don’t deal much with the marshals, but unless Andrew is an expert forger…”

      Marcus whistled. He crossed the room and took the other end of our too-small couch. “So he really was in witness protection?”

      I nodded slowly. “Yeah. And I guess the night he disappeared, the marshals yanked him because his identity was compromised.” It sounded painfully outlandish to my own ears. As if someone had told me some wild conspiracy theory or urban legend, and they’d been so convincing in the moment that I’d bought it. But the minute I retold it to someone else, I realized how stupid it was.

      Except this wasn’t a conspiracy theory or an urban legend. He’d had the receipts.

      Jesus Christ, is anything going to make sense ever again?

      My housemate’s brow furrowed. “But he’s here now. Telling you everything. Isn’t… Doesn’t that kind of defeat the purpose?”

      “I guess he’s out of the program now. I didn’t really ask for a ton of details. I was kind of in shock.”

      A laugh burst out of Marcus. “Gee, I can ‘t imagine why.” He pushed a hand through his hair and exhaled. “Christ, that’s… How do you even react to something like that?”

      “If you figure it out,” I muttered, “let me know.”

      “But he’s gone? You guys are done already?”

      I nodded.

      “Why?”

      “Why not? He explained himself. Great. I can move on now. But that doesn’t mean I’m going to get back together with him.”

      Marcus stared at me like I’d completely lost my ever-loving mind. “So you just…” He motioned toward the door. “Kicked him out?”

      Well, when he put it like that, it sounded less reasonable than it had in the moment. “I asked him to leave. He said what he came to say, and there was nothing more to be said, so…” I mimicked Marcus’s gesture at the door.

      My housemate pinched the bridge of his nose.

      “What?” I demanded. “You’ve been ready to beat him into the ground ever since he left, and you’ve been hammering at me to let him go. Now I’m the bad guy for not taking him back?”

      Marcus dropped his hand and exhaled. “I don’t know if you’re the bad guy, but you’re an idiot.”

      I blinked.

      He rolled his eyes. “Look, I’ve been ready to crucify him if he ever showed his face again. The way he disappeared on you—I mean, there aren’t a lot of excuses for what he did where I’d be like, ‘okay, yeah, dude deserves another shot.’ Doing a legitimate stint in witness protection? Um. Yeah. That’s… I mean, how do you hold that against someone, you know?”

      “I’m not holding it against him. I’m not angry at him.” I paused. “Okay, I might be. I… Fuck, I don’t know what I feel. But I’m not holding it against him.”

      Marcus inclined his head and gestured down the hall. “Sooo, why aren’t you two annoying the hell out of me by having loud makeup sex?”

      I managed to laugh at that, but not even halfheartedly. I wanted to be in bed with Andrew. Brandon. Whoever he was. But therein lay the problem: “I don’t know who he is.”

      “You—” Marcus stared at me. “Bro, of course you do! You two were practically engaged!”

      “Yeah,” I grumbled, “and I wonder if now I know why he kept dragging his feet over actually getting engaged or even moving in together.” Oh. Ouch. Now that I’d said it out loud… fuck.

      “Maybe so, but doesn’t it say something that he came back after all this? That he didn’t just vanish forever?”

      I gnawed my lip, not sure how to respond to that. Then I narrowed my eyes. “You’ve been telling me for months to forget him and move on.”

      “Yeah, but that was before I knew he had one of the only excuses that could possibly have justified him disappearing on you.” Marcus pressed his elbow onto the back of the couch and held my gaze. “Look, you and Andrew had something special. That’s why I was so pissed when he ghosted you. But now that I’ve heard the full story—bro, are you really going to throw away that relationship because he has a different name now?”

      I avoided Marcus’s eyes. “It’s not just his name. Literally his entire history—everything about him. Everything I knew was a lie.”

      “About his past, yeah. But it wasn’t like he was trying to play you, you know? Not the way a cheater or a douchebag would. He was trying to keep himself alive.”

      “I get that,” I snapped. “But it also means I don’t know him.”

      “Except you do, dumbass!” Marcus threw up his hands. “You know what he was like when you guys were together. It’s not like witness protection gives them a personality transplant, you know? He’s—I mean, it’s basically like if you’ve been playing Dungeons and Dragons with someone, and then halfway through they reveal their character’s backstory is completely different. How much does that really change about the character besides, you know, his backstory?”

      “But this isn’t D&D,” I said through my teeth. “I have no idea how much of what he told me was real and how much was a lie. And it kind of creeps me out how easily he was able to lie to me. I’m trained to pick up on that shit!”

      Marcus studied me. “Is that what this is about? The fact that he was able to lie to you?”

      I thought about it. “Yeah. It is. Because if I let him start telling me the truth, how do I know that isn’t a lie? How do I know he’s not going to come up with some creative way to sell some shit that would otherwise paint him as a bad person?”

      “How do you know he won’t show you that he’s an even better guy than you thought he was?” Marcus countered. “Now that he doesn’t have to lie to you?”

      I scowled. Wasn’t it like half an hour ago that he was telling me for the millionth time to forget Andrew and move on? I wanted to be irritated with him for the whiplash, but… maybe he was on to something. Maybe I was too caught up in my emotions to think rationally right now, and Marcus was seeing something that would be painfully obvious to me down the road. After Andrew or Brandon or whoever the fuck he was had disappeared again.

      Before I could speak, Marcus looked pointedly in my eyes. “Here’s the thing, Seth. You’ve spent the last five months twisting in the wind and not being able to move on because you didn’t know where he was or why he’d left. Do you seriously, truly believe that you’re going to be able to move on if you don’t at least try to figure out who he really is?”

      I chewed the inside of my cheek. “So what am I supposed to do? Take him back?”

      “At least give him a chance. Let him show you who he is. Be friends. Something. But my God, you were about two seconds away from marrying this guy.”

      I winced, because it still hurt to think about how close I’d come to proposing to a man who didn’t actually exist.

      Marcus went on, “Give him some time and let him show you his cards. If you don’t like what you see, you can always bail. But if the last five months have been any indication, you will never be able to move on completely if you don’t at least look at those cards.”

      I didn’t know how to respond to that. Marcus was right, and I knew he was right. I was just terrified to face Andrew again, and I wasn’t even sure why. “What if he did something horrible? Most of the people in witsec are criminals.”

      “Didn’t you say he was a cop?”

      “Yeah, but that doesn’t mean shit.” I scowled. “Hell, look at some of the people I work with.”

      Marcus made a face. We’d had plenty of conversations about both of our growing distaste for an increasing number of individuals in law enforcement.

      “So, I mean, Brandon could’ve been a dirty cop who turned state’s evidence to save his own skin, or…” I threw up my hands. “I don’t know.”

      “And you won’t know unless you talk to him.”

      Couldn’t argue with that.

      Marcus leaned forward and gave my forearm a squeeze. “Just give it some thought, okay? Andrew was a good guy. Maybe this guy is, too.”

      All I could say to that was a noncommittal “Maybe.”

      Marcus let it go for now. He also wanted to FaceTime Lisa at work before he went to bed, so he headed down the hall a few minutes later, leaving me alone with my ping-ponging thoughts.

      I took out the business card my ex-boyfriend had left me, and I turned it over and over between my fingers as if something about it might explain something. I recognized the handwriting. It was almost eerie, seeing that—reminded me a little of listening to a voicemail or something from someone who’d passed away.

      He was a cop? A detective? That… weirdly made sense, actually. He was incredibly detail-oriented and observant. And how many times had he had some kind of insight that helped me figure out a difficult situation at work? Like that time officers kept getting called to this one house for noise complaints. Inevitably, it was the oldest son blasting music in his bedroom, and after some apologizing from father and son, the music would be turned down and we’d go on our way. But something about it never sat right with me or the other officers who occasionally responded. After I told Andrew about it, he agreed something was off, and he thought that, next time I responded to that house, I should try to speak to the son without his dad nearby. That was tricky, of course—parents had every reason not to want their kids questioned alone by cops, and I never liked making kids uncomfortable. I just wanted to reach out to him and find out if something else was going on.

      When the call eventually came, I tried to have a social worker present, but I couldn’t get someone with me and still respond promptly. Time to improvise. There’d been several pairs of shoes by the door, including some well-worn sneakers that obviously belonged to the son. I’d asked if I could use their bathroom before I left, and on the way out, as I’d put my shoes back on, I’d slipped my card into the boy’s sneaker, far enough in that no one would see it. On the back, I’d written, Do you need help?

      Not three hours later, my phone rang.

      Turned out, he’d been deliberately blasting his music to get his neighbor to call the cops, and he’d hoped every time we came that we’d realize Dad was abusing Mom. The kid had apparently taken a few nasty beatings as a result of getting the cops called to the house, too.

      I should’ve known something was up. And I should’ve known the man I was dating at the time wasn’t just a credit union manager who “really liked cop shows.” He had instincts that cops spent years honing. He looked at things the way cops did. That was part of what had drawn me to him—he understood me. He always knew what to say or do when I’d had a particularly rough shift. Looking back now, the writing had been on the wall as surely as it was on the business card in my hand.

      Detective Brandon Gaines.

      Valecroft Police Department.

      Homicide Division.

      How did I miss it? And now that I knew, what was I supposed to do with that?

      I also had to wonder if the PTSD that he’d struggled with was from his time in the military after all. People could fake trauma, but things like nightmares were involuntary. So was breaking out in a cold sweat after a seemingly benign sound. The PTSD was real, but what about the explanations he’d given me for it?

      What really happened to you, And—Brandon?

      Marcus was right that I’d never get over not knowing. If the last five months were any indication, a future full of these questions was bleak as hell for my mental health.

      Fuck. I needed to talk to… whoever he was.

      I turned Brandon’s business card over, and I stared at the words he’d written. The name of the motel. I knew which motel that was. Knew exactly where it was. Nine minutes away if I didn’t speed.

      But…

      Not now. I was too raw right now. If I drove over to the motel, I’d either wind up losing my shit at him, or I’d drag him into bed and give myself something to regret in the morning.

      No, I needed to sleep on it. Not that I expected to sleep much tonight, but I had to try.

      Then tomorrow, I could reach out to him. Talk to him. See if he had more answers, or if those answers just raised more questions. See if I was better off trusting my first reaction and letting him go, or if that was something I’d regret too.

      I had no idea how it would go. What he could possibly say. How I would possibly react.

      I thought I’d been confused when Andrew disappeared.

      I hadn’t known the meaning of the word until I’d met Brandon.
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