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      Sawyer

      “I specifically told you not to waste our time looking into the nonsense at the youth center.”

      Captain Sandoval waved his hands in that unique way of his that marked his annoyance with me. I was used to it; he wasn't my biggest fan. I was curious and forthright, and everything else he had no time for. What he wanted was a subordinate who agreed with what he said and never rocked the boat. That isn't me at all.

      “I was off duty.”

      That didn’t seem to count for much. “Kids drawing on walls is not—I repeat, not—the best use of police time.”

      “With all due respect, sir, the message on the wall suggesting that the mayor is open to bribery is clear, and I don't believe children wrote it. I weighed it up and considered you would find that important information for me to chase up.”

      Hatred simmering in his eyes. He hadn't thought much of me before I left town, he loathed me coming back, and now he certainly made it visible he didn't want me working under him, so this was nothing new. I didn't argue when he was handing me the crappy jobs, just bit my tongue, kept my head down, and did my work. In two short years, he'd be retired and out of my life. Or at least out of my work life; Lancaster Falls was a small town, maxing out at three thousand souls, and he'd still be part of the place I called home now, but I wouldn't have to answer to him.

      He narrowed his eyes. “Remind me how bribery was spelled?”

      “A spelling mistake doesn’t make it any less—”

      “Clearly, it was a kid who doesn’t know what they are talking about drew that on youth center property. Let them deal with it. Do we understand each other?”

      Our mutual dislike went back so far I'd forgotten how it'd started, although I'm sure it had something to do with the kind of trouble I'd gotten into as a kid, and the fact that my mom chose my dad over him. Yep. Small towns, gotta love 'em.

      Of course, it didn’t help that I’d questioned him over alleged bribery concerns at the golf club, given the mayor was at the center of it all. Yesterday, I’d assisted in driving yet another nail into my coffin by suggesting that a recent spate of vandalism needed investigating. I decided to add it to the list of things I’d examine on my downtime. My reasoning was that if he said he didn’t want his cops involved, then he’d washed his hands of it, and off-duty me had a wide-open field to dig further.

      Only, I think news of my visit to the school, where the latest graffiti had appeared, had gotten back to him, because today he’d cornered me by the water cooler, and I knew he’d have some shit job for me.

      “You need to go up and check on the out-of-towner.”

      There was only one person who fit that description: whoever was living in the old Dwyer cabin up the mountain. It was a hundred-degree day, the fiercest day in the already hottest summer on record, and just thinking about getting into the car, even with air conditioning, was enough to have me sweating.

      “I think it would be better to check on the newcomer tonight.” When at least the sun won’t mercilessly attempt to fry the entirety of northern Pennsylvania.

      “This is urgent police business.”

      I opened my mouth to argue that it was almost noon, when no sane person attempted to handle outside life with efficiency unless they had to.

      “Sir—”

      “They could be doing anything up there, and you’re so worried about crime you should take your own advice and check it out.”

      He had me there.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I’m away for the rest of the day on police business.”

      A code word for meeting up in the air-conditioned country club bar with his buddy Mayor Stokes.

      “Logan can cover the office. I want a full and detailed report of your visit to the stranger in the cabin.”

      Of course, you do.

      Driving up the mountain to the cabin was a nightmare, everywhere so dry that the edges of the dirt road had crumbled to nothing, and the potholes were huge. It wasn't even a real road, more a dirt track carved out over the years by hunters who used the cabin, and it showed.

      Some company from New York had paid cash for the property, brought in out-of-towners to fix the place up in record time, and in so doing, they’d convinced everyone that the company would inevitably buy up the entire town. Before long, rumors of elaborate vacation villages sprang up, stories of how our reservoir, Iron Lake, would become a hub for watersports, and how every townsperson would be forced to leave or work for the man. It was one cabin, that was all, but this was how small towns worked, and I was used to it and ignored it, because if everyone calmed down and thought about it, who in their right mind would want to build a leisure complex here?

      Lancaster Falls was too far from anywhere, but that didn’t stop the buzz about strangers taking over the old Dwyer place which had destroyed the ability of a local owning the cabin. Not that anyone local had ever wanted the cabin — another mess of gossip and fear that had gotten out of hand. There are good people in this isolated town, but they thrived on worrying about things that might never happen.

      I killed the engine of my police SUV and braced my hands on the steering wheel, getting the last of the freezing AC to wash over my skin before stepping out into the furnace. The door to the cabin opened as soon as my shoes hit the ground, and someone emerged from the shadows inside, stopping just on the threshold, leaning on the jamb.

      Depending on who you spoke to in town, this person was a drug dealer or an escaped convict. Worst of all, they were an out-of-towner, and I assumed that was the final straw for the captain. No one knew their name or why the person was here. The holding company that'd bought the place was registered in New York, and that was it. I'd checked when the construction company had swarmed over the cabin and taken it from ghost house to habitable in the space of five days. I'd tried to find out who paid for the work, but they were all about discretion, and it wasn't as if I suspected a crime. Still, I researched. Utilities were in the name of the same company, but the contact was B. Smith, and hell, finding any Smith in New York was one bastard needle in a substantial freaking haystack.

      I couldn’t accurately assess the features of the guy in the doorway. All I knew for sure was that it was a him. I rested my hand on my weapon and deliberately forced myself to relax. Then I headed directly to the door, my sunglasses at least lessening the glare from the sun on the sparkling windows. He straightened as I walked closer, and I got my first real look at him. He was nearly as tall as me, maybe around six foot, his hair was dark, long, and tied back from his face, errant strands falling across his forehead. He wore jean shorts and a purple T-shirt and was barefoot, with one hand on the collar of a large black dog, who strained at the hold, tail wagging so hard its whole body wriggled.

      “Morning, Officer,” he acknowledged.

      I held out my hand first to the excited dog, allowing it to sniff me, its tail still wagging. Then I extended the same hand to the man, which he took without hesitation. He was still in shadow, and I wished I could’ve seen his expression. I was unsure of a person until I saw their expression or the emotions reflected in their eyes.

      We shook hands, and I introduced myself. “Lieutenant Sawyer Wiseman, Lancaster Falls PD.”

      “Christian Lassiter. Call me Chris,” he said and held my hand a little longer than I expected before stepping back into the shadows. “And this is Dakota, Kota for short. He won’t hurt you, all growl and no bite.”

      I gave Kota a quick stroke on his soft head. “I wouldn’t be telling anyone visiting that your dog isn’t a serious guard dog.”

      He paused for a moment. “Is that official advice, Officer?”

      “Sorry?” I blinked at him, catching the teasing in his tone and not entirely knowing how to handle it. He certainly wasn’t like everyone else in town, who took my guidance to heart.

      He chuckled then, his laugh low and rumbling. “Come in. Get out of the heat.”

      I didn't expect the inside of the old place to be cooler, but followed him in any way, my hand resting loosely on my weapon. Just in case this stranger was some drug dealer. If there was anything I'd learned in eight years of being a cop, six of which I spent in Chicago, it was that I should always expect the unexpected.

      A fresh stream of air hit me, and as Kota bounced around me, I checked the inside of the cabin in one sweep. This was nothing as I remembered. Cold central air prickled my heated skin. There had to be a generator somewhere. Bliss. It was open plan, apart from the far side where there was a door to a bedroom. The compact kitchen was in one corner of the main room, a breakfast bar separating it from the living area that included a huge sofa and a desk placed in front of the window. There was a laptop on the desk, a pile of papers, and a can of soda. Kota sat his butt down at a soft whistle from Chris and then proceeded to whine under his breath.

      The kids in town used to come up here on dares, spending the night to prove how brave they were. My gaze settled on the space where I’d slept overnight as a kid, along with my best friends Josh and Drew. Where we’d once huddled together pretending not to be scared in the unsafe structure, there was now a comfy chair and a small table.

      “We haven’t seen many people,” Chris advised from the kitchen, pouring ice water into two glasses and then turning to face me. “And by that, I mean any people.”

      He was gorgeous, and control of my faculties vanished in an instant. Was pretty a word I could use to describe a man? Stunning, maybe. He had cheekbones cut like diamonds, rough stubble that gave him an earthy edge, a full mouth, and incredible blue eyes. Not to mention a slim figure and legs that went on for days. I imagined him under me in an instant, because Jesus, he was one fine option for a lazy afternoon of fucking.

      Get your head right. You’re at work. He’s probably not into guys. He’s a town resident. You are not desperate.

      I coughed to clear my throat. “I’m just up here to check in with you, let you know where we are if you need us.”

      He dimpled a smile. Goddamn dimples. Kill me now.

      He might well have been a drug dealer or a criminal on the run, but Chris was the sexiest man I’d seen outside of the movies, standing in this cool room, right here in Lancaster Falls. In front of me.

      Smiling at me.

      “Thank you. We’re good up here. Aren’t we, Kota?”

      The dog wagged his tail, then rolled onto his back, belly exposed for rubs. I couldn’t resist and went to a crouch next to him, scratching his belly, then behind his soft velvety ears.

      “He loves attention,” Chris said.

      “What breeds does he have in him? Lab?”

      "I don't know, but the way he eats, I think he's half Lab. I inherited him from my sister, who was pregnant. It's a long story."

      "He's a lovely dog." I glanced up at him and caught his gaze very firmly not on my face, but raking my body. When he saw I noticed, he grinned a little sheepishly. Appreciation was evident from both of us, and just like that, I knew he swung my way.

      This makes things awkward.

      “How can I help you, Officer?”

      I didn't want him to change the subject. If the flare of interest in his eyes meant anything, then I might forget he was a potential drug-dealing crime lord billionaire recluse and proposition him.

      You need to get yourself out there, get laid. Stop fantasizing over strangers.

      I stood. “It’s standard procedure for our team to house visit.”

      He nodded at me as if he was taking it all very seriously, and then he snorted a laugh and passed me the glass of water.

      “I grew up in a small town, Officer Wiseman. I know how things work. Too many veiled comments about what the hell the weird guy is doing in a remote cabin and the cops have to check them out. I bet everyone and their wives have their backs up right now.”

      I couldn’t help relaxing as he laughed. “Pretty much.”

      “I guess you’d like the whole story, Officer.”

      “Call me Sawyer.”

      “That’s a cool name. I might use that in a book. Were you named for Tom?”

      “Ray Sawyer, Doctor Hook, and how do you mean ‘use it’?”

      “I’m a writer. CJ Ward?” He looked at me expectantly, like maybe he assumed I would recognize the name.

      I wasn’t going to lie. “I’m sorry… I—”

      He sketched a box in the air, although I wasn’t sure what that meant. “Horror? Fantasy? The Lake series? It's a film now. Well, two films. The third starts filming next year."

      I shook my head, a little embarrassed that I’d not heard of the author or the books or seen the films. Not that horror was my thing, and our movie theater was small and permanently stuck in the fifties. Anyway, when I had downtime, I was much happier watching documentaries or reading biographies.

      "That's a good thing," Chris said as if he meant it. "I'm fine staying under the radar, and if it's all the same with you, I'd rather the town didn't know that last bit about who I really am. I have a very short time to complete a manuscript, and I'm struggling."

      His smile slipped a little, and he covered it by ruffling Kota's fur before looking back at me with another dimpled grin. I could really be attracted to an average guy who wasn't a criminal and smiled like he did.

      “I doubt any sane person in town would make the journey up here, even if you were Stephen King.”

      “Except you, clearly.”

      I thought back to Captain Sandoval and his mission to piss me off. “Except me, yeah. So if there is anything you need help with, you know who to call.”

      “I do have a question for you, well, two. I want to get down to town at some point. Where do out-of-towners eat? And two, where's the best place around here to go for a run?”

      “Calabresi’s for food, Italian, and for running? I’d head up the mountain on some of the trails there. You have access to the lower valley from here, but avoid Iron Lake, the reservoir I mean. The ground is uneven, the bridges rotten, and a lot of it is cordoned off.”

      His eyes widened with interest. “So avoid the reservoir because it’s one big scary mess? Got it.”

      I saw curiosity in his expression, and my gut told me he wouldn't pay any attention to my warning. I had the feeling that Iron Lake was precisely where he would be heading, and I could imagine the 911 call now when he put a foot through the decaying bridge.

      “I have one more question,” he began. “When I get into town, will you have a drink with me?” he asked and stopped me in my steps as I was just about to reiterate the dangers of the reservoir.

      “Huh?” Coherency 1, Sawyer 0.

      He pointed at himself, then me. “Us. Together. A drink.”

      That was my cue to leave because as my grandmother once said, you don't shit on your own doorstep—or at least it was some saying like that. I looked at my watch, acted out a feigned surprise at the time, and opened the door, the wall of heat hitting me as if I’d opened an oven.

      “Take care, Mr. Lassiter,” I said over my shoulder.

      “Call me Chris.”

      I pulled the door shut behind me and headed for the car before I changed my mind.

      The last thing I needed was to go back and agree to a drink with the sexy man in the cabin.

      A drink or something more.
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      Chris

      I watched Sawyer leave from the window, Kota snuffling around the door and whining to follow him.

      He felt bereft at his leaving, much as I did.

      "Hot Cop is sexy, huh?" I asked my poor, bewildered dog. "Between you and me, I wanted to drag that man into my bedroom and keep him."

      Kota flopped onto the floor and stared up at me as if I was saying something hugely important. He was probably waiting for keywords like dinner, bones, or walk, but at least he listened.

      I’m going mad.

      Four days when I should’ve been writing instead of becoming an expert on procrastination, soul searching, and moping.

      I couldn’t do that for much longer, not when deadlines loomed, and my agent, Barbara, would be on the phone again today asking what I'd done. She was nothing if not tenacious, but so far I'd managed to avoid talking to her. I could get away with that for now by telling her that talking contracts was detrimental to my writing, but I wouldn't be able to use that excuse for long.

      By the time I got to bed, I was tired, but sleep was a long time coming that night. All I could think about was that I had a story to write, one that wasn't happening in my head, and that I had to track down that cop in town. I must have slept though, and was woken up by Kota whining just after dawn.

      “Wanna go for a run?” I asked and crouched to give Kota a belly rub.

      I loved running, but there was a reason we were going now this early in the morning. Not even I was stupid enough to go out when the temperature was as high as it had been yesterday. Of course, I headed directly to the reservoir, or as my sexy cop had called it, Iron Lake. I wondered if that was its official name. I'd looked at photos of the rail tracks that ended on the new shore, at the vast iron and concrete bridge that crossed over it, and the jetties—metal and wood—that jutted out into the water. Maybe those things had influenced the name. Or could it be that the lake was usually the iron gray of a fall day?

      Not that there was a lot of water in the lake right now. Drought in this area was extensive, and the lake levels had dropped from what I’d seen in photos online. There was an eeriness to the exposed landscape, cracked mud and the definite foundations of the old tracks, and the prick of an idea began to form. It wasn't a full blown idea, but it was more than I'd had for a long time.

      Kota spotted the other runner before I did as we headed up to the main bridge. He loped faster, ahead of me, and I knew this wasn’t going to end well. The runner tried to avoid Kota. Kota, on the other hand, thought a game of chicken with the woman in Lycra was a fine idea, and the inevitable crash was all on Kota.

      Kota jumped like a mad thing around her, causing her to stumble to her knees. I crouched to help her, with apologies falling from my lips about my stupid-ass dog, but she wasn’t listening to me. She looked terrified, and let out a choked noise of horror, pointing down at the lakebed.

      Right to the skull buried in the mud.

      An honest-to-God skull.

      Beneath the rotting bridge, stark white bones were exposed in the cracked sludge, empty sockets pointing skyward. Instinctively, I attempted to help the woman stand at the same time as I dragged Kota away from where he was tugging to go and dig in the dirt, getting tangled in both and ending up on my ass for my sins. I clipped the leash on Kota to stop him from dancing around, and he enthusiastically jumped up at me, but I made him sit; I needed to see this.

      "Jesus God in Heaven." The woman stumbled backward, signing a cross over her running top. "Oh my God, oh my God." Her voice cracked, her breathing harsh, and she fell slowly against the handrail. "It’s a … we found a….”

      I should’ve reacted the same, staggering backward with a horrified gasp, calling on some god or something to help me like any normal person, but all I could do was shuffle closer and stare. Reacting in the extremes, shock, horror, nausea, that was what regular people did when they found skeletal remains on the course of their morning run. Not me; I was hypnotized by the remnants forced into view by the drought-dry earth because it was the curse of my writer’s brain to imagine death and the stories around human remains. I could imagine the demise of this person in morbid detail.

      The parts I could see of the skull were clinically clean, free of flesh, possibly flushed by the water that had once hidden it or the passage of time as it had sat there. It was too sterile.

      When I wrote about skulls, I detailed the evil magic slithering out of the orbital or described the bone as scorched and twisted by fire. Hell, in my stories, there would still be flesh attached. None of the carefully planned heroes in my books discovered pristine remains.

      Someone should call emergency services, and I might have said that out loud because I was vaguely aware my fellow runner was using her cell to call 911. The image of the cop from earlier came to mind, sexy Sawyer with his brown eyes and his dark red hair, coming down to investigate.

      I should’ve listened to him and stayed away from the trail. He’d been right about the run and the state of Iron Lake. Not only was the water level low, exposing cracked mud, but the course itself was treacherous. The wooden bridge spanning the reservoir and the overspill was splintered and rotted, which meant there were plenty of holes I could peer through.

      "Well, look at that, Kota. What did you find?" Kota reacted to his name, wagged his tail, and then resumed his position with his nose over the side of the bridge staring down at what must have looked like a toy or something else fascinating to a dog. He wanted to get to it, and he wasn't alone. I was drawn to it, wanted to reach out and touch it. On cop ride-alongs, I’d learned not to mess with a body, whatever level of decay there was. You certainly didn’t let your idiot dog loose to rummage through possible evidence or desecrate the remains. This was a human who had left this earth for good and should be treated with respect. But oh God, the stories I had in my head about who this could be and what that person was doing under the bridge were all-consuming.

      I heard my companion identifying herself as Nicky, a detail which I filed away. I didn’t want Nicky to call anyone, because the part of me that was suffering from a creative block needed to take in every little detail of the macabre scene. Human remains, the scent of decay on the broken bridge, and the heat baking the bones in the mud?

      This was turning into the opening scene of one of my novels.

      "Help's coming," Nicky said, leaning back against an upright post of the crumbling wooden bridge. I had two immediate thoughts: one being I hoped it was Sawyer who was coming, and the other that I didn't know who the other runner was, apart from that her name was Nicky, and I owed her an apology. She'd tripped spectacularly over Kota as he danced around us. She was the one who'd seen the skull first as she'd reached for Kota, screaming, falling back, and now she was freaked out. Whereas I was quiet, intrigued, and collecting all the vague storylines poking at my subconscious. None of the fuckers were solid, but it was the closest to creativity that I’d had in a year.

      "Oh God," she repeated in a strangled voice, and I wondered what exactly was she asking her God for.

      What if this was a murder victim? Were we sitting close to some poor sap killed by the Mafia because he knew too much? Or maybe it was death after a lovers' argument? I closed my eyes. There should've been darkness here and mist and a ghost of the dead person haunting the bridge. There shouldn't have been intense sunlight on what was day forty-three of the hottest summer on record in Lancaster Falls, Pennsylvania.

      I knew that if Nicky could see the kinds of things I was contemplating inside my head, she would judge me as having no compassion for who this might be. It wasn’t like that; I wasn’t heartless or without a soul. This was someone’s family member, and I felt an emotional reaction the same as others might. But there was the other inside me, the storyteller who had no control over the way their mind worked. I couldn't stop the thoughts any more than she could stop calling on her God and crossing herself as she mumbled about her horror.

      “This is fucked up.” Nicky pulled her knees up and wrapped her arms around them.

      Neither of us talked for a while. She kept glancing at me, worrying her lower lip and hugging her arms tight. It was a scorching day in the relentless run of days, but she was shivering as if she was cold. So without something to say or do, I lost myself in writing the scene in my head.

      Nicky would make a good character; the pretty, inquisitive runner dragged into the water by a ghost, an innocent defiled by the horror. Maybe she would get free, but the evil wasn't ready to let her go. Perhaps it would chase her into the town, take her friends one by one—

      "I'm Nicky." She interrupted my thought process, and I felt my cheeks heat. I wasn't on my laptop. I needed to live in the present, interact with real people. By my side, Kota snuffled and attempted to edge away to his discovery—or Nicky, I wasn't sure which—and I tightened my grip on his leash.

      "I heard… when you…." She didn't need to know that I heard her say it before on the phone, and I cursed my lack of social skills. "I'm Chris."

      “You’re living in the old Dwyer cabin, aren’t you?”

      Did she want me to confirm that? I had no idea if my temporary home once belonged to someone named Dwyer. “I don’t know what it’s called, but it’s in there.” I waved up the hill into the dense woods.

      She shuddered. “Do you think it’s old?”

      “My cabin?”

      “No. The skull.”

      “I don’t know.”

      Pressing hands to her belly, she bent over. “I feel sick.”

      I moved away from her in self-preservation, and the bridge creaked in protest; privately I wasn’t sure how much longer this bridge had and whether we should think about moving off it in case the whole construction collapsed into the mud, burying the skull and hurting us. Not that six feet was much of a fall, but I didn’t want to chance it. What if it collapsed and one of us was impaled on an upright, or worse, part of the skeleton? I imagined a splintered femur piercing Nicky’s chest. A cursed femur, and Nicky would become a monster—

      For fuck’s sake, stop. Stay in the here and now before she knows you’re a mad man. Get away from the crumbling bridge.

      Nicky had the same idea, and together we stood in the shade cast by the old oak trees. She leaned on me; in all likelihood, she wanted me to hug her, reassure her, and I’d seen that in people before. They wanted me to connect with them emotionally in ways that I didn’t consider a necessity.

      Chris Lassiter is a cold-hearted, daydreaming, fucked-up freak.

      “That’s them,” Nicky announced needlessly and stepped out of the shadow, tugging me with her.

      We heard the official skull-checking party before we saw them. Two men rounded the corner, walking fast.

      My focus shifted to the taller man, Sawyer. Striding toward us, big and confident, head to toe in cop-blue, staggering only a little when Nicky jumped him and hugged him as a kitten clinging to a tree. I noticed Sawyer carefully didn’t hug her, just unhooked her from where her headphones tangled with his utility belt, then patted her and set her on her feet.

      “It’s down there.” She held back tears, straightened. “It’s awful. I was running, and I tripped over the dog, and then I leaned over, and it was there, staring up at me, like death, right down there.” She exhaled noisily after that run-on sentence, and when Sawyer glanced at me, I nodded. Kota tugged hard, desperate to see the new friends he might make, and the second cop patted his head and focused back on Sawyer.

      I looked into his velvet eyes again and lost my train of thought. Since he’d visited, I’d been slowly creating a character for my story based entirely on him. He was exactly how I would write a small-town cop: serious, handsome, ever so slightly lost. In my novel, he would have a tragic backstory, would definitely be connected to the victim, and he’d probably end up dying heroically. I didn’t write happily ever after; I wrote gritty stories full of death and terror.

      He cleared his throat, and it dawned on me that collecting him for one of my novels meant I was staring.

      “Down there,” Nicky pointed.

      Both cops crouched, and for the longest time they gawked down at the mud before exchanging glances.

      “What now, Lieutenant?” the other cop asked. Sawyer was in charge here. I didn’t know anything about insignia of rank, but the cop whose badge said Hennessy was looking to him for direction.

      “Call this in,” Sawyer said. “Let’s get to securing the area.”

      Hennessy spoke into his radio. “Dispatch, 10-23 at Kissing Bridge, we have a situation, 10-32, coroner, close the path.” Static accompanied a man’s voice, and then Hennessy stepped a few feet away from the immediate scene to continue talking.

      Nicky moved closer to Sawyer, resting a hand on his arm. I saw him flinch and noticed his thin-lipped glance before he forced himself to relax. Interesting. Was Nicky an ex? Now that would make my nebulous storyline more interesting. She could be filled with the evil from the cursed femur and end up killing her former lover in a rage.

      Sawyer took a subtle step away from her, but she was vibrating with the need to say something.

      “Oh God, Sawyer,” she began, her eyes filling with tears. “Do you think it could be Casey?”

      Sawyer paled but recovered himself quickly, his cop mask slipping back into place. Seemed as though he might be the kind of man who didn’t like to show his feelings, or was that just the job? Whatever he’d felt in that brief moment had been enough to shake him. Anyone could see that. I didn’t know who this Casey was, but he had to be connected to the cop and to Nicky somehow.

      “Who’s Casey?” I asked.

      Everyone ignored me, and Nicky rounded on Sawyer. “It could be him. He could’ve come this way, killed himself by jumping into the lake, or maybe he was killed. Oh my God, what if he was murdered? What if someone got Casey and held him under the water until he stopped kicking and—”

      Sawyer gripped her arms and shook her enough to cut off the growing hysteria.

      “Calm down, Nicky.” He was gentle with his words, but his grip was firm. After a few moments, she visibly relaxed into his hold, and then he passed her off to Hennessy.

      "Who's Casey?" I asked again, and this time, Sawyer stared right at me, pain and anguish in his eyes that he didn't even try to hide. I thought for a moment he would answer my question, but then he turned away from me, and I knew that I wasn't going to get an answer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Sawyer

      There’s a skull under Kissing Bridge. Human remains.

      “Is it real?” Logan asked, and we exchanged glances.

      “It looks real to me.”

      Nicky mentioning Casey and then the writer adding his question were punches to my gut. I knew Casey. I’d known Casey. I’d been best friends with his brother, Drew, and I’d grown up with them both, spent as much time at their house as I did my own. When Casey had vanished, it had created a vacuum of grief and unanswered questions in Lancaster Falls, an unspeakable tragedy that left its mark. It had split friendships, made people scared, and worst of all, Casey had never been found, dead or alive.

      "Nicky, we can't jump to conclusions," I said with as much authority as I could muster. The very last thing I wanted was Nicky Farmer going back into town and announcing that she had miraculously found Casey McGuire. People would put two and two together and make five. If we could get a couple of hours where we kept this to ourselves, that would be good. I needed to fall back on my training, look at the scene, be dispassionate, but all I could think was, what about Iris, what if she thought this was her son, Casey?

      What will I tell her?

      It shouldn’t be made public that a skull had been found until I’d talked to Casey’s family. I wanted to believe that Casey was out there in the world, happy, maybe with a family of his own, alive. I couldn’t even comprehend that this might be someone I’d known. This had to be someone else, and there had to be a rational explanation for why the skull was here.

      I’d moved here to make sense of my life, but I also wanted to make a difference. There was work here with the abundance of drug-related crime blighting a lot of small towns, and I was damn good at my job. I handled community disputes, and I visited strangers in cabins. I even knew the intrigues of small town Lancaster Falls well. But a skull?

      “It could be him,” Nicky insisted. “Someone should call Iris.”

      No, fuck no.

      “Nicky, listen to me. It’s quite likely these are remains that weren’t exhumed correctly when the valley was flooded, and they had to move the graveyard," I lied as if I knew that for a fact — anything to get Nicky off the Casey track.

      "You don't know that for sure. It could be him. Oh, God, Sawyer." She fell into a graceful heap and scrubbed at her eyes. I shot a quick look at Logan, who shuffled closer and patted her head. I’d been friends with Nicky since school, or acquaintances at least, and I knew she was someone who thrived on drama and was prone to exaggeration. From my experience with Nicky and her dramatics, I was convinced news of the skull would
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