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      Lancaster Falls was much as I expected it to be. A grid of roads with neatly spaced houses and one main shopping street with storefronts and bright awnings on either side. The town had an air of disuse—probably due to the heat and drought—and like many other towns, it was also struggling financially. The council records, the mayor’s report, the addition of PD information, all painted an image of a town in transition. Kids had moved away, businesses closed, and the opening of a new road north of town had cut down drive-through traffic.

      Lancaster Falls had once been a tourist trap for the nearby Pennsylvania Grand Canyon, but now it was on its way to being a ghost town. However, its one redeeming income earner was that it did have a regular Christmas festival, which began in November and went straight through to January. I wondered if that would ever replace the new title of Home to the Hell’s Gate Serial Killer, or the equally distressing title of Murder Town, PA.

      It wasn’t the FBI’s job to help a town through a crisis, but we did have robust protocols for positive marketing that we ran alongside any case. Avery was good at that, and I hoped that Bryan would release her from the current case they were wrapping up in Philadelphia and send her over to work Lancaster Falls with me.

      She’d be all “Sure there’s a serial killer, but whoa, look at that Grand Canyon and Christmas Event you got going on!”

      Of course, it was always possible the town might aspire to play on the uncovered horrors with guided tours, hotels with themed rooms, and guest speakers. Although the very detailed three-page memo we’d received from one Mayor Stokes had told us that our presence was not to exacerbate the issue.

      Because finding a killer, apparently, would make things much worse than bodies in a sinkhole.

      My satellite navigation took me to the Falls Hotel, shabby but welcoming, with a tended front yard that was a mix of stones and planters. The front yard space meant it was set back from the road, and an antique sign proclaimed that this was Falls Hotel, Lancaster Falls, home of the Famous Christmas Festival.

      I counted twelve windows at the front, including one on the left ground floor that was large enough for me to see through to reception, currently manned by a young boy who stared right back at me. This could well be my home for the foreseeable future, and the pressure in my chest was enough for me to rub there, as if that would help. Fear and nerves fought and itched under my skin. I picked up the ice water next to me and took a gulp. I’d been so nervous that I’d stopped at a gas station ten miles out of town, just to give myself an excuse to delay arrival.

      The irony of fighting to be the one here, the point man, away from the safety of my desk, wasn’t lost on me when my chest tightened. I’d told my boss I was ready, that I wanted the liaison role, that I’d even take a damn pay cut if they needed me to. I’d said it was because I wanted the challenge, but therein lay the issue. I didn’t want or need a challenge, but I was desperate to be in the middle of this case, and Senior Special Agent Bryan Dupuis, my boss and friend, knew precisely why. From a professional point of view, at twenty-nine and with very little experience in the field I was nervous I wasn’t ready, but guiding information flow was one thing I could do, and this was just a cold case.

      A cold case that meant everything to my grandfather, whose health was failing.

      I’m ready to do this. I had to give up on being the one working behind the scenes—for Grandpa Toby. The safety of information-gathering and dissemination with the team in Washington, at my desk, helping to solve cases in different ways, was a real thing.

      Only this case wasn’t easy; it was a cold case involving human remains discarded postmortem into a vast sinkhole. To date, they’d been identified as women, plus one unfortunate young man named Casey McGuire, but that had been a more recent find, and might not even be connected.

      I was here to be on the front line to find out if the woman my grandpa had loved, Carmen Kreuger, was one of those sets of remains. The Carmen issue, as my grandpa referred to it, had only come to light after Grandma Louisa had passed away. Then it had all been revealed, how he’d loved another woman, had gotten involved in her life, how he’d nearly destroyed his marriage.

      Carmen had last been seen, just a few days after her fortieth birthday, in West Falls, a town not more than a twenty-minutes’ drive from Lancaster Falls. She’d once taught at a college in West Falls, but hadn’t been back to town for years. That day, she’d been in a sedan driven by a man no one seemed to be able to identify. There was no evidence as to why she’d been driving through West Falls, but she’d never been seen again. Grandpa’s notes spoke of a corrupt system of officials in Lancaster Falls, a police department that wasn’t any help at all.

      When I’d approached Bryan, to ask to be attached to the Lancaster Falls case, he had sighed, but he hadn’t dismissed my request to be assigned to the task force out of hand. I could recall his warning word for word.

      "Your involvement in this is coming down from high, from people who knew Special Agent Tobias Ruskin and respected your grandfather for the kind of man he was. They want your input. They have the files Agent Ruskin created on the case, the same as you. This isn’t a trek into your family’s past. This is a multi-team operation with a potential serial killer.”

      I wanted to find out what had happened to Carmen Kreuger, and in doing so, give Grandpa Toby some kind of peace.

      I pulled myself back to the here and now and cut the engine. The air conditioning went silent, and the heat it had held at bay began to surge. I'd driven most of this journey through wicked thunderstorms, but even though they were meant to break the heat, they hadn't managed it yet. There’d been rain so heavy I’d had to pull over on two occasions. When the storms finished, any evidence they'd even been there was gone as soon as the heat returned; the towns I’d driven through drying in an instant as the rain dissipated in steam from the sidewalks.

      I waved at the kid in the window who was tall and skinny, with dark hair. He appeared startled at the action, but then he grinned and waved back. He made a gesture to indicate a question as to whether I was coming in, and I gave him a thumbs-up, but I also tapped my watch to indicate later and then looked away.

      I wasn’t ready to get out of the car yet. I'd always been the shy kid at school, the one who’d sat at the back of the class and never said boo to a goose. It had taken years of focus and work for me to emerge from my shell. I could work with others to the point where no one thought of me as anything other than confident. On my downtime, however, I was a person who craved peace and a good book, but I worked up my Special Agent persona to the best effect when it mattered.

      Still, I could take comfort in the fact that I wasn’t the guy at the top of the food chain here. There would be other members assigned to the team, likely reporting to Bryan himself, starting with Avery. The FBI didn't do things by half, and this was a complicated burial site. Also, we had the issue that this case was already in the papers; the whole shitfest was journalist heaven.

      I might not need to do much coordinating, so I didn’t know why I was sitting in my damn car, panicking that everything rested on my shoulders alone. There were two ways this could go. The wider team, plus any ancillary staff requested to attend, could connect the dots and finish everything. Or maybe they’d find out that the women identified through their remains had no connection at all. It could be that the sinkhole was merely a convenient place to dump bodies in this area, and they were individual unlinked crimes, the same as how a river might hold secrets of murders going back centuries. There’d been one single thing in the pathology to indicate a signature from the killer, one common finding that led us to think serial killer though. A blade of some sort had cut the victim’s necks, deeply through skin and muscle so they would have been dead before disposal—the only blessing in this whole fucked-up mess. With the church burned to the ground and potential witnesses in the pastor and his wife deceased, we would be starting with a blank canvas, and anything was possible.

      I’d almost gotten to the point where I could leave my car, and I rolled my neck, nodded to myself, and had my hand on the handle to get out.

      Something slammed on the roof, and I jumped so high I wrenched my back.

      What the fuck?

      I glanced left and saw the flash of color and uniform and pressed the button for the window, realizing belatedly that with the engine off, this car was nothing but a useless brick. So instead, I gestured that I would open the door, and I stepped out, making each movement evident so as not to alarm her into thinking I was reaching for a weapon.

      “I’m sorry, sir, but you need to move your car.” The cop was a slim woman, steely hair in a tight bun, and she held herself with complete confidence, her hand on the butt of her weapon. I hadn’t seen any signs prohibiting parking, but maybe this space was traditionally only used by guests.

      “It’s okay, Officer,” I said with a smile. “I’m staying at the hotel.”

      “Sir, please, you have to move the car.”

      I didn’t have to be a trained agent to hear the slight shift in her tone or the way she glanced behind her, and it gave me pause. I looked that way, and a crowd was gathering.

      “Is everything okay, Officer?"

      “I won’t ask again.”

      I checked but could see nothing. “What’s happened?”

      I could see her indecision, along with a flare of irritation.

      “There will be a press conference for media at a time to be instructed, sir.” She added that last honorific with a touch of exhaustion in her tone.

      “Media? I’m not a journalist. I'm a federal agent,” I said. “Let me show you my ID.”

      She stiffened when I slowly reached into my pocket, her fingers twitching on her holster. I pulled out my ID, holding it up so she could see it, and her eyes widened fractionally.

      “Special Agent Lucas Beaumont. Okay, we were expecting this. I’m Officer Heather Beiler,” she said. “However, Agent Beaumont, I’m still going to need you to move back one block for now.” She gestured to the opposite side of the road. “And then…” She gave a sigh and shook her head. “I guess there’s something you need to see.”

      I moved the rental to where she’d indicated and straightened my jacket and tie as I locked the door. The heat was oppressive, my white shirt already damp with sweat, but I wasn’t ready to take off my armor against the world just yet. I was going to be efficient, calm, and in charge of whatever the hell had spooked Officer Beiler. I fell into step next to her as we rounded a corner, skirting a park with an empty fountain, then headed toward the group huddled together and talking in low voices. A tape barrier fluttered beyond them, and Officer Beiler lifted it so I could go under. Inside the hallowed circle was a smaller group. One of them broke away to stop me as I approached.

      “Special Agent Lucas Beaumont, out of the Washington Field Office." I held out my hand, which he shook firmly.

      It seemed as if he wanted to stare anywhere but at me. I understood that. I wasn’t there to take over or make his life hell, but I knew the feds had a reputation, not helped by popular media, of getting up in people’s faces and causing stress.

      “Captain Sawyer Wiseman, Lancaster Falls PD,” he replied.

      “Captain,” I swallowed my nerves, pulling out my best interested-in-everything FBI persona and hoping the nerves stayed hidden. “Want to bring me up to speed?”

      “In what context?” he asked.

      We made it a rule not to take control of a crime scene if it had already begun, and right now, whatever this was, some fight or something, didn't require our involvement. I was there for the cold case, the remains in the sinkhole. “I'm just here for consultation and assistance, not to take over, so catch me up on what we have here.” Two other men, one in uniform, one not, formed a protective formation behind Sawyer, blocking my view of whatever the issue was.

      Sawyer frowned. “That's not my worry. If the feds leading this means we find a solution, then I’m good with that. I'm not precious, and this is my town to protect. I just wanted to know where you stood.”

      “Ready to help with whatever you need.”

      He paused a moment, and I wondered if he’d had issues with the FBI in a past case because he looked suspicious. I was having a hard time judging him as he glanced over his shoulder to where the other cop stood.

      Hennessy, according to his name badge, began to explain.  “A dog who belonged to Adam Gray, one of the town’s fringe residents, a survivalist, has turned up and dropped remains on the ground.” He faltered a moment, and like Officer Beiler, he acted as if someone had taken a bag of cement and belted him around the head.

      “More remains from the sinkhole?” It wasn't unheard of for animals to retrieve parts or eat them, or other horrible ends to what used to be human.

      “No, this is…” He cleared his throat and then made a visible effort to pull himself together. “Unconfirmed, but we have reason to believe, from tattoos, that the remains belong to the survivalist. To Adam Gray.”

      I’d seen a case like this before. A man had died in his apartment and hadn’t been found for two months and had been half-eaten by his pets, not a scene I ever wanted to witness again.

      “Have you ascertained—?”

      “We found the dog and the hand ten minutes ago,” Sawyer interrupted whatever I was about to ask, and I blinked at him. “The dog wouldn’t let anyone near it, apart from Officer Hennessy. Animal control is on their way, but we’ve managed to leash it.”

      I fixed on one thing. “I’m sorry. Did you say ten minutes?” My head spun. “You should be shutting down the—”

      “We’ve photographed the remains, the…” He stopped talking and stepped aside, so I got my first look at the hand, expecting it to be chewed and raw. I crouched down, and the sleeping dog who now didn't seem all that bothered by anyone’s presence lifted his head and panted. His muzzle was bloody, and his fur matted with both blood and dirt.

      “Nothing to worry about,” someone said loudly behind me, and I saw Sawyer’s jaw tense.

      “Mr. Sandoval,” Sawyer snapped. “I’d ask that you leave the scene.”

      I didn’t turn. Former Captain Peter Sandoval wasn’t on my to-do list just yet. I heard Sandoval muttered a curse under his breath, but he stayed quiet, or left the scene, and I returned my attention to the hand.

      This hand hadn’t been bitten and chewed on. It was nearly a surgical cut and horror washed over me—was this a fresh murder? Was it connected to the sinkhole remains? God. If it was, and this was a new murder, then we were facing a whole different ball game in the potential serial murder stakes.

      There’s nothing to suggest there is a connection. There might never be a connection. This could be some random ax murderer. And since when was that an option I was pinning hopes on? A current murder, linked to historical deaths, and we’d arrived slap bang into the realm of copycats or even a resurgence of a dormant perpetrator.

      “What the hell is going on?” A strident voice broke into our quiet assessment, and I turned to see an older man, all bluster and swagger, in a golf shirt that was way too tight across his stomach and checked trousers that made my eyes water. “Let me through!” the man demanded.

      I was closest to him, blocking his way. “You have to stay behind the tape, sir.”

      “And you are?”

      “Special Agent Lucas Beaumont.” I held up my badge.

      “Do you know who I am?” the man snapped. “I’m the mayor of Lancaster Falls, Gerald Stokes.”

      He stepped toward the cordon, staring at the hand and the dog and the police. I pressed a hand to his chest. “Stay that side of the tape, sir.”

      “I could have your badge for this disrespect.”

      I doubt that, you pompous prick. “You can speak to my field office to register any complaints.”

      He huffed a little, but behind me, Sawyer was issuing orders  “Heather, you have the scene. The coroner will be here in thirty, animal control in ten. Logan, you’re with me." He turned to me then. “Mayor.” He acknowledged and dismissed in the same breath. “Agent, we're heading to Adam’s property. Are you armed? We don’t know what we’re facing.” He didn't wait for me to say whether I was going with them, and I wasn’t there to take over what was happening in town. I wasn’t the big guns. I was the scout, the liaison, the logistics expert. I sprinted back to my car and slipped on the bulletproof vest and removed my weapon from its lock box, then pulled on my suit jacket to cover it all.

      By the time I got back, all I could see was the back of the mayor as he walked away, his posture rigid, and he was on the phone.

      Maybe he’s ringing the local field office. Oh, to be a fly on that particular wall.

      As soon as I was at Sawyer’s side, we headed out, and I fell into a jog with them, wishing I’d not bothered to cover up my vest or holster with the jacket or at least taken off my damn tie. I was melting in this heat, and it was scratchy and uncomfortable around my neck.

      “I assume you didn’t expect to be dumped straight into a crime scene, Special Agent Beaumont?” Sawyer asked as we neared what looked like a parking area, with the requisite sign displaying a map of the reservoir that filled the dip of the flooded valley. I knew the topography of this town and the larger West Falls some twenty minutes away from studying Grandpa Toby’s notes, although the reservoir hadn’t been the focus of his research back in the eighties. Or sinkholes. His attention had been on police corruption and their reluctance to talk to him or entertain any of his suggestions that Carmen Kreuger could have been in Lancaster Falls. He’d called the PD an incompetent group of jackasses. I just hoped to hell that had changed since then, but meanwhile, I would keep my wits about me.

      “Not really, but please call me Lucas,” I managed between breaths. I was a fit guy, but too many years behind a desk was challenging my ability to keep up with these guys.

      “Call me Sawyer,” he replied. “This is Officer Logan Hennessy.”

      “Logan,” the man said. My research before I’d come here told me he was a former Army Ranger.

      I waited expectantly for the fourth man who seemed as determined and focused to say something. “Drew,” he barked and then strode ahead with us quickening our pace to catch up.

      “Drew McGuire?” I murmured to Sawyer.

      “Yes.” He side-eyed me as if he expected me to argue with him, and I should’ve been saying that whatever we were heading for was not the place for a civilian, but I saw a flash of something in Sawyer’s expression and backed off. I could only hope my reaction demonstrated that I wasn’t here to mess with Sawyer or his decision-making process. We jogged in silence a little while longer and came to Keep Out notices and more tape that had been torn to one side and coiled on the ground. One of the signs had been shot at, and the other had words crossed out. I heard Sawyer’s sharp intake of breath as he stopped by the first and traced the bullet holes with a finger. “Christ, it’s been used for fucking target practice.”

      “Does anyone around here actually follow these no entry rules?” I asked and winced at what passed for passive aggression, which was number twenty-three on the list of things in my head that I needed to avoid. Say what you think. Comment. Don’t suggest. “Apologies. What I mean is, it has to be hard to cordon an area so wild.” Sawyer nodded and allowed Logan and Drew through, then me, before retying the cordon. I heard sirens behind us and assumed it was paramedics called to the scene, or maybe the coroner was faster than light up here?

      “We can’t get a vehicle any closer than this parking lot, but the Gray place is about a quarter mile from here.” Sawyer broke into a jog and gave a running commentary about land ownership, and then he gestured at the ground. “This was one of the original trails out of town down to the rail tracks, but the creation of the reservoir, Iron Lake, truncated it, and the whole area fell into disrepair. Now the only person who would need to use it is Adam Gray himself.”

      “The possible owner of the hand,” I murmured.

      He nodded. We reached a gate, and I could see that there was a fence in the undergrowth, a lot of it obscured by tangled climbing weeds. It had the look of something out of The Walking Dead, makeshift barriers reinforced with lengths of sharp barbed wire, and behind that was a solid metal gate.

      “What are we expecting?” Logan shifted his medical bag on his broad shoulders. He was a big man, capable, with a focus I admired. I imagined he was very much the action hero I expected an Army Ranger to be. And yes, I had dossiers on all the cops in the town, as well as the key characters from my grandpa's research and the extra I’d done myself. I knew all about Sawyer becoming captain after the former chief, Peter Sandoval, had retired, a cop who had been part of that group my grandpa called corrupt; Sandoval had been one of the newest of the team but had risen through the ranks quickly as people died or moved on.

      I held a private theory that Sawyer Wiseman was the best thing to happen to Lancaster Falls PD, based on what I’d gleaned from research. Inevitably, I’d form more fact-based conclusions as the days wore on.

      The gate was wide open, a yawning hole in the otherwise solid, barbed wire-tipped metal fence. Sawyer took a deep breath and glanced at me. I considered that maybe he was waiting for me to instruct him on what happened at the scene, but he would know it wasn’t me who was in charge. This wasn’t my case.

      Yet.

      After a pause, he spoke. “We take this slow. We assume the other dogs are in here somewhere, not all friendly. I want your body-cam on Logan. We take photos where we can, and we’re cautious. Got it?”

      I nodded along with Logan.

      Cautious was my middle name.
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      The burner phone vibrated and danced across the desk, and I caught it one-handed as I continued to type with my right. I'd been expecting this call since I’d woken up, and I lodged the cell between my neck and ear, just like everyone tells me not to do, then answered.

      “Yeah.”

      “It’s a plausible deniability case,” the voice intoned.

      Well, shit. They were the worse kinds of projects, the ones where if I was caught, then absolutely no one would come to my rescue and announce that I was one of the good guys.

      “Why?”

      “This is off-the-books but department-mandated.”

      Fuck. Another thing on my shit list.

      “How much is the client paying?” I wanted to get to the roots of this immediately because I wasn’t chancing my family for anything less than the amount I needed to fix the stove and the furnace. I looked at the quote pinned on the wall. A little less than twenty-thousand dollars would see the furnace fixed, and one cold-ass Pennsylvania winter would be covered. I’d had to close for three weeks last Christmas, and that included over some of the lucrative Festival days—a loss I couldn’t imagine for a second year in a row.

      “I’m authorized to go to twenty.”

      “Thirty, and it's a deal.”

      “Twenty-two.”

      “Twenty-eight.”

      This dance would continue, the same as it always did, and finally, we would settle on twenty-five thousand, which was more than enough to cover the furnace, plus maybe get new fittings in some of the untouched rooms. I didn’t know why my contact always did this with the money dance, but I let him get away with it because it made me feel I’d come out with more money than I’d wanted in the first place.

      “You’re killing me,” he muttered, then sighed. “Twenty-five,” he agreed.

      “Usual rules, half now whatever happens, and half after,” I insisted.

      More muttering. “On the understanding that—”

      “If I don’t crack it, I get to keep the half, but—”

      “You need to prove—”

      “Just send me the freaking details.”

      I shut down the conversation and ended the call. Then I logged into my encrypted space and scanned what was sent over, taking a mental note and already running scenarios through my head as to how I’d approach this issue. First off, I’d need a good six hours of uninterrupted work, which meant waiting until my son was in bed, but it wouldn’t be the first time I’d pulled an all-nighter. The times Harry had knocked on the door asking for his dad and waking me from a deep sleep at my desk weren’t worth listing, but so far, he'd just proclaimed that playing games on my PC was boring, and what did I expect. Also, locking my door made him think I was up to other things. Given he was nearly a teenager now, I didn’t have to imagine what he thought I was doing.

      Hacking into supposedly unbreakable security systems for money wasn’t on his list, for sure. In his eyes, I was his much older and mostly uncool dad, although given it wasn’t that many years that separated us, I hoped I wasn’t that uncool.

      There was no way I was failing at cracking whatever the client gave me to do. I worked for SentryLine Security, SLS, off-the-books most of the time, hacking into systems that were deemed impenetrable, and I proved or disproved that someone with skills could get past even the tightest of systems. Sometimes I failed. Then I got to keep half the money, as SLS had proved to the people who mattered that their system was robust. I had years of practice now. The world had changed, but I needed one or two more jobs like this one, and perhaps I could stop doing it altogether. All I needed to do was get the hotel working well, and then that nebulous thought I had about selling it might come to fruition. It was a money pit, but it was stability for Harry.

      And Harry was my everything.

      I was good at code, I was a freaking genius at finding back doors into software, and I was ultimately self-taught. No one would look at the happy-go-lucky guy who owned the hotel as having a freaky hidden side that made untraceable money to keep open the hotel that was killing him. Anyone who checked on me would see a devoted dad, a town resident who'd been born here and had never left, who volunteered to organize town events, and who had a smile for everyone. They couldn’t know what else I did, because then Harry would know, and right now, despite the young-kid-old-dad bickering thing we had going on, he respected me.

      “DAD!”

      I winced and jumped out of my skin all at the same time. Harry hadn’t quite learned that he didn’t have to shout so loud that the door rattled. A knock would do, but then I smiled because this was just part of my son, and it was him and me together against the entire world. “Out in five!” I called back, meticulously shutting down applications, covering my tracks, I ran several backup protocols, and fastened the screens that hid the computers in place.

      Within five minutes, I was out of my office, locking the door, and limping to reception. My knee hurt today; too much sitting at monitors and not enough exercise on a football injury that would haunt me forever. Fucking obligatory school sports. Why they couldn’t have had a math club, I’ll never know. I wouldn’t have hurt my knee solving theorems and enjoying algebra.

      Harry was at the window, staring at his phone.

      “What’s up, Hazmat?” I ruffled his hair, which he ducked away on instinct. He fussed with it and smoothed it back into place, even as he waved his phone with palpable excitement.

      “Stop calling me Hazmat.”

      “Sorry, Hubble.”

      “And that.”

      I ruffled his hair again, but this time I got a grin from him, so I called that a win.

      “Something’s going down,” Harry announced, and I peered out the window at the car, a new-looking nondescript black SUV, and saw a man standing outside talking to Heather. He wasn’t parking anywhere he shouldn’t have been, but Heather appeared agitated and was pointing down the road. I attempted to lip-read, but that wasn’t in my skillset, so instead, I focused on the driver. Slim, blond hair, he shook his head at something Heather said, before reaching into his pocket and pulling out an ID. Whatever he showed her made her step back from him, and she looked surprised, but she was still telling him to move on. I could tell that was the issue when she waved toward the next block down.

      “They found a hand,” Harry announced and held up his phone which had a picture zoomed in next to the nose of a scruffy terrier.

      “Huh?”

      “Marco was down there with Uncle Luca, and this dog brought a hand and dropped it right outside the library. It’s been chopped off. Look.” He thrust the phone closer, but that just made my eyes cross, so I gestured for the phone to check the image. He wrinkled his nose. “No swiping my photos,” he warned, and I rolled my eyes theatrically. I hated to think what a teenager would have on his phone, and carefully avoided swiping anything at all. I peered at the picture, pinching it in to see the whole of the scene, focusing in on what looked like a fake hand. I even began to form the words to explain that this was nothing, but then the tall blond dude, who was way this side of gorgeous, strode past the hotel, and he gave the impression that he had severe shit happening in his life.

      “Wait, what? For real, they found a hand?” I mused out loud. “And not just bones, a real hand.”

      “Marco said it looked really cool. Can I go and see it? Please, Dad.” He glanced back at the reception desk, his job right at this moment, where he would sit and study. My first instinct was to say no because I was a responsible dad, but my curiosity had me grabbing my cell and then opening the front door of the hotel and waiting for Harry to catch up. We had enough weird in this town without a disembodied hand, but if there was one thing I knew, knowledge was power. Why was there a hand, whose dog was it, and why was the tall, sexy blond in my town?

      It was the blond whom I focused on first as we joined the back of the small group standing outside a cordon of police tape. I recognized at least one journalist whom I thought had left town two weeks ago, but had clearly come back here on speculation and hit the scattered-bloody-limb jackpot, because on the sidewalk, in the shade, was a hand. There wasn’t a lot of blood, apart from that on the dog’s fur, and the hand itself was anemic. The way it was lying I could see the nails as the fingers curved, but other than that, nothing. My fingers itched as my brain put two and two together, and I forced my own hands into my pockets in self-defense.

      Harry had gone to stand with Marco, the two of them heads close, talking about what, I didn’t know. My son and my sister’s son, cousins, were joined at the hip, as close as brothers, and easily the best friends I’d ever seen.

      “I have to go back,” Luca muttered close to me. “You got them?” He meant the terrible twosome, Harry and Marco, and I gave him a fake shocked glance.

      “You’re leaving me with them and a hand?”

      He elbowed me and ambled away toward Calabresi's, where he lived and worked, giving me the finger as I huffed.

      The blond was chatting to Sawyer, Logan, and Heather, along with Drew, who hovered to one side as if his world had been shaken.

      He and I had come a long way in the last few weeks from quiet animosity with too many awful memories on his side to a desperate need to make things right on mine, straight on through to finding our way back to friendship. I wasn’t sure everything was back to normal, but he glanced my way, and when I gestured at the body part and lifted an eyebrow, he met my gaze steadily and shrugged. It seemed he didn’t know any more than we did.

      Then the whispers started.

      “Fire.”

      “There’s FIRE tattooed on his hand.”

      “Fire? Isn’t that… I know someone has that tattoo… I’ve seen it.”

      By the time they reached me, it seemed like every person standing there had a different theory from police to vagrants to that guy who used to work in the shoe store. I knew that tattoo, and I’d only seen it once, and when I met Sawyer’s glance, I could see he’d come to the same conclusion.

      Adam Gray.

      There was more discussion between the cops, and the blond standing with them.

      “Who’s that cop standing with Uncle Sawyer?” Harry asked at my side, staring up at me as if I had all the answers. One day we’d be eye to eye, and the way he was growing, like a string bean, it wouldn’t be long at all.

      “I have no idea,” I said, but it seemed Nicky did know because she turned in front of me, and I should have known she’d have been there, always the center of everything. She was the one person I never wanted to be stuck at the grocery store with because she had this way about her that frankly scared the shit out of me.

      “He's Special Agent Lucas Beaumont, and he's here about everything,” she announced, just loud enough to cause a tidal wave of oohs and aahs in the group.

      I couldn’t help but glance over at blond dude with a new optic. This sexy, gorgeous, uptight, suited man was a federal agent? Well, that was just shit. While the sexy, gorgeous bit was great, the fact he was a fed, with some of the questionable contacts I had online, meant he was dangerous to have around town. If he ever found out about my liaisons with less than wholesome dark web contacts, he’d arrest me on the spot.

      Back to the sexy part, though. He held himself straight, confident, but there was something about him that made me think he wasn’t comfortable standing with Sawyer and the others. He kept checking over the people huddled with their morbid gawking, and at one point, our gazes locked, and he stared right at me before he went on to focusing elsewhere. He was distracted, and only Sawyer touching his arm brought him back to the present. More discussion and then Logan left before returning with a medical bag. After a hurried conversation, Sawyer, Drew, Logan, and Federal Agent Lucas Beaumont left in the direction of Iron Lake.

      Probably down to Adam Gray’s place.

      “Where do you think they're going?” Nicky asked everyone in general, but I wasn’t going to suggest Adam Gray as an option right now, not when there was a journalist in my peripheral vision, and the remaining official at the grisly hand scene was Heather, who stared down at it as if she expected it to move. She pulled out her cell, and a few moments later, Tate came out of the police department and headed her way. He was the PD admin genius who kept the town’s police in line, and he had some kind of tent folded in his hand. In a few shakes, it was up and protecting the evidence, also forming an effective barrier from the prying eyes of the crowd and to the ravages of Mother Nature, who was doing her best to burn everything before drenching it in rain.

      The group of gawkers, and I included myself in that, began to disperse, but I stayed until it was me and the boys, Heather, and Tate. Until Sandoval sauntered over and I stiffened.

      “They gone now?” he asked Heather, but Heather ignored him, and I moved again between Sandoval and her immediately, keeping my back to him.

      “Civilians messing up things. Nothing gets done right anymore,” Sandoval muttered, and only when I saw Heather relax did I know he was leaving. “No one listens to me.”

      “Twice he’s tried to get inside the cordon and comment,” she murmured.

      "Are you okay?" I asked Heather, and she nodded. “Can I do anything to help?”

      She blinked at me, then shook her head. “We don't have the manpower,” she blurted, then from her expression, she regretted her outburst and schooled her features into calm.

      “Shouldn't we have the coroner here?” I asked as gently as I could.

      Tate answered, “We only found it twenty minutes ago. He's on his way.” He pulled a bottle of water from a bag and handed it to Heather, patting her arm.

      “Whose hand is it?” Marco asked, and Heather went pale. I herded Marco and Harry together and away from the scene quickly.

      “You’ve seen enough.”

      “But, Dad—”

      “Uncle Josh—”

      “Beat it!” I warned, and with a shove and a stumble, the two of them ran off toward the hotel, where I knew they’d hole up and talk conspiracy theories for the rest of the day. My son had his mom’s imagination and was spending way too much time chatting to Chris, who'd recently moved in with Sawyer. Chris was a horror author, and I genuinely believed that one day Harry, with his vivid imagination, could write a book. Of course, he’d have to pass English first, and when it came to the academic subjects of math and English, he was—challenged—he was a doer, not a thinker. He was a gifted artist like his mom and had my athletic build. He and the school system weren’t a good fit, not like me. I’d faked my way through school, not even tried, got in so much trouble, and was still destined for college with my love of math. Then I’d gone and fucked it up and gotten Sadie pregnant when we were still kids.

      Only not really fucked up.

      Becoming a dad as a teenager had become the best thing to ever happen to me.

      I hovered a bit longer by the tent, kept a pale Heather company, chatting about everything and nothing. Both of us watched as paramedics arrived but didn’t stop, driving past us toward Iron Lake. I stayed until the coroner and his assistant arrived at the scene, and then I sauntered back to the hotel. Harry and Marco were in their usual place; sitting on stools and reading comics behind the desk in reception. Harry glanced up as I came in.

      “I’ve done my homework,” he protested before I even said a single word.

      “I wasn’t going to say a thing.”

      “Yes, you were. You had that face thing happening.” Harry rolled his eyes dramatically.

      “What face thing?”

      “When you get all frowny and think I’m messing around when I’m not.”

      I nodded a little. “Oh, that face.”

      God, I loved Harry. He was my everything, the best part of me, the reason I wanted to make this hotel work long enough to give him a safe place. I felt like a failure that we might lose it all, but I had ways of stuffing that emotion down so far that I forgot it. He looked more and more like me every day, but he had Sadie’s laugh and her sense of humor; he was the best part of both of us.

      “Me too,” Marco added and pulled me out of my musing.

      “You too, what?” I asked.

      “I’ve done my homework.”

      They seemed so serious as they lied to my face about their homework, which was probably lying discarded under an issue of Spiderman. It was too hot to argue. It was Saturday, their day off, and bless Harry, but he was still handling reception so I could work, even if we didn’t have any guests right now, nor were we expecting anyone soon. Worry poked at the edges of my thoughts, and I ruthlessly pushed them away. Maybe the hand would encourage another influx of journalists? Not that I wanted those bottom feeders in my place, but at least they paid the bills. Or at least some of them did.

      Anyway, I liked that Harry was smiling with Marco and the on/off grumpiness he’d been exhibiting the past few weeks had vanished for a few moments. Today I refused to worry because tomorrow was a new day, and everything would work out, particularly if I was successful with the new hacking job. Then we’d be set for the winter events in town, have money left over for advertising, and everything would be okay. With renewed enthusiasm for life, I grinned at them both.

      “Ice cream, anyone?”

      I’d never seen two boys move so fast.
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      “Former military could mean traps,” Logan warned as he checked around the gate. “Mines, tripwires, this is Conspiracy Central, so we need to take things carefully.” We went in a few steps, and I held my breath as the stench of decay hit me. The smell was overwhelming, large oil barrels filled with god knows what, old food, decaying and rotting in the heat, tires discarded, old bits of machinery. It was an assault course to get any deeper into the tangle of forest, and we split up so we could walk single file, taking positions on the only ingress that looked as if it could be a trail. Logan was ahead, taking things slow, Sawyer behind him and to the left. Both had their weapons out, as did I, and Drew was behind me. A severed hand wasn’t an exact indication of someone down here armed with a blade and waiting for us to arrive, but who knew?

      We stayed quiet, taking each step with consideration, and I cataloged more waste as we moved through sacks of garbage, years of trash thrown into the woods. Some of it had split open. I could see empty cans of peaches, beans, and soup, labels faded from exposure to the sun, along with rags and glass bottles. Some of them had shattered. Others were intact and green with growth inside, and some held tiny skeletons of animals that had crawled in and had not made it out. This was a hermit’s lair, the place where a person could hide away and never see another living person. Logan stopped abruptly, holding up a fist and indicating we all stop as well. Then he went to a crouch and gestured for us to check what he’d found.

      At worst, I imagined a body, at best another bag of garbage, but what I saw in the mess of undergrowth was the remains of a dog. Maggots crawled over the carcass, flies buzzing around their dinner, and it was bloated with heat, a Dalmatian maybe?

      “I can't tell if this is one of the dogs from the day I was down here,” Logan said.

      My stomach rebelled when I leaned closer, and the scent of decaying flesh hit me, so I stepped back and away.

      At least it’s not human, I told myself, but I loved dogs, and to see one like this was terrible.

      “Keep moving,” Sawyer instructed in a low voice.

      We carefully picked our way over the remains and headed even deeper into the tangled undergrowth. Trash, tires, the remains of an old jeep that was more a shell than anything else, and on the seats inside a ton of hunting magazines in clear bags all labeled with years. I checked the worn date on the top label—2006 maybe—although it was difficult to make out the cover of the magazine at the top of the pile, even if it was shaded from the worst of the heat.

      I didn’t need to have received profiling training to be able to form an opinion. Outlier. Hoarder. Paranoia. The path was slowly becoming harder to negotiate when my instincts told me it should have been easier. Something about this didn't seem right. Sawyer must have had the same thought. He stopped and tilted his head, listening for something. He called softly to Logan and indicated I follow, and we left the path, heading right and deep into the woods. We stumbled through twisted limbs of fallen trees, and as the undergrowth thinned out, we ended up in a clearing free of garbage and decaying vehicles.

      My grip wet with sweat, I switched holds, wiping my hand on my jacket, then repositioned the gun. I wasn’t the best at the firing range by any stretch of the imagination, but I’d passed all my certifications and I was confident in this at least. We spread out again, and the farther in we got, the tenser I became. What were we going to find? More dogs? Booby traps? I was already checking every step I took, on edge for the click of a mine or seeing the glint of wire in the dim light.

      “The cabin,” Logan murmured as the path ended, and the twist of trees opened up again.

      “Maybe we should have used a drone to look here first,” Sawyer mused, and I thought he was feeling the strain the same as me. On the other hand, Logan and Drew were in their element, light on their feet, alert, turning in a slow circle and pointing at the wires that crisscrossed above us.

      “Communications,” Drew observed and pointed up at a huge satellite dish on top of the cabin with a network of cables running inside; whatever kind of survivalist this Adam Gray was, he’d had a grasp of electronics and technology. He could’ve been completely fine in his cabin, using his iPad and watching the television, and we were worrying over nothing.

      Maybe it wasn’t his hand.

      Logan indicated we wait, and Sawyer stopped walking, even though he outranked Logan, and glanced behind to check on me. I nodded I was okay with whatever he thought was right, and Drew stepped back a few paces until he was behind me. The two former soldiers were taking up tactical positions, and it heightened my anxiety.

      “He’s good at his job,” Sawyer murmured as I watched Logan cautiously circle the building, disappearing behind it and then emerging unscathed from the other side.

      “You need to see this,” Logan called after a few moments, and he wasn’t keeping his voice down, so he wasn’t worried who heard us, which meant that in his opinion, there was no one around to startle.

      The corpse of a barely recognizable human lay in the undergrowth. An old man with a matted gray beard attached to what remained of his face, a scarlet bandana cutting into his throat, his torso missing limbs. I could see one leg some way from him, another chopped cleanly into three pieces, two of those chewed through to the bone. Where the arms had gone, where his clothes were, I couldn't see, and suddenly lost for making sense of what I was seeing, I bent at the waist and rested my hand on one knee to steady myself.

      Sawyer holstered his weapon and crouched as close to the body as was safe, and for a moment, we stood in silence.

      “Adam Gray.”

      Logan nodded. “Fuck”"

      “We need to get the coroner down here,” Sawyer tapped his radio, sent the message to dispatch, asked if the coroner was there yet, and when it was confirmed they’d arrived, he suggested Logan would meet them at the gate, leaving Drew to stand guard, his feet apart, knees slightly bent, and his weapon at his side as if he expected trouble.

      Logan vanished back the way we’d come, and I joined Sawyer nearer to the body, but not too close. There was a disciplined and systematic approach to recording the various observations we were making here, and it was vital that we collect potential evidence. I took photos of what I could see, zooming in on the phone and attempting to make dispassionate assessments of the horror I was observing. Sawyer didn’t have to know I was about ten-seconds from being violently ill, not if I could breathe my way through this.

      “Murder,” I said.

      Sawyer nodded. You didn't have to be a cop to see that this was murder. There was a round hole in the center of the forehead, no brain matter visibly expelled on the ground, but we didn’t know how long he’d been dead. It could have been days, and animals had done their worse with the remains.

      “This could be the primary scene,” Sawyer murmured, “but we can't be sure from looking. There isn’t much blood now. It’s rained heavily, then it’s baked hot.” He glanced around him, his face a mask of focus. He was saying that this was potentially the place where the incident had occurred, where a man had been hacked into pieces. This meant that the majority of physical evidence, had Mother Nature not done her worse, would have been located here.

      If this was the primary scene, then one of the secondary crime scenes was that shady part of the sidewalk where the dog had dropped the hand—physical evidence transported away from the first crime scene and left to be found. If this wasn’t the primary scene, then this indecipherable act of murder had been done elsewhere. Would we ever find out which?

      Sawyer stood, balancing himself and swaying a little at the head rush before stepping carefully back and away.
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