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  For anyone who has ever tried to find their way home again—
this book is for you.

And for West Virginia. 

In all my years of writing and research,  
I’ve never fallen quite so hard for a place.
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Chapter One


“Right this way, Ms. Berry.” The attendant’s voice was soft—yet still jarring enough to slice her panic open all over again. 
Cassie followed, her legs obeying before her mind could protest, her footsteps echoing against the tile as she moved down a corridor that sloped toward the hospital’s back wing. The air cooled with every step, but it didn’t ease—if anything, it only grew heavier, crowding her chest.
Through a steel door, industrial antiseptic scorched her nostrils, but beneath it lingered something faintly metallic. Across the way, a wall of drawers faced her, stark and uniform, each one fitted with a single metal handle.
The attendant’s hand closed around a handle somewhere in the middle, the metal sliding free with a sharp, hollow sound. Cassie’s knees nearly gave out; bile surged, clawing up her throat.
She hadn’t eaten in days. Hadn’t slept. Not since the voicemail—
We’ve recovered a body we believe to be your brother, Connor Berry…
Eight hours from Paris to New York. Four in limbo. Two more to Wheeling. A rented sedan racing through the mountains.
“Do you need a moment?” the attendant asked gently. “Maybe some air?”
She shook her head, tightening her blazer around her as if it could shield her from this fucking nightmare. “Just—show me.”
The sheet peeled away. Clumps of black hair, oily and matted. Dark lashes against pale, sunken cheeks. Bruised lips parted slightly.
It wasn’t him.
It couldn’t be him.
But every crooked line of his nose, every scar along his collarbone—from that dirt bike crash as a teen—was proof enough. His hands, stiff at his sides, still bore the calloused knuckles she knew by heart.
“That’s…my—” Her voice splintered. “That’s my brother.”
“I’m very sorry for your loss.” The attendant bowed his head. “Would you like some time alone with him?”
Alone? Her body begged to bolt from this hell—yet her feet might as well have been nailed to the floor, her brother’s face a magnet she couldn’t break away from.
“How—how did he die?” Her voice fractured on the words.
The attendant hesitated. “Toxicology’s still being finalized, but…” He exhaled quietly. “There were opioids in his system. Fentanyl among them.”
Cassie stared at him. “Fentanyl?”
“Yes, ma’am.” Another pause. “And…there are indications this wasn’t recent.”
“Indications?”
His gaze flicked briefly toward Connor’s body. “Track marks. Arms…and elsewhere.”
Each word smashed into her like a fist. Opioids. Fentanyl. Track marks.
She pushed on. “How long…how long was he using?”
“There’s no exact way to tell, but…it could’ve been ongoing.”
Cassie’s mind jumped—last calls, missed texts, half-remembered conversations she’d brushed off because she’d been too busy, too far, too sure he was fine.
“Who found him? Where was he? When did he…” The questions tumbled out, sharp and uneven, but the attendant didn’t flinch.
“The police found him near the old rail line. It’s a hangout—known for, uh, transient activity.”
Her control began to crack. Tears burned, blurring white walls and steel drawers into a gray smear. The old rail line? Her brother had died like a stranger in his own damn town?
Clearing his throat, the attendant spoke again. “We, uh, have some of his belongings. The police have the rest.”
“Police.” The word slipped out, strained.
“Standard procedure with narcotics, ma’am. Just paperwork, I’m afraid.”
The drawer slid back with a clank. The door banged shut, the sound echoing down the hall as Cassie fled, the attendant’s footsteps fading into the distance.
The rhythm followed her—through the twilight, across the empty lot—until it cut off with the slam of the car door.
Silence rushed in. In her lap, she clutched a brown paper sack—the remnants of a life stuffed into something meant for leftovers.
Her fingers trembled as she tore it open, the heavy leather coming free. The Kings of Anarchy patch was dulled with grime, edges fraying. His name patch—Con-Man—scarcely clung to the front, threads hanging loose.
Barely breathing, Cassie’s grip tightened.
“We’re gonna be Kings, Cassie,” he’d told her once, green eyes bright, voice full of that same stubborn certainty. “We’ll never go hungry again.”
That vest had been everything back then. Survival. Protection. Promise. Family.
Now it sagged in her hands—heavy with everything she hadn’t been there to see…
Opioids. Fentanyl. Track marks. The fucking rail yard.
She couldn’t make sense of it. Connor had always been reckless, sure—but never like this.
Not…fentanyl.
Heart racing, breath sharp and uneven, she ripped the dangling name patch free. Stuffing both the patch and vest into her crossbody, she tore out of the lot—headed toward…
fucking answers.

      [image: ]The drive from the hospital in Wierswood to Clifton Ridge was short—just a stretch of highway, then winding country roads—but it felt endless. The same route she once tore down at top speed, music blaring from her old Chevy, had turned into a funeral march—just the hum of tires as the road unspooled beneath her, the town rising ahead, tucked between hills and forest, its skyline scarred by the rusting skeletons of dead factories.
Welcome to Clifton Ridge, West Virginia, the fading sign declared. Home of the Champion Clifton Crusaders! For one fleeting heartbeat, she could still see them—teenagers perched high on the sign, sun-tanned legs swinging, a case of beer wedged between them, laughing as they chucked empties at passing cars.
The past blinked out as the road carried her forward. She eased onto the main drag, the town hitting her all at once.
Clifton had never been rich, but it used to have soul. Now it looked gutted—storefronts boarded, walls cracking and crumbling, the coal miner statue outside the courthouse missing half its limbs. Across the square, an old church sagged, white paint peeling, its steeple bell hanging cockeyed and silent.
She could still feel Connor’s hand gripping hers as they walked the path behind their mother’s casket.
“I’m not goin’ anywhere,” he whispered, squeezing her hand. “You’re stuck with me, kid. Forever.”
Her chest constricted. Black lung had taken their daddy. Grief had taken their mama. And now…Connor…
A horn blared behind her.
“Move it, damn it!”
Cassie blinked, jerking her focus back to the road as a pickup swerved around her, the driver leaning out the window to throw her a look before gunning it past her.
Nostrils flaring, she slammed her foot on the gas, tires squealing as she tore onto Black Bear Trace. Sagging houses blurred into forest and dirt turnoffs. Over a decade gone, but she remembered every turn, every marker, her eyes scanning the trees until she found it—a crude crown spray-painted on a signpost, marking a narrow road.
She turned in. The forest swallowed her car, branches weaving a tunnel of shadow until one sharp bend opened into a clearing.
The Kings of Anarchy clubhouse loomed. A massive barn, weather-worn, their emblem glowering down from the peak—a masked skull wearing a crooked crown.
The lot was packed. Bikes lined in formation. Trucks scattered like afterthoughts. From inside, bass-heavy music pounded through the walls, broken by bursts of laughter.
One man leaned against the siding, his mouth buried in a woman’s neck. Another paced by the door, phone pressed to his ear. A third watched on as a woman danced barefoot on the hood of a car.
This wasn’t grief.
This was a fucking party.
Parking, Cassie yanked down the visor, swiping on lip balm, blackening her eyes with a quick stroke of a finger. She stripped off her blazer—leaving her in a cropped tank and leggings—and grabbed her bag.
“Shoulders square, kid,” Connor whispered. “You always walk into a place like you own it—even if you’re just borrowin’.”
Squaring her shoulders, she marched up to the bald, tattooed biker in front of the door and plastered on a big, fake smile. “Hi…Snake,” she greeted him, reading his patch.
“Who the fuck are you?” he asked, tucking his phone away.
“Tiffany,” she said, slipping into her old accent. “But everyone calls me Tiff.”
“I don’t give a shit what they call you. This is invite-only.”
Cassie feigned a pout. “But I was invited. Met this guy at Shooter’s a few nights back—Nate or Nick or somethin’? He gave me directions. Said to swing by if I felt like a party.”
“That so?”
“Sure is.” She crossed herself with exaggerated care. “Swear on my mama.”
Snake’s gaze dipped to her chest, his smirk slow. He leaned in close, the booze on his breath sharp and pungent. “Ain’t no gods here, sweetheart. Only devils.”
Cassie bared her teeth. “Sounds perfect.”
Chuckling, he stepped aside, pulling open the door. “Then, Tiff, welcome to hell.”
The clubhouse innards were smoky and low lit, a rock song snarling under the din of voices. For a heartbeat, Cassie stood frozen in the doorway, letting it crash over her, remembering the first time she ever stepped inside. Young and dumb, she’d mistaken their excess for invincibility—the parties, the easy cash, the way the whole town seemed to bend around the Kings like they were something untouchable.
She knew better now. They were just men. As fallible as everyone else.
Pushing through the crowd, she made her way toward the bar ahead—same chipped wood, same chrome trim. A bleach-blonde in a bikini top leaned over the counter.
“What can I get ya, sugar?”
“White whiskey,” Cassie replied, eyes darting to and fro.
“Shooter or glass?”
“Shooter.”
The second the bartender turned her back, Cassie ducked behind the counter, fingers finding the switches.
Flick—the music cut.
Flick—the lights snapped on.
The room jolted. Laughter died mid-breath. Conversations choked off.
“What in the hell?” the bartender shrieked. “Get out from there!”
Ignoring her, Cassie snatched the wooden bat from under the counter and swung. Bottles exploded. Glass rained. Moonshine and whiskey spilled across the floor, sharp fumes rising as it soaked the wood.
The crowd erupted in shouts and laughter, bodies shifting back in shock.
“Nash!” Cassie yelled. “Where the hell are you?”
She swung again. Harder. More glass shattered.
“Nash!” she screamed, scrambling onto the bar, chest heaving. “You better get your ass out here!”
“Bitch, you best put that bat down!” someone shouted back.
Cassie scanned the room. Strangers in leather, faces blurred by tension. No one moved. No one stepped in.
“Nathanial Winslow Walker!” she screamed, voice cracking. “Get your goddamn ass out here!”
The silence that followed was jarring—broken only by nervous chuckles and the sense of several dozen sets of eyes pinning her in place.
And then—
“Well, hey there, Strawberry. Long time no see.”
The slow-drawled steel, the crowd parting as he strode forward. Older, broader, harder; he’d let his hair grow long; a full beard now swallowed his jaw. And as his dark eyes locked on hers, something inside her ruptured.
“What happened?” she shouted, leaping down from the bar, rushing him.
“What the fuck happened?”
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Chapter Two


“Better pony up now, Prez. ’Cause you’re about to lose your wallet.” 
Bending to the pool table, Nash ignored his Sergeant at Arms. Caleb “Crusher” Mathis might be built like a truck, but he was all grin and not a lick of sense. The break snapped hard—three balls dropped, cheers going up from the small crowd. Circling, Nash lined up again and sank two more.
“What was that you said, Crush?” he asked, sighting down his last shot. “Somethin’ ’bout ponyin’ up?”
He drew back the cue and—
The music cut out.
Lights snapped on, bright and merciless.
A crash rang out, followed by shouts.
The pool room went still, patches and prospects turning toward the door like dogs scenting blood.
Then—
“Nathanial Winslow Walker—get your goddamn ass out here!”
The voice hit him square in the gut, knocking the air clean out of him. But no, it couldn’t be…her.
Crusher gave a low whistle. “Uh-oh. Someone’s droppin’ the government name.”
Wade “Sarge” McCrae slipped into the pool room, jaw tight, eyes like loaded guns. Sarge was old guard, ex-military, the Kings’ Vice President back when Nash’s old man had run things. He didn’t need to say much; Nash had grown up reading every flicker of that jaw.
It was her.
“She’s tearin’ up the bar,” Sarge said quietly. “With a bat.”
“Jesus-fuckin’-Christ.” A patch laughed. “Whatcha do, Nash—knock her up and skip town?”
“I got this,” Nash muttered, shoving his cue at Sarge. “Keep everyone else back.”
He moved fast down the hall, noise swelling with every step. When he hit the commons, the crowd split like a tide.
And son of a bitch…there she was.
Cassandra-goddamn-Berry, come out of fucking nowhere, bat in hand, standing on top of his—Jesus fucking Christ, what the hell had she done to his bar?
Her face was leaner now, her body softer in places it hadn’t been before. Twenty-two the last time he’d seen her. Thirty-something now. Long black curls gone, chopped short and slick. Freckles painted over, candy necklaces swapped for thin gold chains. She looked like a stranger…except for her eyes, still greener than a goddamn holler in springtime.
“Well, hey there, Strawberry. Long time no see.” His voice was slow and steady, even with the panic tearing through him.
Cassie’s mouth twisted, eyes going wild at the sight of him—and then she lunged.
“What happened?” she screamed, bat raised. “What the fuck happened?”
He caught the bat mid-swing, yanked it from her grip, and hurled it aside.
“What the fuck!” he shouted.
She barely flinched. Instead, she tore into her bag, yanked out a crumpled leather, and slapped it hard against his chest.
He caught it with one hand, breath locking in his lungs. Fuck him—he’d feared this day for years. Every late-night phone call, every whisper of a body turning up. But fear was one thing; holding Connor’s colors in his hand, heavy as a death sentence—that was another.
“Where’s Con?” he rasped.
“Where’s Con?” Cassie’s whole body shook, fists balled, eyes wet but refusing to spill. “You tell me, you piece of shit!”
“Aw, hell,” Snake groaned somewhere in the crowd. “She said she knew you, Nash—said her name was Tiffany.”
Jesse “The Snake” Smith was new blood, a Midwest transfer running from heat. He hadn’t been in Clifton long enough to know who’s who—let alone long enough to know Cassie.
“You slack-jawed fool,” Margie snapped, storming forward, salt-and-pepper braids swinging. “That’s Cassie Berry—Con’s little sister. She left ’fore your sorry ass ever got here.”
Murmurs rippled through the clubhouse—
“Holy shit—Cassie’s back?”
“Why’s she tearin’ up the place?”
“Everybody quiet!” Sarge barked, stepping into the commons, and even the rowdiest of youngbloods went still.
Margie’s gaze flicked to the battered cut in Nash’s grip, her expression flinching briefly before quickly smoothing it away.
“Now, Cassie, this ain’t the way,” Margie said, stepping closer. “You don’t come in swingin’ a bat at Nash.”
Cassie didn’t even look her way. Her eyes stayed locked on him, still burning. “Who gives a fuck about Nash?”
Nash’s jaw clenched, voice rough when it finally came. “What happened—where’s Con?”
“You wanna know where Con is, I’ll tell you where the fuck he is!” Cassie shrieked, voice cracking. “He’s lyin’ cold on a goddamn table over in Wierswood, lookin’ like somethin’ somebody threw away!”
The stillness broke—gasps and muttered curses rising among the crowd.
“When?” Nash managed to ask.
Fury fled Cassie’s lungs in broken breaths. “Fuck you—why don’t you know when? Why’d I have to hear it from a goddamn stranger?”
“You don’t understand,” he ground out—every word hurting. “You weren’t here.”
Cassie flinched—just a blink, quick as a breath—and the rage surged back stronger.
“But you were!” she spat, jabbing a finger into his chest. “You were right here.” Another finger jab.
Then she shoved him with both hands.
“You know who found him?” Another shove, tearing at his shirt.
“The fuckin’ law.” 
“You know where they found him? The old rail line. The rail line.” Her voice splintered. “You know how long he laid there dyin’? No—no, you don’t know shit, do you?”
He let her hit, let her scream, each word landing like a fist to his fucking kidney. Right up until he couldn’t take another goddamn—
“You think this is on me?” His roar tore loose, shoving her back. “You’re the one who left! You’re the one who never came back—never picked up a goddamn phone!”
“Fuck you,” she screamed, pushing up against him—all five foot nothing and still in his goddamn face. “You had him here—right fuckin’ here—and didn’t do a damn thing to stop it!”
“All right, enough!” Margie shoved between them, one hand gripping Cassie’s arm, the other pressed to Nash’s chest. “That’s enough. Both of you.”
Cassie twisted in Margie’s grip, still fuming. “He’s gone, Nash—and you were right here drinkin’ and laughin’ and playin’ king of fuckin’ nothin’ while he—while he—” Her voice cracked, stumbling over the words. “You should’ve been with him, you should’ve stopped it, you should’ve done somethin’, anything—!”
“Cassie!” Margie caught her wrists and held firm. “Look at me.”
Cassie didn’t even blink. Her whole body strained forward, every ounce of fury fixed solely on Nash. And him—he couldn’t drag his eyes off her if he tried. Two storms colliding, neither backing off, the room around them nothing but blur.
“Nash,” Margie snapped. “Back up.”
“An’ Cassie-girl, I ain’t gonna say it again—look at me.”
At last, Cassie’s eyes cut to Margie, albeit still red-rimmed and wild; her hands trembling in Margie’s grip.
“I know what you’re feelin’,” Margie continued. “Feels like a fist on your heart, squeezin’ till you can’t breathe. Stomach churnin’, head spinnin’, like your body’s tryin’ to crawl out of itself. And you need someone to blame. Someone to spit all that grief back into. But girl—you been gone a hell of a long time. And there’s things ’bout Con you don’t know.”
 “Get your hands off me, Margie,” Cassie managed to grit out.
“I surely will not. Not until you stop breathin’ fire and let me speak my piece. Hell, I’d say you owe me that much—seein’ as how I never got so much as a postcard from you all these years.”
Cassie blinked at the older woman, as if only now remembering she was there. Her mouth opened, closed, breath shuddering as some of the fight drained from her.
Margie released one of Cassie’s wrists, slipping an arm around her waist. “Now come with me,” she said, turning toward the hall. “I’ll get you a drink for them nerves and you’ll hear the whole story. After that, you can decide who you’re mad at.”
As Margie and Cassie disappeared, the commons erupted—
“Did Con OD?”
“Why’s she blamin’ Nash?”
“Was it a hit?” someone muttered.
“Black Vultures?” another voice cut in, sharper.
A few heads turned at that—low murmurs stirring before getting swallowed by the noise.
“Everybody out!” Nash barked, his voice cracking like a whip. “If you ain’t got a patch, you ain’t got reason to be here.”
Still gripping Connor’s cut, he ducked behind the ruined bar, finding a half-full bottle of bourbon—one of the few Cassie hadn’t smashed. Sweeping shards of glass off a stool, he dropped onto it.
For a long moment he just stared at the bottle, hand tight on the neck.
Connor was…dead.
Cassie was…back.
And Nash didn’t have the first goddamn clue what to do next.

      [image: ]The clubhouse was quiet, the only light coming from the bar’s overhead sign, flickering blue above the broken liquor shelves.
Nash sat alone, elbows braced, the nearly empty bottle of bourbon beside him. In front of him, spread out across the counter, lay Connor’s colors—frayed and filthy, the stitching coming loose almost everywhere, grime settled into every crease.
His gaze lingered where the name patch above the chest pocket was missing. Con-Man. The nickname began as a joke—a barb, really, back when Connor was the straightest and most honest of all of them. Couldn’t lie his way out of a paper bag, and he wouldn’t have tried. That’s what earned him the name—irony stitched into leather.
Now the patch was gone, and the joke had long since soured. There wasn’t a damn thing honest left in Connor at the end.
Nash twisted the heavy Kings’ ring on his finger—the one every patched brother wore—if only to keep from punching something. He kept turning it, slow and deliberate, like if he stopped, the weight of everything might suddenly crush him.
Turn. Turn. Turn.
Dead. Dead. Dead.
The floor creaked behind him; his hand stilled on the ring.
“You’re still here,” Margie said, stepping out of the dark hall.
“Didn’t feel right goin’ home.” His words came out thick, slurred at the edges.
Margie, glancing around at the mess, began brushing broken glass off a nearby stool.
“That girl always could cause a five-alarm fire just walkin’ into a place, couldn’t she?”
Nash’s nostrils flared. He had enough on his mind without adding any unwanted trips down memory lane.
“Where the fuck is she?”
“Sleepin’ in your office.”
Of course she was. Comes storming in like a bat out of hell, swinging at everything and everyone, and then goes to sleep. In his fucking office, no less. He had half a mind to march up in there, sling her over his shoulder and toss her crazy ass out the door.
“Are you fuckin’ kidding me—she’s sleepin’ in my goddamn—”
“Oh, cool those jets, Walker. I tried talkin’ her down, but she was wound up tighter’n a banjo string. So I gone an’ slipped her one of my nerve pills.”
Nash scrubbed a hand down his face, tamping the growl in his throat. “Jesus, Margie…”
“Don’t be ‘Jesus, Margie-ing’ me. I only gave her enough to sleep is all. That girl was halfway to hurtin’ somebody, probably herself.”
Nash’s jaw worked before finally muttering, “What’d you tell her?”
“The dang truth—she already knew some. How he wrecked a few years back, messed up his back real bad. Didn’t know them docs were pumpin’ him full of painkillers, though. And how the pills just kept comin’—
“Hell. Can’t be easy, learnin’ your kin been lyin’ all these years. Pretendin’ everything was fine when really he was…” She trailed off, shaking her head.
Nash’s thoughts knotted into a mess of curses. Instead of answering, he took a long, burning swallow of bourbon, finishing it. “If she’d been here,” he finally ground out, “maybe he wouldn’t be dead.”
The words tasted like bullshit the second they left his mouth.
“Now, Nash…” Margie started.
“It’s been me,” he snapped. “Me, cleanin’ him up. Me, draggin’ his ass back home. Me, watchin’ him killin’ himself slow—” His voice broke off.
Margie was quiet for a moment, then: “No one’s sayin’ otherwise. Still don’t mean it’s Cassie’s fault.”
He didn’t reply—he just resumed twisting his ring. Margie pushed off from the bar with a weary sigh. “I’ll stay in the office with her—you go home and get some sleep. Ain’t nothin’ gonna feel better in the morning, but it might be clearer.”
Her footsteps faded down the hallway, leaving Nash alone in the flickering blue light.
Turn. Turn. Turn.
Dead.  Dead.  Dead.
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Chapter Three


Cameras flashed. 
Parents called out to their kids, waving.
It was the last week of school before summer break, and Clifton Ridge Central had dragged out every folding chair in existence to cram into the dingy gymnasium. The old bleachers groaned under the weight of parents, grandparents, aunts, uncles, and younger siblings. Box fans rattled in the corners, doing little against the heat.
The gym smelled of sweat and whatever meal had been cooked last in the cafeteria down the hall. One of the basketball hoops hung crooked, the scoreboard overhead blinked red, stuck at 88–88.
And right in the middle of it all, wedged between the brass section and a kid wrestling to keep his cello from sliding, stood thirteen-year-old Cassie Berry. Her violin tucked under her arm, she scanned the bleachers for Connor.
He'd promised he'd come.
But he hadn't shown up yet.
Ms. Delaney tapped the mic on the school’s aging PA, making it squeal. “And for our final solo of the evening,” she said, “Cassandra Berry will be performin’ Wayfaring Stranger.” Her mouth pressed into a thin line, still regretting Cassie’s choice.
“It’s a funeral hymn,” she’d scolded. “Too dark for a school recital.”
But Cassie didn’t care. She’d chosen it because every other kid picked something happy and bright and utterly forgettable, and the last thing she wanted was to be like everyone else. Even Connor had called her emo for choosing it, which only made her dig her heels deeper. If she was gonna play, she was gonna play something worth a damn.
The room fell quiet as she stepped forward, her dress shoes squeaking on the floor. She raised her violin and drew her bow, the first note coming out too sharp, then wobbling before breaking altogether.
A few kids giggled, but Cassie only shot them a glare and reset her stance. Bow lifted, she went to try again—
The gym doors slammed open.
Connor strode in, a half dozen Kings trailing after him. Some in coveralls, a few shirtless under leather vests, all of them tracking dirt across the floor.
“Well?” Connor called, stopping at the front, arms wide. “You gonna play, or we all just come here to sweat together?”
Half the gym cracked up. Ms. Delaney looked like she might stroke out.
Cassie grinned, raised her bow again—
And this time, the song unfurled. Low and aching at first, then building, stretching, bending beneath her hand until it was no longer Wayfaring Stranger but Hurt by Nine Inch Nails. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Ms. Delaney step forward, finger raised, but Cassie ignored her. Her bow grew bolder, sawing across the strings, rough and ragged, slow and sharp, before winding the notes back into the mountain tune.
Back and forth she played—shifting between the old hymn and Hurt—until they were woven together into something new. Rawer. Slower. Notes stretched impossibly long, vibrato rolling, until the final jagged resolution.
When the last note sang out, Cassie finished with a flourish. A breath of silence…then the gym erupted in applause, Connor and the Kings loudest of all.
“Take a goddamn bow, kid!” Connor roared between finger whistles.
Grinning ear to ear, Cassie dipped low, dragging her bow out theatrically before straightening—
And freezing.
The bleachers were empty.
The Kings gone.
Connor…gone.

Cassie jerked awake, heart hammering, applause still ricocheting in her skull. For a moment, she couldn’t recall where she was. Then a snore cut through the silence.
Margie.
Reality slammed back hard: Connor—Clifton—The clubhouse.
She sat up fast, legs tangling in the couch cushions. She hadn’t meant to pass out—hell, she hadn’t planned on staying at all. Snatching up her things, she crept past Margie’s sleeping form and slipped down the hall into the commons.
Harsh morning light fell across the lone figure slumped at the bar. Nash, head down, one arm draped across the wood, the other wrapped around Connor’s cut.
It was a jarring sight—seeing him. Of course, she’d seen him last night when they’d been nose to nose, screaming…but this was different. This was…he was…
Her throat dried, her stomach twisting sharply.
Forget Nash. 
She just needed to get the leather and get the hell out.
Easing behind the bar, skirting broken glass, she found Nash not just gripping Connor’s cut—he was sleeping on it.
She was debating whether to try to pull it free—hoping maybe he’d drunk enough that he wouldn’t notice—when:
Bang. Bang. Bang.
Cassie jerked back as Nash shot upright, eyes bloodshot and wild, knee cracking against the bar. He cursed, blinking hard at her, mouth opening and—
Bang. Bang. Bang.
“I know you’re in there, Nash. Open up, you hear me?”
Despite the heat, Cassie’s flesh goose-pebbled—she knew that voice.
“Jesus Christ,” Nash muttered, shoving off his stool and staggering toward the door.
Grabbing Connor’s cut, Cassie shoved it into her bag and made a beeline for the back hall, trying doors as she crept past—each one locked.
Back in the commons, the front door slammed open. “Oh, I fuckin’ knew it. You’re drunk, ain’tcha? You know Junie had a goddamn softball game this morning? That you missed?”
Swearing under her breath, Cassie tiptoed back the way she’d come, pausing at the entryway before diving behind the bar.
“It’s fine, Mama,” came a younger voice. “Stop actin’ like he burned the house down. It’s one dang game.”
“Why you always defendin’ him? He’s a grown-ass man who don’t need no little girl comin’ to his rescue.”
“Could we not do this in front of the kid?” Nash barked.
“Could you start actin’ like she’s your kid then?”
“Look, Addy—somethin’ came up last night.”
Holy hell. Cassie had to get out of here. Her eyes flicked between the bar and the hall a few paces away. If she timed it right, a couple quick steps would carry her past Nash’s office and out the side door. 
“Oh, Nash. Yeah, I see your somethin’. She’s tryin’ to sneak out right now.”
Cassie froze mid-step, eyes squeezing shut.
“Honey,” the woman called, voice sharper now, “Nash don’t care what door you leave from, long as you leave. One and done, like the Big Bang. Ain’t that right, baby? Emphasis on the bang.”
“Addison,” Nash growled. “Don’t.”
“Oh, please.” Addison’s sneer cut through the room. “You didn’t give a damn when we were married, and nothin’s changed. Still lettin’ your dick call the shots—and now your daughter’s watchin’ it happen.”
The words hit Cassie harder than they should have. Not because she cared about their mess—because she damn well did not. But because Addison had the audacity to act like she wasn’t cut from the same cloth as Nash. The hypocrisy of it was almost laughable. Almost—if it didn’t feel like a new knife twisting inside an old wound.
Slowly, Cassie turned. Chin first. Then her eyes.
It was a collision of sorts—the past slamming headlong into the present. All the whispers and giggles of girlhood long gone, they were women now, standing on opposite sides of way too much history.
Addison’s gaze widened, her sneer slipping. “Cassie?” she whispered.
Addison Lee—Addison Walker now—was still blonde and beautiful. Still smug as hell looking, too. Beside her, a dark-haired girl in a dirt-streaked softball uniform clutched a glove, misery written plain across her young face.
Cassie had once practiced a thousand venom-laced accusations, blistering one-liners honed and ready to fire should the chance ever present itself. But now, face-to-face with the girl who’d sworn them best friends forever, her mind went blank.
Seconds ticked by in strained silence before Addison’s surprise slipped away. She glanced at Nash—at Cassie—back to Nash again, her eyes narrowing into slits.
“So this is why you missed the game,” she started slowly, her tone tightening. “You spent the night here with…her.”
Nash made a sound—half curse, half growl—as Cassie’s temper flared, breaking loose before she could choke it back. Fury shoved her forward in quick strides.
“I’m here,” she spat in Addison’s direction, “because Connor is dead.”
She didn’t wait for the fallout. She shouldered past Nash, yanked the door hard enough to crack against the wall, and left.

      [image: ]“Jesus Christ. Jesus Christ. Jesus-fucking-Christ.”
Cassie’s hands clamped the wheel as she tore down Black Bear Trace, the road pitching and bucking through the hills, half-eaten by erosion. She took a turn too fast, skimming the edge of the shoulder.
“Why the hell did I even come here?” she shouted. She should’ve flown straight back to New York after the morgue. She still could. She didn’t have to be here—she could handle everything else from a distance—emails, calls, money transfers—and forget Clifton Ridge even existed.
She definitely didn’t have to stand in that clubhouse like a damn fool, face-to-face with Nash and his wife—or ex-wife, whatever the hell she was—and their kid.
Oh my god, their kid. Ten, maybe eleven years old, that little girl had Nash’s dark hair and Addison’s sun-kissed beauty.
A whole life Cassie hadn’t even known existed until now.
Her grip tightened. Her foot pressed harder on the gas, sending her wide around the next curve. She didn’t want this town. Didn’t want its people, its roads, its memories—any last horrible piece of it.
A horn split the air and Cassie’s head snapped up. She’d drifted across the line, oncoming headlights bearing down, too close, too fast. She jerked the wheel, gravel exploding as the car fishtailed onto the shoulder. Slamming the car into park, she dropped her head into her hands.
Stupid. Reckless. Just like she’d been last night.
Just like she’d always been in this goddamn town.
Sucking in air, her fingers slid shakily toward the gear shift—then froze at the sight of red and blue lights flooding the rearview mirror.
“You’ve got to be kidding me.”
Cursing, she dug out her wallet and rental paperwork as the cruiser rolled to a stop behind her. A moment later, a sheriff’s deputy appeared at her window, a wide-brimmed hat shadowing his face.
“License and registration, ma’am.”
Cassie shoved both out the window. “It’s a rental. I’m just passing through.”
“I see that.” He glanced at her ID, then did a double-take. “Well, I’ll be damned.”
Leaning down, the deputy tugged off his hat to reveal a mess of red hair. “It’s me, Cas. Ollie—Ollie Caldwell.”
She blinked at him, disbelieving. But no—those were the same broad shoulders from his football days, though he’d gone softer around the middle. The same red-orange hair, now streaked with early gray. A crisp tan uniform, a badge clipped to his chest, a utility belt at his hips, holstering a service weapon.
“Holy sh—” Her voice caught. “Ollie?”
She saw them clear as day: Connor and Ollie lighting firecrackers off the school roof, shot-gunning warm beers in the woods, leaning out the windows of Ollie’s car with baseball bats, splintering mailboxes up and down the holler.
And now Oliver “Ollie” Caldwell was standing in front of her…in a goddamn deputy’s uniform.
Towns like Clifton didn’t run on law—they ran on quiet understandings and loud loyalties. You didn’t call the cops; you called your cousins, your neighbors, the Kings. Ollie had known that. He’d grown up in it, same as she had.
Hell. The world hadn’t just moved on while she was gone. It had gone and flipped upside down.
“Ollie,” she repeated, dazed. “You’re a…cop. How the heck did that happen?”
He gave a dry cough. “Uh, well, same way as most things, I guess—one thing after another.”
Hesitating, he glanced down the road before meeting her eyes. “Look, Cas…I reckon I know why you’re here. I was on duty when they…found him. Wasn’t much on his phone—a burner, mostly wiped. But there was one number in there…saved under Fiddlebean.”
Cassie’s heart skipped. Fiddlebean.
“Didn’t mean much to the others,” he continued. “But I remembered. So I told the deputy to try it. Didn’t want anybody gettin’ the news before kin.”
It had been her daddy’s nickname for her, born of the violin in her hands and the beanpole legs that carried her. She hadn’t heard it in years. And after Daddy died, she hadn’t wanted to hear it ever again.
She turned her head, blinking fast. “I, um…I really need to go, Ollie. I have so much to do—I should stop by the house, and then—”
“Cas, hold up—did you say the house?”
Something in Ollie’s voice—surprise, maybe concern—made her stomach twist. She turned back slowly. “What?”
Ollie scratched the back of his neck, hesitating. “Ain’t no easy way to say this…aw, hell, Cas—the house is gone.”
She stared at him, stunned. “What…like a fire or somethin’?”
“No, nothin’ like that,” he replied quickly. “It’s still standin’. Just…it ain’t yours no more. The bank took it.”
“That’s bullshit,” she snapped. “Grandpap Ezra built that house. It’s been Berry land for a hundred years.”
Ollie’s gaze slid toward the trees. “Con, he, uh, let the taxes go. Long enough that the county came knockin’.”
Memories crashed in—the yellow siding, the smoke-stained chimney. Great-great-grandpap laid the foundation, Papaw Willie added the second story, Daddy had finished it with the porch. All Connor had to do was hold the fuck on.
“And everything inside?” she whispered.
“Mostly gone. I think he sold off a lot. Other stuff’s…destroyed. I can take you over if you want—don’t much like the thought of you goin’ alone.”
Cassie stared past him at the empty road. She didn’t need or want Ollie’s pity; she just needed to see it with her own eyes.
“Thanks, but no,” she gritted out. “I’ve got it.”
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Chapter Four


Cassie idled at the last stoplight in town; the brick storefronts of Main crowded the rearview. Ahead, a pair of gas stations marked the outskirts—the last before the road gave way to trees and the hills took over. 
When the light turned green, she eased onto Sycamore Run, the pavement narrowing as the hollow closed in around her. The creek kept pace alongside, flashing silver where sunlight broke through the canopy. Daddy used to say the Holler held you like a cupped hand—safe and stuck all at once.
The blacktop eventually gave out to dirt; this deep in the run, the sun barely touched the road. The hills rose like walls, oak and sycamore so thick she could only glimpse sky straight overhead.
The road narrowed further, barely wide enough for one car. Her stomach clenched with each familiar curve—past the dip where the creek bed had chewed away more of the asphalt, past a trailer perched on cinder blocks where the Mitchells’ house used to be. Behind it, the old place was nothing but a blackened skeleton. Then the Bartlett place, a washing machine rusting in the yard. The Farley’s house, half the roof caved in and abandoned. Each landmark ticking past like notes on a scale, marking her way home.
Then the last bend came and went…and there it was.
Mouth agape, Cassie pulled onto what was left of the driveway—gravel long since surrendered to nature. She killed the engine and stepped out, boot heels sinking into the crabgrass and plantain.
The siding wasn’t yellow anymore. It had dulled to a sickly gray, streaked black where water had run down from clogged gutters. Mold crept up from the foundation; windows boarded with plywood. And the yard her daddy once fought to keep neat? Saplings crowded the porch, blackberry vines climbing the propane tank.
The smell hit her halfway up the steps—mildew and something sweet-sick, like fruit left to rot. Empty bottles littered the porch boards, cigarette butts packed into the cracks, a Styrofoam cup crushed flat beneath her heel.
Her eyes caught on the bright yellow Notice of Tax Lien and Pending Sale nailed to the doorframe. Above it, a new deadbolt glinted against the weathered wood.
Off to the side, the swing hung from one chain, the other torn loose, the seat listing at a drunken angle. She used to sit there at dusk, feet tucked beneath her, watching lightning bugs rise from the creek bottom.
Her hand moved without permission, reaching for the doorknob. Rust flaked beneath her grip, the knob rattling hollow against the frame, but the deadbolt held fast.
Jaw aching with effort, she stepped to the nearest window, peering through a gap in the plywood. The living room was empty save for a sofa she didn’t recognize. Above it, a dark outline marked where her great-mamaw’s cuckoo clock had hung for generations. She used to spin with the dancers when they popped free—twirling, twirling across the living room floor.
Her chest felt suddenly too tight, her skin too hot. How long had it been like this? The bottles, the butts, the overgrowth swallowing the yard—all proof Connor had lived here right up until the house was taken. He’d held on as long as he could, until…he hadn’t.
Her heel snagged a loose board, and she lurched, grabbing for the railing. The wood splintered under her palm, tilting her sideways before she caught herself.
“Fuck!” she cried, sinking onto the steps, slumping forward. “Fuck,” she whispered, ragged, eyes burning.
Connor was dead. The house was dead. Everything she’d left behind had withered and rotted while she was gone, and now there was nothing—and no one—to come back to.
A pitiful sound tore loose, unrecognizable even to her own ears. She pressed her face into her hands in a piss-poor attempt to shut herself up. The sobs came anyway, tearing through her.
Down the holler, a truck engine rattled, slow and dragging. She barely registered it until tires crunched into the drive. Glancing up, she found Margie’s old pickup wheezing to a stop behind her rental.
“Goddammit, Cassie,” Margie called out, slamming her door. “Why didn’t you wake me?”
“I’m fine,” Cassie muttered, throwing a hand up, trying to wave her off, to hold herself together.
“Oh, sure ya are.” Margie planted her hands on her hips. “Sittin’ there bawlin’ your eyes out—that’s passin’ for fine now, huh?”
Cassie swiped at her wet face, though the tears only fell faster. “Why didn’t you tell me?” she demanded, half sob, half accusation. She flung a hand toward the house, the boarded windows, the goddamn deadbolt.
“Girl, I was gonna—” Margie sighed, shifting onto the steps beside her. “You was already buckling last night. No use kickin’ your legs out.”
“No,” she bit out. “Why didn’t you tell me before it got this bad? Why didn’t you call me? God, why didn’t anyone call me? Why—”
Her words collapsed, her body folding in on itself. She pressed her forehead to her knees as new sobs tore through her, stealing her breath. Guilt. Grief. Feelings and memories she’d bottled up for years all bursting loose at once.
After a while, Margie’s hand came down on her back, rubbing slow, soothing circles. “Like I done told ya,” she said low, “it got bad ’fore anyone knew what hit us. And by then…hell, Cassie, you’d gone and changed your number an' Con wasn't about to give it.” Another weary sigh slipped out—longer, harsher. “The two of you—locked up tighter’n a drum.
“Now, c’mon,” Margie continued, tugging at her arm. “Get yourself on up.”
But Cassie couldn’t move. She couldn’t even lift her head. Her body had gone slack, muscles trembling with the aftershocks of sobbing, every limb leaden, like she’d been running for hours.
“You’re gonna be all right,” Margie said, sliding her hands under Cassie’s arms, pulling her upright. “Ain’t never met a Berry warn’t tougher than a pine knot in January.”
Cassie sputtered out a sound—half laugh, half sob. “That’s not true."
Margie’s tone only hardened. “It damn well is. Your daddy was sick. Your mama was sad. And your brother…he just got lost.” She cupped Cassie’s chin, forcing her to meet her gaze. “But you, Cassie-girl—you got all their fight and none of their quit, you hear me?”
What else could Cassie do but nod, even as a fresh wave of tears spilled forth.
“All right,” Margie echoed. “Now let’s get you on up in the truck.”
As the engine coughed to life and the truck lurched into reverse, Cassie watched her ruined home sink into shadow.
Then the road curved, and it was gone.

      [image: ]Across town, Nash stood in the yard off the garage, smoke curling from the cigarette between his fingers. The clubhouse sat in the haze, the roof throwing glare from the sinking sun, sharp enough to make him squint.
It was quiet now. No pipes rumbling. No boys bullshitting. No music rattling the walls.
No ex-wife screaming her goddamn face off.
He’d been drinking all day—ever since Cassie lit the fuse this morning, blurting out in front of his kid that Connor was dead. Christ. Between Junie crying and Addison tearing into him before he could get a word in…
Cursing under his breath, Nash flicked the cigarette into the dirt.
Fuck Cassie.
Acting like he hadn’t fought like hell to save her brother.
His brother, goddammit.
Connor’s slide into addiction didn’t start loud. Just leftover scripts after cracking three vertebrae on a Carolina run…then forty Percs gone in a week…then the brother who rebuilt engines started forgetting his tools, showing up to meetings strung out…then came the mood swings. The lies…the bike he swore was stolen…
And then that night in the clubhouse bathroom.
Connor slumped against the wall, legs sprawled across the tile, a needle still stuck in his arm. Pupils pinpricks, lips tinged blue. Nash dragged him up by his hoodie, shoved his head under the faucet, shook him, yelled until his throat burned. Connor had cried after. Swore it wouldn’t happen again.
But it always did.
Until Nash said the words that gutted them both—That’s it. You’re out. Come back when you’re clean.
And where the hell was Cassie then? Off playing her fancy music in fancy fucking cities Connor couldn’t even spell. Meanwhile it was Nash holding his head over the toilet, wondering if tonight was the night he stopped breathing for good.
Scrubbing a hand down his face, he blew out a hard breath, and stalked into the garage where an ’84 Shovelhead waited, half-stripped on the stand. No rush, no buyer—just something to keep his hands busy when his head got too damn loud.
Grabbing a torque wrench, he leaned over the cradle. The cam plate was off maybe a sixteenth of an inch—enough to throw the whole thing out. Yanking harder than he should’ve, the bolt snapped with a sharp crack.
Glaring at it, he muttered, “Where the hell does she get off comin' here and accusing me of anything?”
“You talkin’ ’bout Con-Man’s little sister?”
Snake strolled into the garage with a cardboard box tucked under one arm, smirk plastered on like always. He dropped the box on a bench with a heavy thud, bills, bundled in rubber bands, spilling against the flaps.
“Gotta run this through Wierswood,” he said, flicking a lighter to his smoke. “Cash won’t clean itself.”
“Still can’t believe the balls on that one,” he went on between drags. “Not many men got the stones to walk into a Kings’ clubhouse and start tearin’ shit up. Let alone a female. And who would’ve thought—girl looks delicate as hell.”
Nash snorted. Delicate? Nobody grew up in Appalachia soft. But Snake wasn’t wrong either. Cassie looked polished now—too much makeup, a sharp little haircut, wearing outfits that probably cost more than a new set of tires.
But then she’d jumped off that bar and swung a bat at him like she’d meant to cave his skull in. Now, that was Cassie Berry in a nutshell. Prettiest thing
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