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    Dedication
This book is dedicated to anyone carrying something heavy in the hidden compartments of their mind, to those who have buried memories so deeply they almost feel like someone else's, and who are still searching for the courage to unearth them.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "What we bury does not die; it learns the shape of our shadows and waits for the lights to go out."
- Anonymous
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Prologue
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The police station was a well-lit building that stood out from most of the others. It had been designed and constructed over the last several years and featured a more modernist architectural style than the surrounding structures in the small Montana community.

They entered through the front entranceway and approached the reception area, announcing to the desk sergeant their intention to report information on a previously unsolved crime.

Renee Hudson sat beside Bryan Dawson on a hard, metallic chair. She hadn’t said much since they parked outside. Neither had he. They had been exhausted from everything that had transpired and were conserving their energy for what was to come.

The clock above the reception desk read 3:25 a.m.

Time had kept its promise; it was still moving right along.

Bryan, a handsome middle-aged man with a slender build and brown hair, exhaled slowly, his dark eyes drifting toward the glass partition separating them from the front desk. A tired-looking officer was rifling through some paperwork behind it, unaware of everything they had endured in the last hour.

Renee, an early-thirties brunette and easy on the eyes, shifted uneasily in her seat beside him.

“Once we start,” she whispered, “we don’t get to stop and change our minds.”

Bryan nodded. “I know that.”

She glanced at him, her expression serious. “I just want to say everything right.”

“There isn’t a right way,” he said gently. “There’s only the truth.”

Renee’s fingers flexed. “That’s what scares me.”

A door buzzed and opened somewhere down the hall. Footsteps approached them, and a plainclothes detective appeared in the hallway. He conferred with the desk sergeant briefly, muttered a few words to him, then glanced over at Bryan and Renee.

“Can I help you two?” he asked, his tone overly friendly.

Renee and Bryan stood up.

“We need to report something important,” Bryan said. His voice sounded nervous and cautious. “It’s about a previously unsolved crime.”

The detective’s eyebrows raised slightly. “Okay,” he said. “Let’s step into an interview room.”

They followed the man down a narrow hallway, the walls lined with flyers for missing people. 

The interview area was tiny, with a small table and four chairs. A small camera was mounted on a wall in the corner of the room.

The policeman gestured for them to sit, then closed the door.

“I’m Detective Calloway,” he said, taking the seat across from them. “Take your time and start wherever you need to.”

Renee nodded.

Bryan glanced over at her, then nodded as well. “I’ll start,” he said.

He told the policeman everything that had happened as plainly as possible. 

Detective Calloway didn’t interrupt. He took notes, his expression unreadable.

When Bryan finished, the silence was deafening.

Renee picked up the conversation without looking at Bryan and gave her accounts of everything. After Renee finished, Detective Calloway set his pen down on the table. “Do you two understand the seriousness of what you’re telling me?”

“Yes,” Renee said.

“Yes,” Bryan added.

Calloway leaned back in his chair, studying them. “Why confess now?”

Bryan thought about the question for a few seconds before responding. 

“Because the guilt of keeping all this in over the past several years never left our sides,” he said.

Renee nodded. “We tried to bury it, but that didn’t work.”

Calloway exhaled through his nose. “There was a homicide connected to this case,” he said. “Your statements could reopen a lot of doors.”

“We know,” Bryan said.

Renee closed her eyes briefly. “We’re not asking for leniency.”

The detective watched them for a long moment, then stood up and walked over to where the camera was mounted on the wall. He reached up and turned on the device. A red light appeared on the front of the camera.

“Okay,” he said. “Then we’re going to do this the right way.”
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Chapter One
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The Crossroads diner was situated on a parcel of land at the intersection of highways 9 and 11. Whoever decided to place a restaurant in this exact location had a great sense of humor, considering the extremely small town where it was located was called Crisis, Montana. 

Bryan Dawson sat inside his silver Toyota Tacoma pickup truck in the parking lot and stared at the diner entranceway, counting the seconds, yet again, to see if the digital clock display on his vehicle’s dashboard was going to change.

2:17 a.m.

The early morning stared him in the face, unchanging. It was as if time itself had suddenly stopped without warning, for no apparent good reason.

His truck’s clock had been stuck at 2:17 a.m. ever since he arrived and parked in the diner parking lot. He tapped the face of the electronic device with his fingers several times to see if he could get it working, but his efforts were useless. It remained frozen in time. The clock’s control buttons were not working at this point. It was 2:17 a.m., and evidently, inside his vehicle, it would remain that time for the foreseeable future.

Bryan took a deep breath and then exhaled forcefully, trying to calm his nerves. He reached back and scratched an itch on the base of his neck before refocusing his attention on the diner once more. “This is stupid,” he said softly. It’s probably a prank. Maybe even a wrong number, he thought to himself.

But even as he attempted to create rational thoughts in his mind, trying to make sense of the irrational happenings of the early morning hours, his body remained motionless behind the steering wheel. The strange message on his cell phone was still visible on the passenger seat alongside him:

COME TO THE CROSSROADS DINER. BOOTH NUMBER 5. 2:17 A.M. DON’T BE LATE!

There was no name or number attached to the mysterious message. Bryan had deleted the text twice, but dammit if it hadn’t reappeared both times with the exact same wording. What the hell was going on, he wondered. If it weren’t for this specific location near the crossroads, he would have ignored the text messages altogether, but this location held a strange and uncomfortable memory somewhere in the back of Bryan’s mind. Something nudged him to take this message seriously.

The last time he deleted it, the text message didn’t reappear as a notification at all; it was just visible on his screen when he glanced down at the phone.

His eyes shifted to the restaurant’s many lighted windows. The place was empty but inviting. His truck and a box truck making a turn off the diner property and onto Highway 9 were the only vehicles in the vicinity, which made the atmosphere feel even creepier than it already did. The box truck exiting the property was stationary, its high beam headlights on, cutting through the darkness, but it remained motionless, halfway on the
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