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        For the readers who never stopped asking about Logan.

        This one was always for you.
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        “There is a way that seems right to a man,

        But its end is the way to death.”
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      The man who believed himself untouchable sat in his car outside the apartment complex for the third night in a row. Engine off. Lights dark. Patient.

      He had learned patience over the years—had learned that persistence looked like devotion if framed correctly, that boundaries were suggestions, enforced only when someone cared enough to enforce them, and that most people would rather avoid conflict than confront it.

      She would understand eventually. Would see that what felt like pressure was actually commitment. That following her to a new city just meant he cared too much to let go.

      The restraining order was paper. Distance was temporary. Fear would fade once she remembered how good they were together before she got confused about what love looked like.

      He checked his phone. Almost midnight. Her light was still on.

      Good. She was awake. She would see him if he stood in the right place, would know he was thinking about her.

      He reached for the door handle.

      Then stopped.

      Someone was standing beside the car. Hadn’t walked up. Hadn’t made a sound. Just… there. In the shadow where the streetlight didn’t quite reach.

      The man’s heart kicked once, hard, before training steadied it. Probably a neighbor. Maybe building security. Nothing that couldn’t be explained with the right tone, the right story about waiting for a friend who was late coming home.

      He rolled the window down.

      “Can I help you?”

      The figure didn’t move. Didn’t speak. Just stood there in a stillness that felt wrong—not threatening exactly, but present in a way that made the man’s carefully constructed confidence feel suddenly thin.

      “I’m just waiting for someone,” the man said, his voice carrying the precise blend of casual and annoyed that usually made people back off.

      The figure stepped closer. Not aggressive. Not theatrical. Just one step that brought him barely into the edge of light.

      The man couldn’t see his face clearly. But he could see that the stranger was looking at something—a phone maybe, or a small notebook. Reading something while standing there in the cold like he had all night to stand and all night to wait.

      “You should leave,” the stranger said quietly. Not a threat. Just information.

      The man felt anger spike beneath his ribs. “I don’t take orders from⁠—”

      “She has a sister in Portland. You found that address in two hours.” The stranger’s voice was still quiet. Still factual. “You have a storage unit. Number 247. You’ve been keeping things that don’t belong to you. Photographs. Clothing. Items you took from places you shouldn’t have been.”

      The man’s chest tightened.

      “You have a job you care about protecting,” the stranger continued. “A supervisor who doesn’t know you’ve been falsifying timecards. A landlord who doesn’t know about the lease violations. A parole officer who thinks you’ve been attending meetings you stopped going to six months ago.”

      Each sentence landed like weight.

      “I don’t know who you think⁠—”

      “I know exactly who you are.” The stranger’s tone hadn’t changed. Still quiet. Still carrying no heat. “And I know what you’ll lose if you stay.”

      The man’s hands were shaking now. Not fear exactly. Something colder.

      “You can’t⁠—”

      “I already did.” The stranger stepped back into shadow. “You have a choice. Keep coming here and lose everything. Or leave and keep what you have. The choice is yours. But it’s the only choice you get.”

      The man sat frozen, his mind spinning through scenarios, through responses, through the sudden recognition that someone had been watching him as carefully as he had been watching her. His confidence had been built on invisibility that no longer existed.

      The stranger was gone. Hadn’t walked away. Just… gone. Back into darkness that made it impossible to know if he was still standing there or had left entirely.

      The man started his engine.

      He drove away from the apartment complex without looking back. Drove until he was three blocks away, then five, then ten. He pulled over in a grocery store parking lot and sat there shaking, his mind running through every violation the stranger had listed, every piece of information that shouldn’t have been known.

      He could go back. Could call the police. Could claim harassment.

      Except he couldn’t. Because everything the stranger had said was true. And involving law enforcement meant answering questions he couldn’t afford to answer.

      The man drove home instead. And the next morning, he didn’t return to the apartment complex. Didn’t drive past her workplace. Didn’t check the sister’s address in Portland.

      He left. Because staying cost more than leaving. Because someone made the math clear in a way that left no room for the calculations he was comfortable making.

      He left behind a woman sleeping safely in an apartment she’d moved to for protection the system couldn’t guarantee.

      Somewhere in darkness, someone who believed outcomes justified methods moved on to the next gap the law couldn’t fill.

      The intervention worked.

      That was all that mattered.

      Or so the intervener believed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The dead don’t leave forwarding addresses. Unless they were never dead to begin with.

      Sheriff Angus Reid stood in his guest bedroom at nine-thirty in the quiet of the evening, holding an autopsy report that shouldn’t exist. Outside, winter had Weyport locked in its grip—the harbor frozen at the edges, frost thick on every window. Inside, the house was quiet except for Scout’s breathing from the corner where the border collie had settled, his brown and white coat catching pale January light.

      Angus should have been at the office. Should have been reviewing case files, checking in with patrols, handling the dozen small crises that defined a sheriff’s day. Instead, Miguel Garcia was doing all of that, had been for the past two weeks while Angus worked through what the department officially called bereavement leave. The first two weeks had been consumed by what grief actually required — his mother's estate, phone calls, paperwork that death generated in abundance. Tonight was the first night he'd allowed himself to sit with the other thing.

      His badge sat in his bedside drawer. His service weapon was locked in the gun safe. The radio that usually clipped to his belt lay silent on his dresser.

      He was off duty. But he’d never felt more like a cop.

      The file in his hands was thin—maybe fifteen pages, photocopied, edges slightly worn from handling. Clinical language filled each page with the kind of detached precision that reduced a human life to measurements and observations. “Height: 5’11”. Weight: 168 pounds. Hair: Brown. Eyes: Blue. Estimated time of death: Between 0200 and 0600 hours. Cause of death: Blunt force trauma, cranial.”

      The body they’d identified as Logan Reid.

      Except Weyport Medical Examiner, Murphy Delaney didn’t think it was Logan. And increasingly, neither did Angus.

      He set the report on the folding table he’d commandeered from the church basement and pulled the desk lamp closer. The bulb cast harsh white light across pages that had occupied too much of his thinking for the past year—ever since the ancestry test, done almost on a whim during the Caleb Beiler case, when family connections weighed heavily on his mind. The results had come back straightforward enough until the very end, where Logan's name appeared with one word beside it that had stopped his heart cold.

      Deceased.

      That’s all it said. Just a database notation, clinical and final. Angus had stared at it for a long time before calling Murphy.

      “That needs looking into,” she’d said when he showed her. Not dramatic. Not alarmed. Just Murphy being Murphy—precise, careful, never jumping to conclusions. “I’d want to see the actual death certificate.”

      So she’d called in a favor. Someone she knew upstate who had access to medical databases. And three weeks later, this file had arrived at her office, forwarded through channels Angus didn’t ask about and Murphy didn’t explain.

      The autopsy report. The death certificate. The official documentation of Logan Reid’s death.

      Murphy had read it twice before looking up at him with an expression Angus had learned to recognize—the look that meant something didn’t add up.

      “The scars don’t match,” she’d said quietly. “Your brother had a surgical scar from an appendectomy when he was fourteen, right? According to his medical records?”

      Angus had nodded.

      “This body has a scar in approximately the right location, but the tissue analysis suggests it’s older. And the dental records…” She’d trailed off, flipping pages. “Close. Very close. But not exact.”

      Close enough that someone might accept it. Not close enough that Murphy Delaney would.

      Nine months of carrying this file like a weight. Nine months of not quite believing Logan was dead but having no proof he was alive.

      Until the funeral.

      Angus pushed the memory aside—his mother, Moira’s casket being lowered into cold ground, rain mixing with fog, and that figure beneath the oak tree fifty yards distant. Too far to make out features. Too far to call out without making a scene. But something in the way he stood, in the stillness of his posture, had pulled at Angus with a recognition he couldn’t quite trust. The certainty was overwhelming in the moment. Now, in the cold light of his guest bedroom, he wondered if grief had made him see what he needed to see.

      But if it was Logan—if his younger brother stood there watching their mother be buried—then he vanished before Angus could reach him. Again.

      Scout shifted position, a soft huff of breath. The dog knew this routine by now—Angus standing at this table for hours, studying documents that never seemed to yield answers. Sometimes the dog’s patience was the only thing that kept Angus grounded.

      He needed truth the way other men needed air. It wasn’t ego. Wasn’t obsession. It was simpler and more desperate than that. Logan’s disappearance had created a wound that eighteen years hadn’t closed. Every missing persons case Angus solved felt like practice for the one that mattered. Every family he reunited reminded him of his reunion that never came.

      He'd joined law enforcement to find his brother. He'd ended up in Maine the way most things had happened in his adult life—following Logan's ghost. Two decades of building the skills, the access, the authority that should have made it possible. Yet here he stood, with more questions than answers and a file that raised more doubts than it settled.

      Angus pulled a yellow legal pad closer and started making notes. The sheriff’s method—systematic, thorough, treating the document itself as a crime scene. What was present? What was absent? What patterns emerged when you stopped reading the words and started examining the construction?

      He began with identifiers.

      Height matched. Weight was within a reasonable range. Hair and eye color were correct. Blood type listed as O positive, which Angus couldn’t verify but seemed plausible. Nothing obviously wrong. Nothing that screamed falsification.

      But then the scars.

      “Linear scar, right lower quadrant, approximately 4cm, consistent with surgical intervention.”

      Murphy was right. The description fit, but the tissue analysis didn’t. Angus underlined the phrase “consistent with surgical intervention” and wrote a question mark in the margin. Consistent. Not confirmed. Not verified against medical history. Just…consistent.

      He flipped to the dental comparison. The phrase “matches available records” appeared three times.

      Available records.

      Not Logan’s childhood dental charts. Not his actual medical file. Just whatever records were available when someone did this comparison.

      Angus circled each instance, drawing a line connecting them. Then he pulled out his own copy of Logan’s medical history—the slim folder he’d kept since his brother disappeared, documentation of every childhood illness, every vaccination, every doctor’s visit their mother had carefully preserved.

      The appendectomy at age fourteen. Dr. Richard Alvarez at Sunrise Children’s Hospital in Las Vegas. Angus had the operative notes. He had the discharge summary. He had everything except the one thing that would prove definitively whether that scar on the autopsy report belonged to his brother.

      He made another note:

      
        
        Request original tissue samples if still available.

      

      

      Then he moved to the jurisdiction details.

      The death certificate listed Thornfield County as the location of death. Angus had never heard of Thornfield County. He pulled out his laptop and searched. The county existed—barely. Three hours north, population under eight thousand, budget so small they shared services with two neighboring counties. Including, Angus discovered, medical examiner services.

      The ME who’d signed the autopsy: Dr. Raymond Carlisle.

      Angus wrote the name carefully, underlining it twice. Then he cross-referenced it with the death certificate. The same name appeared there as the certifying official. Everything aligned.

      Except.

      Angus leaned closer, squinting at the photocopy. The signature line on the death certificate showed a scrawled signature above a typed name: “Dr. Raymond Carlisle, County Medical Examiner.” Standard format. Nothing unusual.

      But below that, in smaller print, another line: “Witnessed and filed by J. Brennan, Registrar.”

      J. Brennan.

      Angus studied the witness signature—a quick scribble, barely legible. Then he looked at the typed information below it. Not J. Brennan, Registrar with proper formatting. Not Jennifer Brennan or John Brennan with a full title.

      Just “J. Brennan, Registrar.”

      No first name spelled out. No official title formatting. No stamp or seal. Just a signature and an initial.

      He flipped back to the autopsy report. Dr. Carlisle’s credentials were listed in full on the header: “Raymond A. Carlisle, M.D., County Medical Examiner, Thornfield County Coroner’s Office.”

      Professional. Complete. Official.

      The death certificate should have matched that formatting. Should have followed the same protocol. Instead, it was vague. Informal. Almost…hasty.

      Angus pulled another document from his stack—a death certificate from a case he’d worked two years ago, when a fisherman had died of exposure out on the water. He compared the formatting. That certificate listed “Emma Rodriguez, Deputy Registrar, Weyport County Clerk’s Office” complete with a stamp and seal number. Full title. Full name. Traceable.

      This one just said “J. Brennan, Registrar.”

      Like someone had filled in a blank and moved on. Like someone hadn’t wanted to leave too clear a trail.

      Or like someone had copied the format wrong.

      Angus set both documents side by side, studying them under the lamp. The fisherman’s death certificate was crisp, official, properly formatted. Logan’s looked…close. But not quite right. Like a photocopy of a photocopy, with details lost in translation.

      He reached for his phone, then stopped.

      Who would he call? Murphy had already done everything she could through official channels. Miguel was running the department and didn’t need Angus dropping a bombshell about his brother possibly being alive. The state registrar’s office would want documentation, jurisdiction, and a case number before they’d talk to him.

      And Angus didn’t have a case. He had doubts. He had inconsistencies. He had a signature that didn’t match protocol, an ancestry test that said “deceased,” and a figure at a funeral who might have been his brother or might have been desperate hope made flesh.

      He didn’t have proof.

      Not yet.

      Angus set the medical history folder aside and opened the desk drawer where he had been storing everything else related to Logan for the past eighteen years. The original missing person report sat on top—yellowed now, edges soft with handling. Filed when Logan was sixteen. “Status: Open. Outcome: Unknown.”

      He’d read that report so many times he could recite it. “Height: 5’10” (still growing). Weight: 155 pounds. Hair: Brown. Eyes: Blue. Last seen: Tuesday evening, leaving the house around 8 p.m. Clothing: Dark jacket, jeans, sneakers. Distinguishing marks: Small scar on left forearm from childhood bicycle accident; surgical scar, right abdomen, from appendectomy at age fourteen.”

      The appendectomy scar. The same detail that didn’t quite match in the autopsy report.

      Angus pulled out a fresh sheet of paper and wrote three words in the center: Who filed this?

      Not who signed it. Not who performed the autopsy. Those were professional roles, traceable positions. But who actually filed the death certificate? Who walked it through the system? Who made sure Logan Reid’s status changed from “missing” to “deceased”?

      J. Brennan, Registrar.

      A name without a face. An initial without a trail. A signature on a document that determined whether Angus spent eighteen years searching for a living brother or mourning a dead one.

      Outside, snow had started falling—small, hard flakes that hit the window like tapping fingers. Scout stood, stretched, and padded over to rest his chin on Angus’s knee. The dog’s warmth was solid, real, present. Everything this investigation wasn’t.

      Angus looked at the autopsy report, the death certificate, and the missing person file that had defined half his life. Three documents. Three different versions of truth. And somewhere beneath them, a brother who was either buried in Thornfield County or walking around, breathing, and living a life that required eighteen years of silence.

      The discrepancy wasn’t catastrophic. Wasn’t smoking gun evidence. Just a formatting issue, a protocol deviation, a bureaucratic irregularity that most people would overlook entirely.

      But Angus Reid had built a career on noticing what other people overlooked. And this—this felt wrong in the particular way that truth felt when someone had tried to reshape it into something easier to accept.

      He picked up his phone. Put it down. Picked it up again.

      Then he opened a new note and typed one sentence.

      
        
        Tomorrow: Thornfield County Clerk’s Office. Find J. Brennan.

      

      

      The words stared back at him, simple and inevitable. He didn’t know what he’d find there. Didn’t know if J. Brennan was real or invented, helpful or hostile, the key to everything or another dead end in a search that had produced nothing but dead ends.

      But he knew he was done accepting what they told him.

      And if Logan was alive—if he was alive this whole time, watching from the shadows while Angus mourned—then someone went to a lot of trouble to make the world believe otherwise.

      Someone who knew how to manipulate official documents.

      Someone who understood how to make a death look legitimate.

      Someone who’d made one small mistake in the formatting of a witness signature.

      Angus closed the laptop, turned off the desk lamp, and stood in the semi-darkness of his guest bedroom while snow continued to fall outside. Scout stayed close, nudging his hand every few minutes as if checking whether Angus had forgotten he existed. Tomorrow, he’d drive north to Thornfield County. Tomorrow he’d start asking questions about registrars and signatures and death certificates that didn’t quite match protocol.

      Tonight, he had one more thing to do.

      He pulled out the small leather-bound journal he’d carried since the police academy, where he recorded prayers that felt too private for spoken words. The pages were filled with eighteen years of petitions. Desperate requests for Logan’s safety. Pleas for guidance when the search felt hopeless. Thanks for small mercies and large graces.

      He wrote today’s date. Then, beneath it:

      
        
        Lord, I don’t know if I’m chasing truth or just chasing hope. But I know I can’t be whole while this wound stays open. Guide me to what’s real. And if Logan is alive—if You’ve been keeping him safe all this time—help me understand why. Help me see Your way through this wilderness.

      

      

      He closed the journal and set it on the table beside the autopsy report.

      Tomorrow, Thornfield County.

      Tomorrow, J. Brennan.

      Tomorrow, whatever truth was waiting at the end of eighteen years of questions.

      But tonight, in this quiet house with his faithful dog and his unanswered prayers and his file full of inconsistencies, Angus Reid allowed himself to believe something he hadn’t let himself believe in a very long time.

      His brother might still be breathing.

      And if he was, Angus needed to understand why he’d chosen to stay hidden—and what that choice had cost them both.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      The drive north took Angus through winter country—gray highways edged with dirty snow, skeletal trees, and fields locked under ice. Three hours of salt-stained pavement and towns that looked like they had been holding their breath since November. Weyport disappeared in his rearview mirror before seven a.m., and with it the weight of being Sheriff Reid. Out here, he was just another man in a truck with questions nobody wanted to answer.

      The radio stayed off. The phone stayed in his pocket.

      Miguel had sent a text around six-thirty:

      
        
          
            
              
        Everything good here. Take your time.

      

      

      

      

      

      Angus had read it, typed a brief reply, then silenced the device. His deputy didn’t need to know where he was going or why. Not yet. Maybe not ever, depending on what he found in Thornfield County.

      Scout had looked at him with those knowing eyes when Angus dropped him at Murphy’s place before dawn. The hound understood something was different about this trip—no patrol vest, no radio chatter, no routine. Murphy had taken the leash without asking questions, just squeezed Angus’s arm and said, “Be careful.”

      She knew. Not everything, but enough.

      The badge was in the glove compartment. His gun remained secured in the gun safe at home. Angus wore jeans, a flannel shirt, and a winter jacket that had seen better days. He looked like what he was: someone with time on his hands and a reason to drive three hours through January cold to ask questions about paperwork.

      He’d spent the last hour of the drive rehearsing his approach. Keep it neutral. Keep it procedural. Don’t mention Logan by name. Don’t mention the funeral. Don’t mention anything that sounds like desperation or grief or eighteen years of unanswered questions.

      Lead with the document. Ask about process. Let them think he’s just another sheriff tying up loose ends on an old case.

      The moment he said “my brother,” everything would change. People would get sympathetic or defensive or both. They’d stop seeing a professional inquiry and start seeing a personal crusade. And if there was something wrong with that death certificate—if someone had gone to the trouble of making Logan Reid officially deceased—then Angus needed to know who and why before they knew he was asking.

      So he would be calm. Methodical. Just a law enforcement officer with some questions about filing procedures and registrar protocols. Nothing threatening. Nothing that would make anyone nervous.

      The GPS announced his exit in half a mile.

      Angus took the turnoff and followed county roads into Thornfield proper—if you could call it that. The town was barely more than a main street with a few businesses clustered around a single traffic light that seemed optional. Population maybe two thousand on a good day. The kind of place where everyone knew everyone and strangers got noticed.

      The county clerk’s office sat in a squat brick building that also housed the tax assessor and planning department. Budget cuts made visible through consolidation. A single parking lot, half empty, sat next to the structure. It was clearly one of those municipal buildings that existed because the state required it, not because anyone expected it to be busy.

      Angus parked at the far end of the lot and sat for a moment, engine ticking as it cooled. Through the windshield he could see the entrance—double doors, worn steps, a directory board that needed updating. Nothing sinister. Nothing ominous. Just a small-town office on a Wednesday morning in January.

      He’d done this a thousand times—walked into unfamiliar buildings, asked uncomfortable questions, gathered information people didn’t necessarily want to share. The only difference was that this time, he wasn’t wearing a badge. This time, he didn’t have jurisdiction or authority or any official reason to be asking.

      This time, it was personal.

      Angus got out of the truck and walked across the parking lot. The cold bit through his jacket, wind coming off the fields with nothing to slow it down. His boots crunched on ice. His breath fogged in the air. Everything about this place felt marginal, forgotten, the kind of county that survived on state funding and hoped nobody looked too closely at how it was spent.

      The lobby was warmer but not by much. Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead. Linoleum floors showed decades of wear. A reception desk sat unmanned, a handwritten sign directing visitors to various departments via arrows and room numbers. The whole place smelled like old paper and radiator heat and bureaucracy.

      Angus followed the arrow to County Clerk — Room 104.

      The office was small, cramped with filing cabinets and computer equipment that belonged in a museum. A woman in her fifties sat behind the counter, reading glasses perched on her nose, attention focused on some document that apparently required intense concentration. She looked up when Angus entered, her professional smile automatic.

      “Can I help you?”

      “I hope so.” Angus kept his voice easy, unthreatening. “I’m Sheriff Reid from Weyport County. I’m off duty right now, but I had some questions about death certificate procedures.”

      The woman’s expression didn’t change, but something shifted in her posture. Not alarm. Not quite wariness. Just…attention.

      “What kind of questions?”

      “General ones, mostly. I’m trying to understand how the filing process works. Specifically, who witnesses and processes death certificates in Thornfield County.”

      “That would be our registrar.” The woman set her document aside, giving Angus her full attention. “Is this about a specific case?”

      “Not officially. I’m just trying to verify some information on an old file.” Angus pulled out a photocopy of Logan’s death certificate—the one without his name visible, just the formatting and signatures. “I’m curious about the witness line here. The signature and initials. How does your office typically handle that?”

      The woman took the paper, studied it through her reading glasses. Her lips pressed together slightly. “This is from…when?”

      “Several years ago. I’m not sure of the exact date.” Angus watched her face, looking for any sign of recognition, concern, or discomfort. “I’m trying to understand if that’s standard procedure—just initials and a title, no full name.”

      “It shouldn’t be.” The woman handed the paper back. “Our current protocol requires full name, title, and seal number. But protocols change. This could be from before the update.”

      “Do you keep records of who was working as registrar in previous years?”

      Another shift in posture. Subtle but there. “We do, but those records are in archives. It would take some time to pull them.”

      “I understand. I’m not in a rush.” Angus kept his tone mild, just making conversation. “How many registrars has Thornfield County had over, say, the past decade?”

      The woman’s pause lasted a beat too long. “I’d have to check. Employee records aren’t something I have access to from this desk.”

      That was interesting. A county clerk who didn’t have access to information about county employees. Angus let it pass without comment.

      “Fair enough. What about filing logs? Do you maintain records of when death certificates are processed and by whom?”

      “Yes, but again, that information is archived after a certain period. Anything older than three years gets transferred.”

      “Transferred where?”

      “State records. It’s all digitized now, but the physical files go to the state archive facility.”

      Angus nodded, filing that away. “And before digitization? What happened to older records?”

      “Same thing. Transferred.” The woman was being polite, but her answers were getting shorter, more careful. “Is there a specific certificate you’re trying to verify?”

      This was the moment. Angus could identify Logan, make this personal, turn the whole conversation into something different. Or he could stay neutral, keep it professional, preserve his ability to ask questions without triggering sympathy or suspicion.

      He chose caution.

      “Not verify exactly. Just trying to understand the process. I’ve got a case back in Weyport with some questions about documentation, and I wanted to see how other counties handle things.” He paused, then added carefully, “The registrar initial on this copy—J. Brennan—does that name sound familiar?”

      The woman’s face went carefully blank. Not confused. Not surprised. Just…closed.

      “I’d have to check our employment records.”

      “Of course. I appreciate that.” Angus kept his voice even, giving her space. “Is there someone else I should talk to? Someone who might remember the filing procedures from several years back?”

      “Our current county clerk might be able to help, but he’s not in today. You could leave your contact information, and he’ll call you when he’s available.”

      Standard deflection. Polite but firm. Angus had used the same technique himself when civilians asked questions he didn’t want to answer. It was the bureaucratic equivalent of a door closing slowly but inevitably.

      “I appreciate that.” Angus pulled out his notebook and wrote down his name and number. “If you could pass this along, I’d be grateful. It’s not urgent. I’m just trying to be…thorough.”

      The woman took the paper with a nod that said the conversation was over. “I’ll make sure he gets it.”

      Angus thanked her and turned to leave, then paused at the door. “One more thing, if you don’t mind. That certificate I showed you—do you happen to know if the file is still here? Or would it have been transferred with everything else?”

      “Transferred,” the woman said without hesitation. Too quickly. Like she expected the question. “Anything that old would be at state archives by now.”

      “Right. Of course.” Angus nodded. “Thanks for your time.”

      He walked back through the lobby, past the empty reception desk, out into the cold that felt cleaner than the air inside. His truck sat where he’d left it, ice already forming on the windshield. The parking lot was still mostly empty. The building looked exactly as it had when he’d arrived—small, underfunded, forgettable.

      Except now Angus knew something he hadn’t known before.

      That woman had recognized something. Not the certificate itself, maybe. But the questions. The name J. Brennan. The careful inquiries about filing procedures and archived records.

      She’d known what he was asking about.

      And she’d shut him down with the efficiency of someone following a script.

      Angus sat in his truck, not starting the engine yet, just thinking. The cold made the truck's metal contract with a soft creak. His breath fogged the windows. Outside, a few cars passed on the main road, life continuing its ordinary rhythm while Angus tried to piece together what had just happened.

      The file had been transferred to state archives. Years ago, apparently.

      Except Angus had spent enough time navigating bureaucracy to know when someone was being evasive. The woman hadn’t said she didn’t know where the file was. She’d said it was transferred. Like someone told her what to say when a person came asking.

      Which meant someone had come asking before. Or someone had anticipated that someone would.

      Either way, it suggested preparation. Deliberation. The kind of careful covering that happened when people wanted to make sure certain questions led nowhere.

      Angus pulled out his notebook and wrote three things:

      
        
        1. J. Brennan — woman recognized the name

        2. File “transferred” — check state archives

        3. Current county clerk not available — convenient

      

      

      Then he added one more line and underlined it twice:

      
        
        4. She was expecting these questions.

      

      

      The realization crept over him like the cold seeping through the truck’s windows. This wasn’t just an old file with sloppy paperwork. This wasn’t a bureaucratic oversight or a clerical error that time had smoothed over.

      Someone had filed that death certificate with deliberate imprecision. Someone had used vague credentials and minimal documentation. And someone—maybe the same person, maybe someone else—had made sure that anyone who came looking would
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