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      For everyone who wanted to know what happened to the man that Justin let live.

      

      And, always for my family.
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      Martin briefly stopped on the stone bridge and tipped his head to the sky. The rain had finally stopped, and stars dotted the vast black canvas untainted by light pollution. He was here, and he’d never felt so at a loss of what to do next.

      Crooked Tree Ranch. Justin and Adam.

      Why did I think it was a good idea to come to Montana?

      Moonlight illuminated tiny parts of the darkness that shrouded Crooked Tree, and he turned full circle. There was only enough light to hint at the shape of things; a road that ended in the parking lot, a restaurant, reflective signs indicating where areas of the ranch lay from this central point. This way was admin, next to it, Branches Restaurant, and behind him was a notice about the distance to the cabins on foot, cycle, and by horse.

      Below the bridge, the river rushed over large boulders and the noise mesmerized him long enough that he temporarily forgot the dread gripping his chest. Then it crashed back down on him and he questioned why was he standing there as if he had all the time in the world.

      I need to know why Justin didn’t kill me. Then I can leave.

      “I got your message.”

      Martin jumped at the voice coming from the dark. Justin.

      “Shit, you scared me.”

      Justin stepped out of the shadows. “When I gave you that number it was for you to call me, not ask to come here. What do you want, Jamie?”

      “I’m not Jamie,” Martin corrected immediately. “My name is Martin. Martin Graves. You know that; you know I can’t use Jamie anymore.”

      I don’t want to use that name.

      Justin leaned against the facing wall, arms crossed over his chest. Although his stance was intimidating, his expression was neutral; most importantly he didn’t look as if he was going to kill Martin. Even though three years ago in the coffee shop, Justin had unconditionally promised Martin he was safe from Justin killing him, it remained one of the more persistent fears chasing him in his nightmares. Martin lowered his hands, slowly, and willed his heart to start beating because his chest felt tight, and he was convinced he was about to drop dead.

      That would mess everything up.

      “I need to talk to you,” Martin answered, pushing his hands into his pockets and nudging his dropped bag back against the wall. “I need to know why you let me live.”

      “What?”

      This wasn’t going well. Martin didn’t exactly want anything rational, and Justin hadn’t moved, only stared at him as if he expected a grand speech. Martin did have a speech planned. Hell, he’d considered very carefully what he was going to say. In some scenarios, he spoke impassioned words, talking about what his dad had done, what he’d become, how his dad had hurt Justin and Adam, and how Martin carried that with him every day. How sorry he was. How his whole life in Vermont had gone up in flames and he needed somewhere to stop. In others, he told Justin that he’d found peace, held back the demons, and learned to live with the nightmares.

      “You could have shot me, left me for dead, finished the kill list you had, but you didn’t. Why?”

      “Hell if I know,” Justin said.

      Martin took an instinctive step backward, his thighs hitting the wall. Justin left a foot between them, and waited.

      “Was it because you saw something in me?” Martin asked desperately.

      “Nope,” Justin said.

      Martin’s heart sank. “But, when you said you wouldn’t kill me, you told me to find you one day and tell you that I knew I was brave. Did you think I was brave? Really? Is that why you didn’t kill me?”

      “You can’t stay.” Justin glanced over his shoulder toward the restaurant as if he didn’t want to be seen on this bridge talking to a stranger.

      “Answer my question,” Martin demanded. He’d come here straight from his mom’s funeral, hitchhiked his way to Helena, used the last of his money on a bus, walked the last four hours in a rain that had only let up for short amounts of time. Exhausted and soaked to the bone, his carefully constructed life was unraveling, and he needed this to stop.

      “You should be anywhere but here,” Justin said. “If anyone sees you and tells Adam, it could hurt him.”

      “God, is Adam here?” The last thing that Martin wanted was to see Adam. It was enough that he had approached Justin right now.

      “No.” Justin let out an impatient sigh. “You need to leave.”

      Martin couldn’t leave, he needed an answer.

      “I’m not brave. You said I was brave, but was that the only reason you didn’t kill me? I have nothing else to hold on to when I don’t believe I am brave at all.” He shivered not just from the cold but from the icy feel of a hundred ghosts crawling under his skin. The rain started again, and Martin pushed his hair away from his face and was utterly lost.

      They stood in silence for a while; then Justin cursed noisily. “Fuck. Let’s get the hell out of this rain.”

      Justin headed up the hill, and after a pause, Martin followed. The restaurant building was internally lit with security lights, but they weren’t a glaring white, more of a subtle yellow gold in the rain. It was made of wood, sprawling into the trees, clear glass showcasing a gorgeous interior with more wood, and a counter toward the back.

      “In here,” he said and opened the door to let Martin through. The warmth inside made his skin prickle, and he immediately shrugged off his soaked coat. Being warm and dry was a luxury, and he’d take it over cold and wet any day.

      Justin checked him up and down. “Jesus kid, you look like shit. When did you last eat?”

      Martin wanted to point out that Justin was only a year older than him and that kid wasn’t a good description, but he didn’t. All he could think about was the last time he’d had a proper meal, which had to be five or six days ago. He’d filled up on cheap gas station snacks, but a hot meal with real food, that was a distant memory. He knew he’d lost a bit of weight when his jeans found a new natural level resting on his hips.

      “Not today,” he evaded.

      Justin ushered him to a table and then went to the counter, talking to a shorter man Martin hadn’t even noticed was there. The second man leaned sideways to glance around Justin— right at Martin, and he frowned. The two of them exchanged heated words before the other man gave a full-body sigh and disappeared. Justin came back, turning the chair at the table to straddle it.

      He was probably waiting for Martin to say something smart or insightful to explain what the hell he was doing here. They stared at each other in silence.

      “Why didn’t you kill me?” Martin asked, again.

      “Tell me what happened in Vermont,” Justin changed the subject immediately. “I know you have no job, that the place you worked at burned to the ground under suspicious circumstances.”

      “How did you know that?”

      Justin shook his head and huffed. “You really think I left you there without checking on you?” Then he leaned closer and his expression was hard. “I had to be sure you weren’t really your father’s son.”

      That cut deep. Even after fighting as hard as he had against his birthright, he was David Crane’s son after all. Bad blood runs in my veins. One small push and his father’s legacy of evil could emerge and crack him wide open. Temper would make him hurt people, and fear would drive him to destroy everything that was right.

      His heart hurt, and he stood slowly. Three years since Justin had spared his life, and in all that time, Martin had held on to the fact that someone had actually appeared to care about him. Justin was the one person he thought might understand or at least show something akin to compassion, but he’d been wrong. Who can blame him, after what I was part of?

      “I understand.” He slammed a lid on the acidic self-hatred that boiled up inside. “I’ll go now.”

      “Fuck’s sake, kid, sit down.”

      Martin instantly reacted to the forcefulness of Justin’s tone. He’d grown up used to people telling him when to sit or stand or hurt people, another part of his messed-up psyche he had no control over. He sat, carefully, every muscle in his body aching.

      “I’m not a kid,” he said. “I’m only a year younger than you are.”

      Justin ignored him, went to fetch a water jug and glasses, and retook his seat. Carefully he poured out a glass and nudged it toward Martin.

      “Tell me about the fire,” he said. “Start at the beginning.”

      Clearly Justin wasn’t going to answer Martin’s question, and what else could Martin do but sit and talk? It was raining, he was only just warming up, there was coffee, and he didn’t want to leave yet.

      “Everything was razed to the ground. We have a lot of contractors near there, buildings going up, and we were the last place left that wouldn’t sell to them. I don’t know if I can point at them as being responsible, but they knew the owner wasn’t interested in selling.” He couldn’t meet Justin’s gaze. “I didn’t start the fire.”

      Justin studied him thoughtfully, then nodded. “Of course you didn’t. I know that.”

      Martin wanted to take that as a win, that small good thing that Justin had offered him, but his thoughts were chaotic.

      “Wait? Were you watching that as well?” Martin wouldn’t put anything past the enigmatic Justin with his ninja assassin skills and his ability to track Martin down all those years ago, despite how hard Martin had tried to hide. “Or are you saying you don’t think I could do it.”

      Justin looked thoughtful.

      “Just because your father was a domestic terrorist consumed with hate, and you were part of it when you were younger, it doesn’t mean you’re one of the bad guys now.”

      Martin glanced around him, wishing Justin wasn’t talking so loudly. The connection to his dad was something he never talked about, and even though the restaurant was closed and empty except for the three of them, he didn’t want the words out there.

      “I was never part of it, not really. I was trapped there as much as you were,” Martin defended.

      Justin stared at him steadily, and Martin met the stare.

      “Not quite the same way,” he murmured. “You had the freedom to run.”

      “You think I didn’t try that? I was terrified.” Why am I defending myself? Justin doesn’t care. Hell, I don’t freaking care.

      Justin had every reason to expect Martin to have done every evil thing his blood made him capable of. Including burning down the café.

      “Well, right now I have no reason to doubt you. Of course, that could change.”

      Justin sipped water and watched Martin over the rim of his glass, his expression focused and thoughtful.

      Martin cleared his throat. “I’d been working hard at the café, community outreach, that kind of thing. Not that there was much of a community left after the big corporations bought up the old houses to replace them with trendy apartments.” His words ran together. “When the café burned down, Joe didn’t want to rebuild. So I had no job, or a place to live because I’d been sleeping in my room above the café. I needed to talk to you, to understand what you saw in me, and then I’m heading south.”

      “South? Texas? Florida? Mexico?”

      “The ocean,” Martin said, and that was about all he had to tell right now. To him, the ocean was as vast as the sky, and he wanted to lie on a beach and stare up at the blue and hear the wash of waves as he decided what to do next with his life.

      Coffee arrived then. The shorter guy seemed as if he was weighed down by the thundercloud of anger buzzing around his head. Both coffees met the table forcefully, liquid sloshing over the mugs. Martin thought he was watching some kind of comedy double act. Justin looking chagrined; the short guy pissed.

      “This is my partner, Sam,” Justin said. He knows who you are; he knows everything remained unspoken.

      Martin held out his hand for Sam. “Hi.”

      Sam ignored his overture and instead stared at him with narrowed eyes.

      “So you’re him.” His tone was flat. “Jamie.”

      “This is Martin,” Justin inserted with emphasis, and Sam shot him a heated stare.

      The last thing he wanted was a debate about his real name and why he wasn’t using it. As far as he was concerned, Jamie Crane had died the same day Justin and Adam had been hurt.

      He flushed and stared down at the menu on the table. For a brief hopeful moment Sam appeared to be leaving, and then at the last moment, he turned back and took one of the chairs at their table. He leaned in and pushed at Martin’s arm to make him look up.

      “If you drag Justin back to anything, I will hurt you, okay?” He kept his tone low, but there was so much anger dripping from the words that Martin moved back in his chair and looked for the exit.

      “Sam, it’s okay,” Justin said, sounding tired, then covering Sam’s hand with his own. “Nothing he brings with him will hurt me, no memories or experiences or people. Okay?”

      “But what about Adam? What about him?”

      Justin shook his head mutely.

      “Promise me,” Sam whispered, just loud enough for Martin to hear, and then leaned into Justin and pressed a kiss to his lips.

      “I promise.”

      “And you’ll be the one to tell Adam when he and Ethan get back from vacation?”

      “I will.”

      “The day they get back.”

      “Yep.”

      At that, Sam straightened and nodded at Martin, although there was no welcoming smile, just a fixed stare that discouraged him. “Then I’ll get food.”

      Only when Sam had gone did Justin lean forward.

      “We need to talk about your mom.”

      And the bottom fell out of Martin’s carefully constrained world.
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      The urge to run was strong. Martin stared at the door, willing himself to stand. Justin must have read his intention and went over and locked it before sitting back down. That had been Martin’s last escape route, so now he was stuck. He’d promised to never talk about his mom, and the vow was too fresh to even think of breaking it.

      “What about my mom?”

      “I know she died.”

      Martin blanched. No one who mattered was supposed to know about his birth mother. He’d made a promise to her new husband that he’d never mention his connection to Louisa Coleman or to Louisa’s daughter, Alice.

      My little sister.

      It was an easy promise to make; anything to keep Alice safe. He’d seen her at the funeral, the same wavy hair as him, a shade lighter, and her eyes hidden behind dark glasses. She’d leaned on her stepdad and cried as he’d held her. It would have been so easy to walk over and talk to Alice, but he hadn’t. He’d been told to leave, by the Senator’s security guards, so he’d left. That was where that part of his life story had ended.

      He gripped the table so hard his knuckles whitened, then shook his head mutely. Justin waited a moment, making it obvious he was expecting an answer.

      “I won’t talk about my mom.”

      “What about your sister?”

      “How do you…? Don’t you even mention her. I don’t want to talk about anything to do with her.”

      “Does she know what happened back with your dad?”

      “I said I won’t talk about her.” Martin tilted his chin, waiting for Justin to demand he go and tell his only living blood relative everything. Like hell, he would do that.

      “Did you go to the funeral? Did you even speak to her?”

      “You tell me. After all, you’re the one tracking me.”

      Justin shook his head. “I just know she died, is all.”

      “It is what it is,” Martin said and shrugged for emphasis. He could show the world he didn’t care that his mom had died. She’d been gone from his life a long time; he didn’t have much memory of her. He’d found her though, through her maiden name. She’d married a politician who was aiming high, became the perfect wife, always in the papers fundraising for this, that, or the other. Of course, he’d set up an alert on his phone to track her, just in case of… something.

      Then there was Alice, his sister. She had a beauty blog, with a nice sideline in charitable works, and had just graduated with a degree in Art History. They weren’t brother and sister through nurture, but part of his heart would always connect to hers.

      Then the men had suggested he leave. Warned him off. Told him in no uncertain terms it was dangerous for him to be there. He’d taken it at the time that somehow he was a danger to his sister, but in hindsight, they’d been saying he’d be in danger if he didn’t go.

      He’d left quickly. No point in mourning a mom he didn’t know, or worrying about a sister who might not even have known he was alive.

      “I don’t want to be here,” Martin said after the longest pause, with emotion choking him. But I  have nowhere else to go, and I need help.

      “I know you don’t. Let’s face it, no one wants you here.”

      The words cut deep; of course no one wanted him at Crooked Tree, and he could understand why, but Justin had been the only person he thought he wanted to connect with. Even briefly.

      “I won’t hurt you and Adam.”

      Justin raised an eyebrow. “You wouldn’t get the chance, even if you wanted to.” The menacing words struck a chord. He’d never seen Justin in action, but to know that this man had single-handedly taken down his father and probably the rest of his father’s fellow domestic terrorists meant he had to be good. The group, his father included, had all been trained in survival and hand-to-hand combat to a level surpassing that of a normal civilian—all good soldiers fighting for their version of the perfect white America.

      Sam banged and crashed in the kitchen, and Martin winced.

      “I don’t want to cause any trouble for you with Sam.”

      “You won’t.”

      Sam arrived with what looked like breakfast: crispy bacon, pancakes, eggs, hash browns. And this time he placed the plates dramatically on the table. “You look ill,” Sam said.

      “I’m not ill⁠—”

      “Eat.”

      “Thank you,” Martin managed and picked up the gleaming silverware as Sam stalked back to his kitchen. It was midnight now, and he wasn’t about to turn down a free meal.

      Justin didn’t begin to eat, only stared at him as if he could see inside Martin’s soul. Justin had a hardness about him that was terrifying, but what did Martin expect? After all, he was responsible for making Justin the man he was today. He’d been part of the group who’d hurt him and Adam.

      “Do you sleep?” he asked.

      “As well as I can.” Sometimes the nightmares pull me into a terror I don’t want to recall, but mostly I can sleep.

      “Nightmares?”

      “Some.”

      “Finish your food, and I’ll find you a bed somewhere.”

      Martin blinked at Justin, not sure he’d heard right. “I don’t need a bed. Once you answer my question about what stopped you killing me, then I told you I’m heading south. Thank Sam for the coffee and food, but I need to find somewhere else to stay. I never intended to stay.”

      Justin took Martin’s hand, his hold firm. “I can make you stay, Martin.”

      Fear gripped Martin, “Are you threatening me?”

      Of course he’s threatening me. He hates me after what I did to him. This is some kind of revenge—as twisted as what hurt him and Adam. He probably had a gun, as he had when he came to the cafe three years ago

      “No,” Justin said without hesitation. “I’m saying Crooked Tree is a safe place for you to stop for a while and to take a breath. If you want to leave, then you can go. I won’t stop you. And one day soon I might explain why I didn’t kill you. Just not now.”

      All the fire left Martin instantly, and he sat back in his chair as if his strings had been cut.

      “Really?”

      Justin huffed a laugh and focused on the coffee mug, drawing his finger around the rim. “There’s no way to rationalize the horrors we saw or what your father and his friends did. Believe me, I tried. But there is a life beyond those ghosts, and you need to rest somewhere, Martin. Just for a while, until Adam comes back, maybe Crooked Tree might just be the right place for you to stop.”
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      Tyler Colby dropped the last of his bags in the cabin and watched the cab as it reversed into to the parking lot. The driver had waited at the main area of Crooked Tree as Tyler had collected the keys to his place from one of the ranch guys. The total for the cab’s time was huge when it appeared on his phone seconds later, right behind the perfectly timed email from his boss.

      Elizabeth’s message was simple. It contained a copy of the schedule they’d worked up between them, and had an added reminder for him to keep detailed records, including receipts for reimbursement. The word receipts was in bold, and Tyler couldn’t help but smile. He’d worked in the Earthquake Studies Office for three years now and had never once filed one of those horrendously complicated and needless expense reports with the Montana Bureau of Mines and Geology, much to Elizabeth’s horror. She’d pulled him to the side yesterday and scolded him for not following the rules. Yet another set of rules and the part of his job where he couldn’t tolerate the bureaucracy. Why bother messing around with dollars and cents, when what they should all be doing was focusing on the cutting edge projects that could save lives?

      “Stupid-ass forms,” he murmured as he poked into the rooms of Forest Cabin six. It had four huge bedrooms, three of which he would be converting into office space, a decently equipped kitchen, and a small laundry room. A sitting room with comfortable sofas and a TV was in the center of the cabin, with floor-to-ceiling windows and views over a small grass yard that merged into the trees.

      Crooked Tree was a stunning place, but it wasn’t all about the trees for him or even the river as it rushed through the ranch. The beauty lay underneath his feet as he imagined the washed away sediment, and visualized the layers of time snaking beneath the land, along with the carved patterns left by retreating ice. The ranch was in a prime position for the next seismic tracker to be added to the network and soon to be part of the early warning system for seismic disturbance.

      The sitting room was where he would set up boards, start collating information, and begin constructing the newest addition to the Montana Regional Seismic Network. The new installation would be one of the most remote they had, but he’d argued that there was too much territory outside Helena that wasn’t being monitored. He’d been proven right in the last 3.5 magnitude, 2 km depth point quake that had rattled windows and opened up new cracks in old ground. Then the higher-ups at the Department began to listen and apply for government grants.

      Installing a permanent seismic station here on Crooked Tree land was a small step in the grand scheme of things, but it was also Tyler’s baby, and he was going to do it right.

      Last July, there’d been an earthquake south of Lincoln that people had felt from Spokane to Billings, but it had occurred along a fault not previously mapped by the team of seismologists he was part of. That was what had drawn him here because this region was less studied than the seismically active West Coast. He was at this location to examine the recent earthquake swarms in Yellowstone, and he was going to find a way to save lives.

      That was his goal and had been since he was fourteen.

      He pulled out the parts for the first whiteboard setup—it was the easiest starting point—then he laid everything out as the instructions said he should. He had a PhD. Surely he should be able to assemble flat pack boards and A-frames.

      “Dr. Colby?” someone called from the open door, and Tyler waved them in, concentrating on setting up his first board and not quite getting tab A to click into tab B. “I’m here with your supplies. Where do you want them?”

      “Kitchen counter,” he said, breathing through the mild irritation that this particular inanimate object wasn’t bending to his will. I don’t have time for this shit.

      There was a clatter of objects, the rattle of something, and after Tyler finally managed to click the tabs into place, he sought out the source of all the noise. Whoever it was seemed to take great joy in making one hell of a lot of racket, and locating the sound, he found the owner of the sounds crouching in front of one of the base units, juggling cans of food and two jars of sauce. He was in that impossible situation where he couldn’t put something down without dropping another of the items he held, and smoothly Tyler reached down to help. Between them, they put everything where it should be, and then the man stood, and Tyler got his first look at him.
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