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  Prodigal by TA Moore


Fifteen years ago Sammy Calloway disappeared on his way home from school. Now he’s back… or is he? 
Boyd Maccabbee has spent his life second-guessing his actions on that fateful day. What if he’d done something differently? Maybe Sammy would have made it home safe and never become Cutters Gap’s most tragic famous son. Or would it have been Boyd who was never seen again? When the police find new evidence on the disappearance, Boyd hopes to finally get some answers.
The last thing Morgan Graves needs is to be dragged into some old case about a missing kid. He doesn’t know why police hit on his DNA, but he’s not Sammy Calloway. He thinks he’d remember being kidnapped.
He knows he’d remember firefighter Boyd.
Drawn into the complex web of suspicion, grief, and anger that has knit Cutters Gap together in the years since Sammy’s disappearance, Morgan struggles to hang on to himself when everyone already assumes they know him.
And somewhere, the truth about Sammy Calloway is waiting.
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Prologue


Boyd Maccabee was eight years old. His doctor was halfway to an ADHD diagnosis for him, his parents were two-thirds of the way to divorce, and he had his tenth black eye. None of that was his fault, but no one but him seemed to believe that. 
“That’s it,” his mom snapped as she dragged him out of the school by the arm. “No TV for you this weekend, no ice cream, no baseball with your father.”
“That’s not fair,” Boyd protested. “It wasn’t my fault.”
His mom stopped abruptly and looked at the sky. “For strength,” she’d always say when he asked, but he knew she didn’t believe in God. After a moment she let go of his hand and crouched down on the concrete, her navy-blue pencil skirt tight over her knees and her best heels creased across the toe.
“So whose fault was it?”
Robbie Fernfield, whose daddy was a lawyer and whose mommy always wore big movie-star sunglasses like they were in California, not West Virginia. He hadn’t hit Boyd, but it was still his fault. It was Robbie who pushed Sammy, Boyd’s best friend, and called him names. And it was when Boyd shoved Robbie that Sammy punched Boyd.
The connecting lines between Robbie’s taunts and Sammy’s anger weren’t really clear to Boyd. His name wasn’t short for “boyfriend,” and Sammy had stuck up for him enough times. He was still pretty sure it was Robbie’s fault.
But everyone else believed Robbie, and Robbie said it was Boyd’s. “Talk to me, Boyd,” his mom said. “Since when do you start fights? Bully other kids?”
Jess Maccabee was twenty-six years old. She had half a law degree and a job as a paralegal where her butt got patted more than she liked, and her boss had started to look sour about all the time off she took because her son had gotten into trouble at school again. The pressure—from her family, from the school, from the people at church who glared when Boyd couldn’t sit still—was to just make Boyd behave, whatever it took.
She still wanted to understand.
But the one rule Boyd understood was that you didn’t tell tales, so he just shrugged and stared at his toes as he scuffed them over the chalk lines on the pavement.
His mom sighed in frustration. “Then I have to assume it is your fault, don’t I?” she said as she stood up. “So you don’t get to go to your gran’s next week either.”
She dragged him out to the parking lot.
Sammy was already there, his backpack between his feet and an old iPhone in his hands as he texted someone. He had a split lip and blood on his T-shirt. Jess stopped in front of him and pushed the back of Boyd’s head.
“Do you want to apologize to Sammy?” she asked pointedly.
Most of the time Boyd felt so full of energy that his skin could split from him. Now it itched as he tried to reconcile the fact he hadn’t done anything wrong with how much he wanted Sammy to stop being mad at him.
“I…. Sorry,” he said at last, the need to make up triumphant over his aggrieved innocence. “If you wanna come over and play firefighters, you can wear Dad’s jacket this time?”
It was a big deal to offer that, but Sammy just shrugged with an angry jerk of his bony shoulders. “It’s a dumb game anyhow.”
Boyd was caught flat-footed again because obviously it wasn’t. They always played firefighters, and one day they’d be firefighters for real. That was the plan.
“Just get in the car,” Jess told him when he spluttered. She added firmly, when he hesitated, “The car. Now.”
He slouched off and climbed into the back seat. It felt a lot bigger on his own. Boyd swung his feet and fidgeted while his mom talked to Sammy. In the end she left him there and stalked back over to the car.
“Sammy’s brother is going to come and get him,” she said as she started the engine. Her eyes flicked up to the mirror, and her expression softened. “He’ll have forgotten he’s even mad by tomorrow, Boyd. Friends like you two, they don’t come around very often.”
She pulled away from the curb and hit the horn as she drove past Sammy. Maybe he’d already thought better about calling the firefighter game stupid, because he raised his hand to wave goodbye.
This time Boyd was too angry to wave back. He just glared out the window as they left. If he’d known he wouldn’t see Sammy again, maybe he’d have made a different choice.
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Chapter One


It’s once a year.  Boyd slouched in the front seat of his running pickup, hands dangled over the wheel, and stared at the run-down, nicotine- orange house at the end of the block. It was what his mom had told him as she straightened his collar and flattened down his cowlick with a spit- wet thumb. His ex had too as he turned his back and returned to work on his computer. They were both gone now—Florida and an Irishman, respectively—so he had to rhyme off the mantra to himself. For her it’s every day. So buck up and go in.
The problem was, of course, that it just didn’t have the same impact. Unlike his mom and his ex and half the town, Boyd didn’t have any illusions about himself. He wouldn’t be surprised at all to find out he was a coward too afraid to face one old woman.
He grabbed the rearview mirror and twisted it around to check his reflection. It wasn’t that bad. Apart from the split in his eyebrow that had thumbed blue down around the outer corner of his eye, most of the bruises were hidden under the scruff of stubble that was about four hours from officially being a beard.
Boyd poked gingerly at the bruise with one finger. The memory of another black eye flashed into his head, stripped fifteen years off his face, and added floppy bangs his mom had liked. He cringed and twisted the mirror back to its usual place.
If he didn’t go in now, guilt would get the better of him after his shift. It always did. Then he’d be back here tonight without the get-out- of-jail-free card of work in an hour. He’d have no reason to leave, no excuse to turn down a warm whiskey or close the old photo album.
That worked.
Boyd turned the engine off. The minute the air conditioner cut out, the damp unrelenting heat of the day pressed in on him. He grabbed the flowers from the passenger seat as he climbed out. This year they were from a bucket at the gas station. He’d gotten halfway here empty- handed and panicked, so he stopped at the first 7-Eleven sign he saw and paid too much for a scrawny bouquet of halfhearted daisies and a bird of paradise.
They’d end up in the sink, left to rot until the flies drove someone to throw them out. Like last year and the year before. It just seemed wrong to turn up empty-handed, and nothing else sprung to mind as an appropriate offering.
Chocolates? Whiskey? Inappropriate and a bad idea, respectively.
So Boyd clutched the flowers awkwardly in one hand as he crossed the road and knocked on the door. Nobody answered. He shifted his feet on the stoop and looked around.
The old playset still stood in the yard. It was rusted and bowed, the plastic seat of the swing faded from red to a washed-out pinkish white from nearly two decades of weather. Once, the first year, Boyd had sat on the still-red-then swing and creaked it back and forth. Now he thought it would fall in on itself if he looked at it too hard.
Untouched mail stuffed the mailbox on the side of the house, damp, wrinkled magazines and fly-shit-speckled envelopes. A week’s worth, Boyd worked out, or more. He knocked on the door again, harder this time, and tried the bell.
“I’m coming,” he heard from inside. “I’m coming.”
The tickle of disappointment at the back of Boyd’s throat made him feel guilty… guiltier. He stepped back from the door as it opened.
“Mrs. Calloway,” he said. Other people in town—teachers, old neighbors, his childhood pediatrician—he’d graduated to their names years ago. Not here. He was always eight years old when he was here, and Donna Calloway was Mrs. because that’s what he called all his friends’ moms. “It’s Boyd.”
Mrs. Calloway stared at him with tired, bloodshot eyes. “I got that,” she said in a bitter monotone. “I’m drunk, not blind.”
Boyd rubbed the back of his neck. “I wanted to check in on you,” he said. “It’s—”
Anger cut through the grease of grief and liquor in Donna’s eyes. “I know,” she cut him off. “Better than you. I know. I suppose you might as well come in.”
She turned her back on him and disappeared into the dimly lit house. Boyd took a deep breath—the air tasted like shut-up house and liquor—and followed her.
As always he was surprised at how normal the house looked inside. It wasn’t clean, but it was the clutter of a weeklong bender, not full-time neglect. Most of the year, Donna got up in the morning and went to work, she had her oldest son over for dinner on the weekends, and she slept upstairs in her own bed. Boyd knew that—he did the same thing—but it never really seemed to sink in.
“I talked to the chief of police yesterday,” she said over her shoulder as she sat down in the big recliner. A bottle of whiskey sat next to it, although it was more bottle than whiskey at this point. “Nothing. You’ll talk to him?”
“I will,” Boyd said. Some years he’d tried to argue, point out the futility of it. But in the end, why bother? It wouldn’t make her any happier to finally accept her son was dead, not just missing. He hovered uncomfortably in the middle of the room, flowers hung down by his leg. “Do you need anything?”
Donna shook her head. Gray-blond hair trailed over her forehead, and she pushed it back, the nails on her fingers bitten down to the bloody quick.
“Nothing you can get.” She looked over at him and waved a hand at the flowers. “Put them in the kitchen and get yourself a drink.”
He did as he was told. Rituals were what got them both through this. When they went off script, blood was drawn. Of course, Donna always went off script.
The fridge was full of beer and takeout. Boyd had to hunt to find the half-drunk six-pack of grape soda in the crisper drawer. It was Sammy’s favorite. He grabbed one and popped the tab to take a deep, bracing gulp of frosty carbonation before he went back in.
“Has Shay been over?” He took a seat on the edge of the couch, long legs uncomfortably folded under him.
Donna topped up her glass of whiskey with a glug from the handy bottle. “Not this week. Two drunks don’t make good company. Things are said.”
She drank. Boyd tried to think of something else to say, but he came up dry. He rolled the cold can of soda between his hands as the silence dragged out between them.
“If you need anyt—”
“You said that already.”
Boyd supposed he had. He carefully shifted position. The bruises on his ribs were harder to see, but he felt them more. He took another drink of soda and looked over at the cabinet where a dozen images of Sammy grinned, gap-toothed and happy, back at him. Just Sammy. A few of the pictures had Shay’s arm, tattoo bold and black against summer- tanned skin, or a slice of Boyd’s head as he grinned at the camera, but Donna had cropped the rest of them out.
“I remember that summer.” He got up from the couch, relieved to move, as always, and walked over to pick up a photo of a sun-bleached six-year-old. “We went camping.”
The last great childhood summer. By seven Boyd’s dad had run off with a waitress, and by eight, Sammy was gone. Summers were never the same after that.
“Two weeks you got that I didn’t,” Donna said. “I could have taken him to the beach. All three of us could have gone hiking as a family.”
Boyd bit his tongue and put the photo down gently. She never had, before or after that summer, but it wouldn’t be kind to point that out. It wasn’t as though Donna had been a bad mom, not that Sammy ever said, but she never had much time—two jobs, two kids, and when there was a man in her life, they were never up to much.
“Have you had any trouble?” he asked instead. “With the press or those true crime fans?”
Most years the anniversary of Sammy’s disappearance stirred up interest among the sort of people who were interested. Some of them were motivated enough to email or call, even travel out here. So far the tenth anniversary had been the worst, with two true crime books that came to mutually conflicting but inescapable conclusions, a podcast series, and a handful of psychics who trailed through town with cameras to record their impressions.
Donna bent her head over her glass, her face hidden behind pin-straight gray hair. “He called.”
She waved one hand toward the stack of books in the corner of the room, Ben Sullivan printed in bold red letters on each spine, in case Boyd might have mistaken who she meant. He hadn’t. The local boy reporter turned sensationalist true-crime bottom feeder made his annual pilgrimage to town this month. Boyd was never sure whether to be grateful that he kept the story fresh for the public or resentful of the money the guy made off it.
“There’s new leads, other cases that could be linked to what happened to Sammy. He thinks he might get another book out of it, maybe even convince the captain to take a look, but he can’t visit this year. I haven’t answered the phone to any of the others.”
“Good,” Boyd said.
She glanced up at him through her bangs. “I don’t regret it,” she said in response to what he hadn’t just said. “It would have been worth every penny if they’d found him.”
Twenty grand. All her savings and five grand she borrowed from Boyd with the lie that she needed it for rehab. Instead she paid two con men to drive her around backroads on the trail of Sammy’s ghost, and they left her high and dry in a motel over in Lexington.
“I know,” he said. “But they didn’t.”
She curled up in the recliner, feet tucked under her, and stared at her hands wrapped around the glass. Still unable to think of anything to say, Boyd finished his soda and stood with the empty can in hand. After what felt like an eternity, he glanced at his watch. It had been fifteen minutes. It would be another half hour before he could justifiably beg off to go to work.
“Busy?” Donna asked, a sharp edge to her voice.
“Sorry.” Boyd sheepishly stuck his hand in his pocket. He thought she’d been lost in the bottle. “I’ve got a shift this afternoon.”
She nodded slowly. “Oh, of course, you got the job.” 
“Two years now,” he said.
Donna drained her glass and filled it again. The level in the bottle had dipped below the label, but her voice was only slightly slurred, and her hands were steady.
“Doesn’t seem fair, does it?” she said as she lifted the glass. “This was all your fault, but you get to live the life he wanted. You get to live.” There the script went. Boyd cleared his throat and ignored the statement. He pulled his hand out of his pocket and checked his watch again, as though a lot of time had passed.
“I should go,” he said. “Traffic. I still miss him, Mrs. Calloway. He was my best friend.”
Donna nodded slowly. She waited until he was at the door to reveal that she’d had something to say all along.
“Sometimes I imagine what it would be like if they’d taken you instead, if my boss had let me leave early, and Jessie’s hadn’t…. If I’d
left you to walk home all alone. Do you think Sammy would have visited her every year? Would he have been a firefighter? Would everyone think he was a hero?” Her voice almost gentle, dreamy. “Is it awful that I wish I lived in that world?”
Boyd let himself out. He stalked over the road and climbed into the cab of his car. It was hot enough from the nearly afternoon sun to prickle sweat under his collar, but he still felt sort of cold. He sat for a second and then hammered his fists on the wheel in frustration. It didn’t help. Boyd leaned forward and rested his forehead against his arms.
Tomorrow Donna would email, and then text, a heartfelt apology. She’d be sorry by then for how much she drank and for what she said, but she still meant every word. Not that he could blame her.
Sometimes Boyd wished the same thing.

      [image: image-placeholder]The woman’s screams went through Boyd’s head like a drill. It was a beautiful sound. As long as her mouth was open and her lungs full of air, she was alive. The plan was to keep her that way.
Heat scorched the back of Boyd’s neck and made him sweat under his heavy jacket as he crawled into the twisted frame of the car. Glass crunched under his elbows and knees as he tucked himself into the compressed space. There were files in the back seat and a broken laptop. He pushed them out of the way and reached through the front seats. With gloved fingers he found the bony point of the driver’s elbow and squeezed gently.
“Hey,” he said. “My name’s Boyd. We’re going to get you out of here. Okay?”
She hiccupped to stop midscream. Her voice was harsh, scraped raw, and unsteady as she rasped out, “It’s so hot. Why’s it so hot?” The driver’s seat shuddered as she struggled in place. “I can’t get out. Oh God. I don’t want to burn. Please don’t let me burn!”
Panic made her voice spiral back up to a harsh, terrified wail, and a wildly flailed arm jabbed back between the seats and caught Boyd in the temple. He shook off the impact and blocked her arm as she swung it his way again.
“You won’t. That’s why we’re here,” he told her. “All you have to do is stay calm and let us do our jobs, okay? We’ll get you out of here. What’s your name?”
“Laura.”
“I’m Boyd, and I’m a paramedic,” he said. “So I’m going to take a look at you and see if you’re hurt.”
He squirmed between the seats and into the front of the car. The driver hung upside down from the seat belt, face flushed and puffy from gravity. When the airbag deployed, it had broken her nose, and blood dribbled down her forehead and matted her hair.
“Why’s it so hot?” she asked frantically as she pulled at the collar of her prim silk blouse. Sweat plastered the pale material to her body. Tears welled in her bloodshot eyes as she blurted, “What the fuck happened? I was on my way to work and… I can’t remember what happened.”
“There was an accident,” Boyd said calmly. He gently caught her arm and pressed his fingers against the inside of her wrist. Her pulse battered frantically against the thin layer of neoprene—too fast but strong. “Your car was flipped, but as soon as I check you over, we can start to get you out, okay?”
It was a simplified version of events, but Boyd didn’t think the full details would help her calm down any. As far as the team had been able to reconstruct, a drunk driver in an old flatbed truck sideswiped her Prius on the way to the off-ramp and flipped it. The car had slammed, upside down, into and under a semi in the fast lane. She was dragged down the road for about half a mile before the driver of the semi lost control and spun off the road into a tree.
The heat was because the truck was on fire, and so far they’d only been able to suppress the flames, not put them out. It hadn’t reached the back of the truck, where Laura’s car was wedged between the rear set of tires, but it would. So they needed to get her out.
He could hear the chatter of the rest of the crew outside, the rattle and groan of overheated metal as cold water hit it. The driver of the truck had a dislocated shoulder and burns to his hands. The drunk driver was, until he sobered up and realized how much trouble he was in, fine.
“Does anything hurt?”
“Everything,” she said with a nervous gasp of laughter. “My head, it’s killing me. And my legs. Jesus, my legs really hurt.”
Boyd reached up and cupped her head so he could explore her skull with careful fingers. The broken nose he’d already noted, but there was also a bruise on the far side of her temple that made her yelp when he tested it. It was probably from the side window.
“I can’t see, so I’m going to have to go by feel,” Boyd said as he got his knees under him. “That okay?”
She nodded with a small, decisive jerk of her chin. Boyd pulled himself and tracked her legs down from her knees to—
Fuck.
His fingers touched hot metal and raw flesh. Laura whimpered and tried to move her legs at the contact. Fresh blood dripped down onto Boyd’s jacket.
“Stay still, Laura,” he said. “You’re doing great, okay?”
He unhooked a flashlight from his harness and flicked it on. The beam lit up Laura’s knees—very white and vulnerable-looking through her torn tights—and then into the dark, awkwardly shaped space under the steering wheel.
“What’s wrong?” she asked. He could hear her throat tighten in anxiety, her breathing quick and shallow as fear spiked again. She tried to grope up into the space herself, her body twisting as she clawed blindly. “Can you get me out?”
“Absolutely,” Boyd told her confidently.
The light played along the twisted, rust-iron bar that had punched through the side of her car, both of her legs, and then driven itself into the center console. It had gone through the bone, it looked like, on one leg, and the meat of her calf on the other.
“I just got to get some stuff to cut you loose, okay?” he said.
“No. No. No,” she stammered as she grabbed at him and hooked her fingers into his collar. “Don’t leave me. Don’t leave me alone! Please. Please!?”
Boyd swallowed the lump in his throat, a sour wedge of old guilt and sorrow, and peeled himself free.
“I won’t be long,” he said. “I promise. Just stay still. Okay?”
He squirmed into the back seat and went, ass first, through the broken window. Someone grabbed his feet and yanked him out the last few. His jacket scraped loudly over the wet road as he skidded.
“Can we pull her out?” Chief Deacon asked as Boyd rolled over onto his back.
Behind him Danni and Rob had the hoses spooled out and a heavy stream of water directed onto the charred metal of the truck from both sides. Steam and smoke seeped out of the cab in thick, acrid clouds of gray and white.
“We’ll need to cut her free,” Boyd said. He grabbed Deacon’s offered hand and pulled himself up. “Where’s the ambulance?”
“They’ll be here by the time we get her out,” Deacon said. His stock in trade was imperturbability. “You just focus on that. We’ll keep the fire under control.”
Boyd glanced over his shoulder at the long, tubular body of the gas tanker, which listed to the side on one set of wheels. Fuel spilled from a small tear low on one side, the concrete surface of the road burn pocked and scorched where it had caught before they got there. He dragged his hand down over his face and flicked away sweat.
“You better,” he said. “I’ll need the shears. Jessie! Get the backboard and painkillers ready.”
It had gotten hotter again when he crawled back into the car, and the smell of gas had settled, thick and noxious, into the seats. Laura had stopped screaming, but she whimpered occasionally as the tanker shifted on top of the car and made it creak.
“See,” Boyd said. “That didn’t take too long. Let’s get you out of here.” 
“Please,” she said.
She clung to his shoulders as he reached up into the well of the car. She pressed her face against his bicep. and he could hear her pray in short, disjointed pleas to whomever might be there, for whatever crossed her mind—her son, the boyfriend she’d cheated on, the boss she hated, the parents she’d miss, her son again.
Boyd thought of Donna. It had been a couple of days since he’d gone to see her. By now she’d sobered up and gone back to work. Like always. Until next year when she let the pain out again.
If he did his job, Laura’s family wouldn’t have to answer those questions.
He angled the shears as close to her calf as he could get and cut through the strut. Then he did the same at the other side. Laura screamed as her legs dropped and her knees hit the steering wheel with a crack. Fresh blood dripped down her legs as the movement tore the holes in her legs wider.
Boyd tossed the shears into the back seat of the car. They landed on the torn roof, and someone reached in with black-gloved hands and pulled them out.
“Get her out of there, Maccabee,” Jessie ordered, his voice tight and nervous. “This thing is still pissing gas.”
Laura moaned in panic. “What does he mean? What’s going on?” 
“Nothing to worry about,” Boyd told her. He strapped her knees together with a bandage to limit movement and cut through the nylon strips of the seat belt. Laura slid free with a shriek, and he caught her. One foot was bare, the other swollen into the hard, leather case of her shoe. “Nearly there.”
Boyd got her out and onto the backboard that Jessie had waiting, straps across her chest and thighs to hold her in place. He waited until she was dragged out and then scrambled out after her.
His skin felt sunburnt, hot and tender across his nose and cheekbones, and the glut of adrenaline in his system itched in his hands and legs with the old, familiar need to move. He ignored it as he exhaled slowly and bent over to brace his hands on his thighs.
No one was going to go home tonight and wonder where their partner was. Someone might need to bail the drunk out, but at least they’d know where to go.

      [image: image-placeholder]Back in the station house, Boyd leaned back against the slick tiled wall and let cold water soak the heat out of his skin. Sweat, gas, and the gray flakes of smoke residue swirled around his feet and down the drain.
“You did a good job,” Harry said. “But you shouldn’t have been there today. I gave you the week off.”
Boyd opened his eyes and squinted through damp-spiked lashes to where his boss stood just outside the splash zone of the water. Over the last year, Harry’s hair had finally given up pepper and settled solidly into salt, but other than that, he didn’t look much different from when Boyd was a rookie. Not that much different, even, from the big-nosed, dark- haired ladder man who’d been his dad’s best friend.
“I didn’t ask for it.”
“I know,” Harry said. “But you needed it, and next time I’ll slap you on suspension if that’s what it takes to get you off my rig when you’re like this.”
“Like what.” 
“Sad.”
Boyd flicked off the shower and rubbed his hand through his hair. That wasn’t the accusation he expected from Harry. It caught him off guard, no prepared script ready to cue up from the depths of his brain.
“It’s better to be busy.” He fell back on the truth for lack of anything else. “Keeps me from thinking too much.”
Harry raised his eyebrows, still steel gray over his brown eyes. “Next year build a fire pit. Get a counselor.”
“Tom wanted to go away with his wife.”
“Yeah, well, she won’t thank you.” Harry picked up a towel and tossed it at Boyd. “Get dried off. Go home. Shift’s ov—”
The door to the showers was bulled open, and Danni stuck her head inside. She gave Harry a quick nod and then waved a phone at Boyd.
“It’s for you,” she said. “He says it’s urgent.”
Boyd slung the towel around his waist and hung on to it with one hand as he padded barefoot over the tiles. He plucked the phone out of Danni’s fingers and raised it to his ear.
“Maccabee,” he said. “Can I ask—” 
“They found him.”
“Who?”
It wasn’t a question. The word was just on the tip of Boyd’s tongue, ready to go, and it slipped out before he could swallow it.
“Who the fuck do you think?” Shay Calloway exploded at him anyhow. “It’s him, Boyd. They found Sammy.”
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Chapter Two


“You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say,” the younger cop recited by rote in a nervous, precise voice, “can and will be used against you in a court of law.” 
With a rough hand, his senior partner shoved Morgan’s face down against the hard, polished oak of the bar while he frisked him. It was the sort of hole where this sort of thing only raised a mildly interested mutter from the other drinkers and made the woman behind the bar shift the good whiskey out of reach.
What passed for it in here.
“Hey, Lo,” Morgan ground out through gritted teeth. They’d run into each other before, him and Lo. The cop was a dick, with all the barely repressed anger of a guy who never got promoted off the beat. Morgan braced his hands against the bar and pushed back. “How about you. Get. The. Fuck. Off me.”
Lo kicked his feet out from under him and smacked Morgan’s face back down onto the bar. He tightened his hand on the back of Morgan’s neck and leaned on him.
“What’s wrong, Morgan?” he asked, voice slippery and smug as he yanked up the back of Morgan’s shirt. His fingers were sweaty as he ran them around the waistband of Morgan’s jeans. “Got something to hide?”
Spilled whiskey stung the split in Morgan’s lip. It filled his mouth with the oily taste of liquor and blood, sickly familiar on the back of his tongue. He’d always been an angry, sullen drunk, and even the taste of it got his temper ready to go.
“I haven’t done anything,” he said—nothing that he thought they’d know about, anyhow. “You have no good reason to take me in.”
Lo slapped him on the back of the head. “You’re a person of interest,” he said. “And you resisted arrest. So shut up and listen to Owen read your rights.”
He kicked Morgan’s feet apart and skimmed both hands up the inseam of his jeans. Rookie Owen cleared his throat and stammered through the rest of the Miranda warning.
“And, um, do you understand these rights as they’ve been told to you?” he asked, his voice pitched up at the end like a teenager on YouTube. “Morgan?” Lo said. “He knows them better than you, kid. Mr. ‘No Right to Do This’ here’s been in and out of jail since he was fourteen. It’s like a dating app for him, ain’t that right?”
He groped between Morgan’s legs with hard fingers and leaned on his neck. Morgan swallowed the blood and booze that still laced his tongue and let his temper slip the leash.
Fuck it. If Lo wanted to see resisting arrest, Morgan could arrange that for him.
This time when he pushed himself off the bar, he threw his head back too. The back of his skull smacked into Lo’s face with a wet crunch and a pop of hot pain, but it was worth it as warm liquid splattered his neck and Lo lurched backward with a gargled curse.
Morgan spat a mouthful of blood onto the bar and turned around. He flashed a tight, gory smile at the swearing cop. Blood dribbled between Lo’s fingers as he staggered, a flicker of fear naked in his already puffed- up eyes.
Anger filled Morgan’s lungs with dry, scorched heat and ached in his knuckles as he clenched his fists. He wanted to wipe the smirk off Lo’s face, break the bastard into bits, and he probably could. In a fair fight. A few steps behind Lo, the rookie cop spluttered and grabbed for his gun.
Cops never fought fair.
Morgan forced his fists to relax. It felt like there was rust in his knuckles, gritty and stiff in the joints. He lifted his hands and tucked them behind his head.
“Looks like you’ve got me, Officer,” he said. “Slap the cuffs on and take me in.”
Lo wrenched his nose straight between thumb and forefinger. It snapped back into place with a wet sound, and Lo wiped his face on his sleeve as he looked around at the interest turned his way. He pulled a sour expression, yanked a pair of zip-tie cuffs from his belt, and strode forward.
“You could have just cooperated,” he said. “But you had to be an asshole.”
Once he was close enough, Lo hooked a short, mean punch around into Morgan’s side. The kidney shot sliced a hot, sharp pain through Morgan’s guts and down into his cock. It made his knees go rubbery, but Lo propped him up with his shoulder. Morgan clenched his teeth and swallowed hard as he tried to will the pain back into his side.
“And now so did I,” Lo said as he turned Morgan around and shoved him back into the bar. He pulled Morgan’s arms back and yanked the cuffs tightly around his wrists. “So answer Owen’s question, Morgan. You understand your rights as they’ve been read to you?”
“Sure,” Morgan said as Lo pulled him off the bar. In the middle of the bar, Rookie Owen stood with his gun still awkwardly clutched in one hand. “I get exactly how this is going to go.”
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“Do you know this boy?” Detective Heather Bennett asked as she slid an eight-by-ten glossy across the scarred metal table.
Morgan ignored it as he glanced around the beige box of the Huntington Police Department’s interview room. He clocked the two discreet cameras in the corners of the room and the long window. Then he looked back at Bennett.
“No,” he said.
“You didn’t look.” She tapped the paper with one short-nailed finger and raised her eyebrows. “Have you ever seen this boy before?”
“Have you ever seen due process? I want a lawyer.”
Bennett sat back and crossed her arms. She didn’t have much makeup on, and, instead of the usual female detective’s “just one of the boys” uniform of T-shirts and button-downs, she had on a high-necked cream sweater. It made her look like someone’s TV mom, which probably served her well with some perps. Not really Morgan’s thing, though.
“You’re not a suspect,” she said. “We just need to ask some questions.” Yeah. He’d heard that before—never fallen for it but definitely heard it. Morgan lifted one hand and rattled the cuffs that shackled him to the table.
“I’m under arrest,” he said. “And I want a lawyer, and then you can ask me about this kid all you want.”
She pursed her lips. “If you haven’t done anything wrong, what do you have to hide?”
“Yeah, said every cop ever just before they frame you,” Morgan said. “Lawyer. Or cut me loose.”
“This is Samuel Calloway,” Bennett said as she picked up the photo and held it in front of Morgan’s face so he couldn’t avoid it. “He was only eight years old in this picture. It was the last time anyone saw him, that we know of.”
Despite himself, Morgan looked at the photo. It was of a tow- headed kid in a too-big camo jacket, with a bag on his back and a hard- to-read expression on his face as he looked around and up toward the camera. Something about the kid made Morgan think he was probably a dick and deserved whatever he got.
He slouched back in the narrow plastic chair, arm stretched out over the table, and waited. He absently tapped his fingers, and after a moment, Bennett lowered the photo and set it facedown on the table.
“A few months ago you were a person of interest in a carjacking, weren’t you?” she said as though she didn’t know. After a quick shuffle through her file, she pulled out a report, glanced at it, and nodded. “That’s right. If the driver hadn’t recovered, it would have been a murder investigation.”
Tap.
Tap.
Morgan could feel the pressure against his fingertips as they hit the table harder, but he couldn’t do anything to stop himself. He shifted in his chair, and the legs scraped against the tiles. “I was cleared.”
“But we did get a warrant for your DNA,” Bennett said. She tucked the report back into her folder and stood up with it tucked under her arm. “It didn’t get a match on the donation left at the scene of the carjacking, but it still went into our database.”
Shit. Morgan pushed his tongue into his cheek, against the scrape his teeth had left earlier. He racked his brain. Violence wasn’t his thing, not professionally, but he’d done his share of… off-the-books work, but nothing that would be worth this sort of trouble on the cops’ part.
“The last thing we expected was for your DNA to be flagged up in relation to a case in West Virginia,” Bennett said. “Samuel Calloway’s case.”
Morgan grimaced. “I never touched the kid.”
“We know,” Bennett said. “It was fifteen years ago. We don’t think you kidnapped Sammy Calloway. We think you might be him.” 
“Fuck off,” Morgan said with a snort.
“Still want a lawyer?” Bennett asked.
“With this bullshit?” Morgan asked. He scratched his head with his free hand. “Yeah. Get me a lawyer.”
She nodded and left. The photo still lay faceup on the table. Morgan glanced down at it for a second, at the lifted chin and shadowed eyes of a probably dead—let’s be fucking real—boy.
Bullshit.
He flicked the photo off the table with an angry swipe of his hand. It slid off the metal and floated to the floor. Morgan knew who he was.
More or less.
He braced the ball of his foot against the ground and bounced his knee in a nervous tattoo. It hit the bottom of the table every few jitters. His head was full of black, sour anger and old sutures, but this was fucking bullshit.
Just some cop bullshit.
He jittered his knee and drummed his fingers against the table hard enough that he could feel the impact in his knuckles. On the wall, behind a heavy grille, the clock ticked off the minutes since Bennett had left.
It had gotten to twenty when the door opened again. Bennett stuck her head in through the crack, as though he might have gone anywhere, and then stepped back to wave someone else through the door. Halfway through, anyhow, as the guy hesitated on the threshold to stare at him.
Morgan’s fingers missed a beat as he saw the stranger and flattened his hand against the table. Damn. He gave the guy a look from his dark, cropped hair to the battered desert boots under those tight gray trousers. Other than his thick-rimmed black glasses, he didn’t look much like a public defender. In Morgan’s experience, hot lawyers worked for people with money. It was usually the pasty nerds who turned up for legal aid. They had a social conscience, but never shoulders like that.
“You’re my lawyer?” he asked skeptically.
The guy blinked, opened his mouth to answer, and then glanced over his shoulder as though he needed a prompt. Morgan snorted to himself. Maybe he was a public defender, then. It would be just Morgan’s luck to get the hot idiot.
“Not a hard question,” Morgan drawled.
Dumb and pretty blushed. It crawled up from under the heavy five
o’clock shadow on his jaw and aimed at the sharp angle of his cheekbones.
“My name’s Boyd,” he said and paused. From the expression on his face, he expected that to mean something to Morgan. It didn’t.
“Yeah, what’s it short for?” Morgan asked as he hooked his free arm over the back of his chair. His eyes flicked over hot and dumb from shoulders to lean thighs since he might as well appreciate the view while he had it. “Body of Evidence?”
Smooth, Morgan thought wryly as Boyd gave him a confused look. He should know better by this point than to try to flirt sober. He did best when he was in that sweet spot of too many beers but before whiskey seemed like a good fight-provoking idea.
“No. I’m not a lawyer. I’m…. Hell, I don’t know,” Boyd admitted. “They asked me to fly in, but I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do.”
He stepped out of the way to let Bennett into the room and leaned back against the wall, his hands shoved in the pockets of his trousers. The thin fabric pulled tight over his lean hips and the soft but perfectly acceptable bulge of his package, but from the wary animal-in-a-zoo look he had aimed Morgan’s way, the display wasn’t on purpose.
Irritation crawled over Morgan’s shoulder blades, a prickle of frustration where he couldn’t reach. It wasn’t that he cared whether he got to bang this one hot nerd or not. He just knew Boyd would have given him a very different look if they’d met in a club. If Morgan weren’t chained to a table like a bad dog or a pedophile, it would be Boyd who’d itch for his attention.
“Look, Husband Material here is more fun to look at than the fucking walls,” he said flatly. “I’ve still got nothing until my lawyer gets here.”
“He’s on his way,” Bennett said. She pulled a key out of her pocket as she walked over and unlocked the cuff. “Until then I thought you might want to talk to Boyd.”
Morgan sat back and rubbed his wrist. His fingers itched as the blood seeped back into them. “What about? His dog? Where he sees himself in five years’ time? What he’s looking for in a man?”
“I’m assigned to missing persons, not the small-talk police,” Bennett said as she stepped back. She folded the cuffs together neatly and tucked them into her pocket. “But I’d suggest Sammy Calloway. I’ll get you both coffee.”
She closed the door behind her as she left, which meant there was probably someone who still had eyes on the room. Boyd gave the escape route a rueful glance and stayed where he was.
“I don’t bite,” Morgan said. He pushed the quick, intrusive flash of fantasy—bruises chewed on Boyd’s throat and down his shoulders as he squirmed under Morgan—out of the way. That could wait. He kicked the chair opposite him out from under the table hard enough that it banged into the beige wall. “Sit down and tell me what the fuck’s going on?”
Boyd studied him for a second. Then he pushed himself off the wall and walked over to grab the chair. He spun it around so he could straddle it, arms folded over the back.
“I….”
Morgan leaned forward into Boyd’s space and braced his arms on the table. “Yeah?”
He’d just done it to be a dick, but this close, he could see Boyd’s eyes behind those glasses. They were so ridiculously pretty—with thick lashes and pale-brown, almost whiskey-colored irises—it distracted him. It didn’t hurt that Boyd’s pupils expanded with clear, immediate awareness of Morgan’s presence in his space.
It could just be nerves—at this point Boyd probably thought Morgan was some sort of serial killer—but the hint of a flush under his skin and the soft, wet noise in his throat as he swallowed nervously suggested otherwise. That soothed Morgan’s bruised ego a little. It needed it.
Boyd leaned back and glanced toward the door, his jaw tight with irritation. “Right now I’d like to know that too,” he muttered. “Look, when the police called Shay—Sammy’s brother—they just said that they’d found a DNA match for Sammy. It’s been fifteen years. We thought it would be a body. Not—you.”
It was Morgan’s turn to pull back. He could respect the suspicion in Boyd’s eyes, but the thready squirm of hope made him uncomfortable. People who looked at you like that wanted something from you to feed that worm in their head. Usually that you were someone else, although never quite as literally as this.
“This is fucking sick,” Morgan said as he pushed back his chair and stood up. He pointed his finger at the camera in the corner. “What sort of game are you bastards playing here?”
“You don’t believe it?” Boyd asked.
Morgan whipped around to glare at him. “Of course I don’t.” He spread his arms, his booze T-shirt pulled tight over his shoulders. “Do I look like an idiot? What are you, some undercover cop? Am I meant to fall into your arms and unburden myself of some shit Bennett thinks I did? Because you’re of luck there. I have nothing to do with this.”
Anger flickered over Boyd’s face, a quick glimpse of something dark and sharp under the cat eyes and careful demeanor. Pretty boy had a temper after all.
“If this is a setup, I’m not in on it,” he said. “But what are you supposed to be confessing to? Did you kill someone? Have a rich man locked in the trunk of your car? Because unless it’s something like that, this seems a really complicated scenario to set up.”
“Then it’s a mistake,” Morgan snorted as he dropped his arms. He tucked his hands in his pockets and paced restlessly back and forth. “I’m obviously not this dead kid. So stop looking at me like he’s gonna unzip my skin.”
Boyd got up. He was shorter than Morgan, although not by much.
There was something very tired about his sharp-boned face as he nodded.
“Okay,” he said.
Morgan faltered midstep and looked over at him suspiciously. “Okay?” he said. “That’s it? You’re just going to let this go? Not going to try and convince me the cops know what they’re talking about?”
“About who you are? That sounds like a dick move,” Boyd pointed out. “Besides, all you have to do to prove it is produce one childhood photo from here or a vacation in Disney or anywhere that wasn’t within fifty miles of Cutter’s Gap, really.”
Yeah. That would be easy, wouldn’t it? At least it would for someone else, someone like Boyd, who probably had boxes of childhood memorabilia and went away with his family during school vacations. Fuck, who’d even gone to school.
“Shut up,” Morgan snarled at Boyd, suddenly unreasonably angry with him. He stalked over to kick the door. “Get me a lawyer. And either charge me with something or cut me loose!”
The coffee had gotten cold. Morgan drank it anyhow. There was something perversely satisfying about how bad it tasted, the sour film it left on his tongue. Boyd was gone, hustled out of the room by Bennett, and the nerd from the Public Defender’s Office was finally there.
Kelly Hagen. It could be worse
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