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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Ryker

      The worst part of Hell? Hard to choose. The isolation? The screams of my men echoing off the walls? The ever-changing schedule designed to keep us all off balance, never knowing whether it was day or night? The God-awful scraps of food infected with maggots or dotted with mold? The smell?

      Not the pain.

      Pain can be controlled. I’ve learned to ignore the physical blows. The blades. The cigarettes. The troughs of dirty, parasite-infested water they shove my head into until I’m seconds from passing out. Electricity and fire are the hardest, but most times, I can at least dampen the agony of ten thousand volts shooting through my body or flames charring my skin by sending my mind somewhere else. Somewhere quiet and warm with no walls, where nothing is out of my control. My safe space. I’m there now. On the beach, in the sun. Waves lap softly at the shore, and birds fly overhead, their white and gray bodies graceful as they arc through the sky.

      Until I’m yanked back into the depths of the dark, cold caves under the mountains. Blindfolded, I hold my breath, listening for footsteps. For the jingle of keys or the scrape of a boot against stone.

      On my knees, my hands tied behind my back, I fight the dizziness. I don’t remember the last time I ate, and the only water I’ve had in the past twenty-four hours was licked off the walls of the hole in the ground they just pulled me out of.

      “Tell us what we need to know, Ryker. Then we can treat your wounds, send you back to your family.” The head interrogator, Kahlid, leans close enough I can smell the garlic on his breath. “We do not want to hurt you, my friend. But you must understand. We have no choice.”

      The punch to my liver sends pain exploding across my back. I start to fall, but the noose around my neck stops my descent, choking me, and I gasp for breath, wheezing until Kahlid grabs my chin and forces me back up to my knees.

      “Tell us, Ryker. Why were you in the mountains? What were you searching for?”

      In fifteen months, I haven’t said a thing beyond my name, rank, and every curse word I’ve ever heard—and some I invented just for this place. Pretending I don’t know anything…I gave that up after the first week. One of my men was so delirious before he died, he told them we were all Special Forces. Sepsis had a hold of him, and he didn’t know what he was saying. Hell, he thought he was talking to me. But I was gagged and bound a few feet away, watching as Kahlid ripped out his fingernails one at a time.

      “Go fuck yourself,” I manage, my throat raw and my tongue so dry it sticks to the roof of my mouth. “Quit wasting my goddam time.”

      The tip of the knife slices just under the blindfold, a scant millimeter from my eye. Blood drips down my cheek, splashing my chest and soaking into my threadbare t-shirt. What’s one more scar? I already look like Quasimodo.

      The door opens with a screech of metal, and I hear Dax breathing. He’s getting worse every day. Weaker. He can’t walk. Fuckers broke his leg two weeks ago, and though I set it—sort of—with a makeshift splint and some dirty rags, it’s infected, and the forced inactivity has driven him half-insane.

      “Watch…the leg…asshole,” he growls. Good. At least he’s still got his wits about him today.

      “Over there,” Kahlid says.

      I hold my breath and listen, trying to get a sense of where they’re taking him, what they’re doing. The last book I read before we found ourselves guests in the worst accommodations Yelp has ever seen was all about tricking your brain into remembering a shit-ton of information.

      I catalog everything. How Kahlid’s footsteps sound different from Basheert’s. The limp that marks Hamid’s walk. The sweet odor on the guards’ breaths after breakfast and how it differs from the scent of garlic they eat with dinner.

      Despite being blindfolded anytime they pull me out of my cell or the hole, I have a map of this place burned into my brain. The room we’re in…it’s twenty feet by thirty feet. Along one wall, there are hasps sunk into the rock they can tie or lock us to. The ceiling is low. The door, lower. If I don’t duck, I hit my head every time.

      I never duck. Can’t let them know what I know.

      Two sets of hands grab my arms and haul me to the center of the room. I’m a big guy—close to seven feet tall. Before…fifteen months ago…I was close to two-ninety. But now…I’ve lost at least fifty pounds.

      Kahlid pulls the noose over my head, and I swallow hard. I can’t stand the sensation of anything around my neck anymore. Not after the hundreds of times they’ve choked me until I’ve passed out.

      “Take off the blindfolds,” Kahlid orders.

      Fuck.

      I blink against the dim lights.

      Dax hangs from his wrists against the far wall, trying to balance on his one good leg. The left half of his face is bruised and bloody. Fuckers beat the shit out of him yesterday.

      “Sergeant Holloway. Welcome.”

      “Fuck you.” Dax spits in Kahlid’s general direction.

      “We want to offer you medical care, Sergeant. Dash.”

      Dash. Shitstain hasn’t once called him by the right name.

      “Life is full of disappointment. Get used to it.”

      I wait for one of the guards to kick Dax’s leg or punch him in the gut or something. Instead, Kahlid jerks his head in my direction. The closest asshole pulls a leather strap out of his pocket as the two goons holding me tighten their grip.

      After a quick jab to my jaw, the leather is pulled between my teeth and the strap bound tightly around my head. One of Kahlid’s favorite games. Torture one of us to make the other talk.

      We’re the only two left. Hab only lasted a week here. Ripper…he vanished three months ago. And Gose…Kahlid gutted him right in front of me.

      But me and Dax…we always were the strongest. The meanest. The closest. Came up together. Trained together. Had our first kills within days of one another. There’s a bond you can’t break after seven years serving side-by-side in some of the worst conditions on this earth.

      The look that passes between us speaks whole paragraphs. And at the same time nothing at all. A mutual understanding. No one talks. No one breaks. No matter what.

      We signed up for this. Knew the risks. Left our goodbye notes in our footlockers back at Bagram. The final farewells to our families.

      A guard rips open my shirt. Damn thing tears like tissue paper. I don’t look down. The entire right side of my body resembles a map drawn by a second grader. Scars on top of scars on top of scars. These pathetic excuses for men have carved me up like a Thanksgiving turkey.

      “Tell us why you and your team were in the mountains. What were you looking for, Dash? That is all we want to know. Help me to help you.”

      “Fuck off.”

      The hiss of a blowtorch makes us both flinch. As the flames lick across my chest, I bite down—hard—on the leather and try to hold Dax’s gaze.

      “Don’t,” I try to say, but I can only manage a guttural moan as the edges of my vision darken. I shake my head, and the agony of burning flesh becomes my entire existence. With my next breath, I let the blackness claim me.

      I come to with a jerk and a shout—back in my bed in Seattle, the caves buried under several tons of rocks and six years. My captors are dead. The familiar scent of my apartment surrounds me, and my legs are tangled in the thin sheet.

      Sweat chills on my skin as I fumble for my water bottle next to my bed. The damn thing bounces to the floor with a clang, and water dribbles over the cement.

      “Fuck.”

      The bullet wound in my side throbs. Two weeks after the disaster that almost killed my whole team, I still can’t move like I want to. This forced inactivity is…taking me places I can’t go. Hab’s broken body. Naz begging me to kill him. One of my guards pleading for his life, then shooting me in the back five seconds later.

      The hell with Doc Reynolds’ advice. I need to hit something. Do something. Anything but stay here another fucking minute.

      I throw open the blackout drapes to reveal the Seattle skyline. When I bought this place, I gutted it down to the studs. It’s a fucking Faraday Cage in here. No electronic signals in or out—except the hardline and the cell repeater. No Wi-Fi. The windows aren’t bulletproof—I couldn’t afford that shit. But the special glazing ensures no one can see in. Not even when it’s pitch dark outside and I have all the lights on.

      Refilling the water bottle, I try to soothe my raw throat. Doesn’t matter that the stitches came out four days ago. I can still feel the blood soaking into my shirt. The white-hot pain as Doc fished a bullet fragment out of the wound, the iodine he poured over my skin.

      No hospital.

      No anesthetic.

      No trace.

      I’ve suffered through worse. In my line of work, injuries aren’t an “if,” they’re a “when.”

      Five times, I’ve been shot. Leg, back, shoulder, side, and arm. You never get used to the sensation. The pop as the bullet enters the body. The distinct lack of pain at first. After a few seconds, you feel like someone just lit a match inside you.

      Leaning against the counter, I close my eyes and take a couple of deep breaths. Images of West bleeding out in a veterinarian’s office in Colombia flicker until I shove them away.

      Too much blood in my life.

      On my hands.

      How could I choose this? Twice? I should have gone into private security with a cushy office like Dax, but no. I had to pick K&R. My hands curl into fists when I think about others rotting in the same type of hell I escaped from.

      Forcing my fingers to relax, I examine the scars and know, deep in my gut, this was my only option. Doesn’t matter how risky. If there’s a chance—and there’s always a chance—I consider the case.

      “Fuck.” I cradle my head in my hands, trying to ease the pressure building behind my eyes. “Since when did I become a liability?”

      I’m slipping. Losing my edge. Misjudging Coop. Ignoring my instincts. Believing my leadership could keep him in line. My mistake could have cost West, Inara, and Royce their lives.

      Flipping on the coffee maker, I catch sight of the crumpled postcard on the counter. The damn thing showed up last night.

      
        
        We hope you’ll join us at Libations at 2:00 p.m. Sunday, April 25th as we say our vows. Appetizers will be served.

        No gifts.

        Cam and West

      

      

      I should go, but I can’t bring myself to RSVP. The idea of spending an afternoon celebrating love—an emotion I’ll never understand—leaves me cold. I don’t know how to face them. West and Inara—my team. Not after my fuck-ups. And I don’t mingle. Don’t do casual conversation.

      The night West and I cleaned up Coop’s mess, we talked more in six hours than we had in months. And in the two weeks since, I haven’t spoken a word to a soul other than the doc.

      The rich scent of coffee fills the open kitchen. Leaning against the counter in only a pair of briefs, I run my callused fingers over the new scar on my side and scowl. In a few weeks, it’ll blend in with all the rest. The stripes across my back. The burns along my chest. The rough, pebbled flesh down my right arm.

      I flex my hands, trying to work out the customary aches that always accompany morning—or the rain. If I didn’t love Seattle so much, I’d move somewhere warmer. The fuckers who ran Hell broke all of my fingers more than once, along with a lot of other bones, and I’ll never be pain free.

      Once my coffee mug’s full, I wander over to my laptop. Plugging in the internet cable, I wake up the machine and check my email.

      Great. Another message from Inara.

      Ry,

      West and I are meeting Graham at the warehouse for some drills tonight at seven. Come join us. We’re all going a little stir crazy.

      Inara

      I can’t. Fuck. I’m a piece of work. One hundred percent asshole. I tried. After cleaning up the mess in the rail yard after our last mission and seeing the doc, I came back here, showered, and then forced myself to head to University Village. My worst nightmare. Buying Royce a new phone and watch nearly killed me. All those people. And then I walked into H&M and asked the clerk for two casual women’s outfits in size six. Pretty sure the girl thought I had someone tied up in my basement. I don’t know what possessed me, but Inara lost everything in the fire that burned down her house and almost killed her and Royce. And since Coop targeting her was my fault to begin with, I had to do something.

      After I click reply, I stare at the blank screen for a full five minutes before I figure out what to say—and do.

      I’m headed out of town for a few days. Need to clear my head. After West gets back from his honeymoon, we’ll start regular training sessions again. Use the warehouse whenever you want. Expense a couple of cases of water and energy drinks. I’ll reimburse you. Don’t get soft.

      No pleasantries. No emotion. Just the facts. That’s all I can give her. The coffee goes down too quickly, and before I know it, I’m on my third cup and looking at flights to Boston. Dax, the only other member of my squad who made it through fifteen months of Hell, lives in Back Bay. He’ll understand.

      At least…I think he will. We haven’t talked in…longer than I want to admit. But shit like we endured bonds you for life. And if he doesn’t, at least I won’t be here where ghosts haunt me at every turn.

      Though the sun’s only been up for an hour, the three-hour time difference means Dax answers on the second ring.

      “Ry? Seriously? You’ve got some nerve calling here.”

      The anger in his voice sets me on edge, and I stare up at the ceiling, fighting against the instinct to hang up on the asshole. “Yeah. Seriously. You gonna cut me some fucking slack, or do I hang up right now?”

      “I’m not the one who went dark for six years. Half a dozen calls, unanswered. Twice as many emails. I figured you were either dead or…fuck. I don’t know.”

      My heart pounds hard enough I feel the beat in my ears and behind my eyes. I’m a solid guy—muscular—two hundred and eighty pounds. And right now, I feel like I’m about to crumble into a million pieces. “Been busy,” I snap. “Hidden Agenda doesn’t run itself. If you’d joined me, you’d know that.”

      “Well, maybe if you’d…goddammit. I don’t have time for this shit. What do you want?”

      “Nothing, apparently. Take care of yourself, Dax.” Jabbing the phone screen, I sever the last, thin thread that bound us together.
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        * * *

      

      Wren

      The hard knot in my chest makes breathing difficult, and I fumble for the little plastic container in my messenger bag. My monitor’s glow casts the office in an eerie blueish light, and I scan the lines of text that scroll by as my thumb flicks the catch on the box.

      Before I can fish out one of the little pills, an alert pops up on my screen.

      
        
        MATCHING RECORDS DETECTED

      

      

      “About damn time,” I mutter as my fingers fly over the keyboard. Two entries, four hours apart. ATM receipts. “Stupid, Billy. Really stupid.”

      Five minutes later, I head for Dax’s office. My boss sits with his back to me, staring out the window—or pretending to. “He’s in Burlington,” I say after I knock twice. “Or was, three hours ago. I caught him withdrawing three hundred from an ATM on the corner of Wilson and Fourth.”

      Turning, Dax runs a hand through his dark locks. “Good work. Any sign of the kid?”

      “No.” I shove my hands into my pockets and lower my gaze to my well-worn Vans. “And he’s changed vehicles. The ATM camera’s black and white, but it looks like he’s driving a dark-colored sedan. Pattern matching should let me narrow it down, but I can only do so much.”

      “Keep trying. The hospital called. His wife is going to live. She’ll be awake in a few hours, and I want to be able to tell her that we found her daughter by then.” With a hiss, Dax pulls off his tinted glasses and pinches the bridge of his nose. “Get back to work, Wren. And…thanks.”

      There’s no mistaking his dismissal, and I hurry away as he mutters, “Goddamn migraine. Not now.”

      Anxiety tightens in my chest again, and I force down one of my pills with a swig of cold coffee before I turn to my second screen. What I’m about to do…so illegal. But before our client, Misty, went into surgery, she told Dax and Ford that she’d found email messages between her estranged husband and a known sex-trafficking ring operating out of Portland, Maine. If we don’t find the deadbeat soon, he’ll sell their daughter, and none of us will be able to forgive ourselves.

      The traffic camera network security in Burlington is a joke, and before the anxiety pill even takes effect, I have a partial plate and footage of the pervert heading north out of town on Route 2.

      “Come on, come on. Where’s the girl?” I advance and rewind the footage a dozen times, until finally, I see a shadow moving in the back seat. Not confirmation, but I’ll take any possibility she might be alive as a good sign.

      I follow the car—a late model Ford Taurus—until it leaves the city and run some quick calculations in my little notebook. Faster that way, leaving my computers free to try to break in to the state’s EZ Pass system.

      It’ll only take the scumbag another two hours to get to the outskirts of Portland—if that’s even where he’s going. After that, we could lose the kid forever.

      “Yes!” Pumping my fist as the Turnpike’s network firewall crumbles in the face of my code, I run the partial plate, triumph welling in my chest as it comes back with a match.

      “Dax!” I yell and jump up, then curse as I bang my knee on the leg of the desk, snag my ankle, and fall to the floor with a bone-jarring thud. “Dang it. I found him. He got onto the highway at Exit 87B five minutes ago heading east. Average highway speed of sixty-three miles an hour!”

      By the time I extricate myself from the tangled mess of wires under my desk, Dax is relaying my info to his friends at the New York FBI office. I hover at the door until he’s done, fiddling with my green pendant—a gift from my brother and one of the ways I deal with my anxiety. The emerald glass warms in my hand, and having something to do with my fingers helps calm my racing heart and eases the tightness in my chest.

      “Wren?” Dax raises his head, his brows furrowed as he ends the call.

      Taking two steps into his office, I shift from foot to foot. “How long until we know?”

      “Not long.” With a sweep of his hand, he invites me to sink into his guest chair, then swivels to his file cabinet. When he sets two glasses and a bottle of scotch on the desk between us, I blow out a breath. I should keep pounding the coffee—just in case, but Dax doesn’t share often, and we’ve been on thin ice since Zion disappeared.

      I pour, nudge one of the glasses towards Dax, and flop back against the soft leather. “I think the daughter’s still in the car. But I can’t be sure.”

      “If she’s not…”

      The scotch burns a trail down my throat, roughening my voice. “I know. We’ll never find her.”

      We sit in silence for the next ten minutes until Dax’s phone buzzes on his desk, making both of us jump. The pretty British voice announces, “Ridge calling.” His FBI contact.

      He fumbles for the phone, nearly knocking over the bottle of scotch in the process. “Dammit,” he snaps as he closes his fingers around the lump of plastic and glass.

      “Ridge,” he says. “Tell me you got him.”

      After a brief pause, Dax drops his head against the high back of his ergonomic chair. “Thank God. She’s unharmed?” Another pause. “I’ll be at the hospital in an hour. Bring her there. Her mother will want to see her. There’s an aunt she can stay with until Misty’s recovered enough to go home.”

      My fingers find their way to my pendant again, and I stroke the smooth surface until Dax ends the call. “You did it, Wren,” he says. “They pulled him over just north of exit 95. The kid was asleep in the back seat. He’d given her a sedative, but the agents were able to wake her up and confirm she’s not injured. Good job.”

      I shudder as the anxiety seeps out of me, almost like a deflating balloon. The meds, scotch, and relief at saving the girl all combine to leave me exhausted. “Th-thanks. I’ll…uh…see you tomorrow.”

      For a brief moment, a frown curves Dax’s lips, but then he nods. “I know it’s late. If you want a day off…”

      “No. I need to work. I’ll be here.” I rise so fast, I almost knock over the chair. “You need anything before I⁠—”

      “No.” His curt dismissal makes me flinch, and I kick myself for offering. The man hates letting anyone help him. Hell, if he could code the way I can, he’d have found the perp himself.

      As I lock up my laptop and sling my messenger bag over my shoulder, I catch sight of the single photo on my desk, half-obscured by coffee mugs and granola bar wrappers.

      I can’t leave like this. Sweeping the trash into the bin and gathering up the mugs, I trudge into the small office kitchen, load the dishwasher, and make sure there’s nothing out of place. Only then do I return to my office and brush my fingers over the silver frame.

      “I miss you, Zion.” My baby brother smiles in the photo…his arms around me, full of promise with his basketball team crowding around us, celebrating their championship. Before everything went to hell. Before he discovered heroin. Before he disappeared. Before…

      Tears burn my eyes, but I don’t let them fall. I’ve cried so much for him these past few years. If I start again, a part of me fears I’ll never stop. And tonight…tonight is a good night. I did my job. Stopped a bad man from hurting a little girl. “You’d be impressed, Z,” I say as I straighten the frame. “Big sis did good.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Wren

      A bouquet of daisies sits on my desk when I trudge into the office the next day, with an effusive note from our client thanking me—us—for finding her daughter. Her husband is in jail now, and by some small miracle, he didn’t do more than scare the kid a little.

      “S’up, Wren?” Ford says as I stop at the coffee machine. “Nectar of the gods?”

      I stare longingly at the pot and inhale deeply. The rich brew beckons, but between the late night and the fitful dreams that plagued me during the few hours I managed to sleep…I’m already on the edge of an anxiety attack. Instead, I reach for a bag of herbal tea. “Trying to cut back.”

      “You?” He snorts. “Pretty sure you went through four pots last night.” His hazel eyes crinkle around the edges, a lopsided grin curving his full lips. “I heard all about how you saved the day. Good job.”

      “Thanks.” My cheeks flush, the all-too-familiar deflection coiling on my tongue. “I got lucky.”

      “Hardly. You’re a badass.” Ford’s our resident weapons specialist and the vice president of Second Sight. He’s also pushing fifty but has more in common with a body-builder than someone who’s not too far away from getting an AARP card.

      With a congratulatory slap to my shoulder, he lumbers back to his office, and I fill my mug with hot water. I hate tea. But my therapist insists giving up caffeine will help. Of course, she doesn’t have to pull fifteen-hour days tracking down the worst of humanity. Or live with the aftermath when we fail.

      Once I’m at my desk, I close my eyes and let the light, floral scent fill the small space. I don’t have a window. The walls are bare. Somewhere between cream and white. I could paint. Hang art. Bring in a plant. But when I’m here, my entire focus is on my screens. And the criminals I track down for Dax and his crew.

      I flop back in my chair. My eyes burn after so little sleep, and I regret not taking Dax up on his offer of a day off.

      Three times in the middle of the night, I woke up crying, dreaming of Zion as I saw him exactly six weeks ago. His bright blue eyes clear, hair washed and combed, clean-shaven, with an excited edge to his voice as he told me all about his new job—janitor at the Presbyterian Church down in Somerville.

      “I know it’s a shit gig, Wren, but when I told them about the drug charge, they didn’t even blink. Asked me if I was clean, and as soon as I said they could drug test me every fucking day if they wanted—” his cheeks flush pink, “—I apologized for the swearing. Anyway, they hired me on the spot. Even gave me the day off for court next week. I start tomorrow.”

      “That’s great, kiddo. I’m really proud of you.” I ruffle his hair, despite knowing how much he hates it. “And you’re going to keep attending meetings, right?”

      “Every day.” His eyes darken, and he takes my hands. When did he get so tall? So…adult? I half-raised him after our mom split when I was twenty-one and Zion only thirteen. I still think he should be this wiry, athletic kid, but he has a foot on me now, and though his recovery left him painfully thin, his hands dwarf mine. “I’m never going back to that life, Wren. I promise.”

      Tears line my eyes as I pull him into a tight embrace. “I’m going to hold you to that. I need you around, Z.”

      “I’m not going anywhere.”

      Except…a week later, when I went to pick him up for his court date, he was gone.

      “Wren.” Dax raps sharply on my door, and I jerk, spilling the tea all over my jeans.

      “Cracker Jacks,” I swear. Mom would be proud. Three years working for former SEALs, Special Forces, and Rangers, and I still haven’t given up my…unique spin on profanity. Courtesy of her job as a preschool teacher and her off-beat sense of humor. At least with all the time I spent lost in my memories, the chamomile had time to cool.

      I fumble for a stack of napkins in my top drawer as Dax takes a step forward, his brows knitting together. “Wren?”

      Times like these, he looks a little like a lost puppy. “Sorry,” I say. “I’m…edgy today. Spilled my tea. What’s up?”

      Reaching into his back pocket, he offers me a handkerchief, and the expression on his face makes me shudder as our fingers brush. “What is it, boss?”

      “You…uh…got a call a few minutes ago. They couldn’t reach you on your cell, so they rang the office. Marjorie didn’t think you were in.” His voice roughens as I try to mop up the spilled tea, and he takes a step forward, fumbling for the edge of my desk chair. “Wren…the city’s knocking down a bunch of buildings on the edge of the waterfront. The cops got tired of raiding the drug dens a few years ago and just let them be until…yesterday. Down in the basement of the old cannery…they found a body.”

      I can’t breathe. My entire world slows, then slams to a halt as a dull roar in my ears competes with Dax’s deep voice.

      “It’s Zion.”
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, Dax sits next to me in a small office at the South Boston police department. With my hands clasped in my lap, I stare straight ahead, keeping my emotions locked away where they can’t hurt me.

      I wanted to come alone. But Dax…for all of his faults, he cares about everyone in the office like we’re his family. And I guess…we are. But after he put up Zion’s bail—and lost ten grand when Z never showed for his trial—we’ve been…distant.

      “Miss Kane? I’m Detective Raskins.” The rumpled, skinny man sits across from us and opens a Manilla folder. I fixate on a shock of his straw-colored hair sticking straight up on the side of his head. Anything to avoid the inevitable. “You are Wren Kane, aren’t you?”

      At my side, Dax clears his throat and covers my hand with his. “Wren.”

      The contact shatters the little bubble with only me and the detective’s cowlick, and I nod. “Yes. You…f-found my brother?”

      Raskins slides a photograph towards me, face down, but doesn’t take his hand away. “The cold weather this spring...probably the only reason we got an ID at all. Dental records gave us a partial match, and between that, his driver’s license, and this…”

      When he flips the photo, a dull roar fills my ears. Someone’s squeezing my heart. Hard enough that I wonder if it’s about to burst. The purple, green, and gray fluorite beads aren’t anything unique, but in the middle of the bracelet, a shiny silver sphere bears the inscription I special ordered when Zion got his one-month chip from NA.

      Courage

      “That’s…his,” I manage. I run my fingers over the picture, feeling the undulations in the crystals, seeing Zion fiddle with them as we sat in a Nar-Anon meeting together for the first time. “How…long ago did he…die? And…how?”

      “A month, give or take. Kind of hard to tell after a few weeks. But the basement of the cannery never got much above sixty degrees. He was found behind a stack of old pallets…which was probably why the body wasn’t picked clean.” Raskins takes another picture out of the folder.

      “Cause of death was ruled an overdose. We pulled all the usual paraphernalia out of his pockets, found the needle underneath him.”

      I can’t make sense of what I’m seeing. Choking back a sob, I shake my head and shove the picture back at the detective. “No. Not Zion. He was clean. He went to meetings every day. He had a job. He was making amends. He promised me.”

      The detective watches me with jaded eyes, then tucks the photo back into the folder. “His stash was gone, but some other junkie probably took that off him pretty quick.”

      “Zion…someone did this to him. Did something to him. Look again. Look harder!” I know I sound hysterical, though my eyes are dry. There’s no way he started using again. I don’t care about the needle, matches, spoon, and rubber tube in the picture. I don’t care he was in a known drug den. “My brother never broke a promise to me. Never.”

      “Wren.”

      Dax’s overly patient tone grates on my last nerve. “Don’t. You do not get to say ‘I told you so.’ Because you’re wrong. You’re both wrong.” Grasping my necklace to try to stop myself from landing in a full-blown panic attack, I tug on it so hard the chain snaps. A single tear burns my eye, and I blink it away, clutching the pendant in my palm until the edges bruise my skin.

      “There’s no evidence of foul play, Ms. Kane. And one of your brother’s drug buddies told us he used to hang out at the cannery when he wanted to get high. Addicts…when they relapse…it’s easy to OD.”

      Standing up so quickly the metal chair almost topples over, I shake my head. “Not Z.” I have to get out of here. I can’t…breathe. “I’ll…be…outside,” I wheeze, and with my bag clutched to my chest, I race for the door.
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        * * *

      

      Dax and I don’t speak on our way back to the office. He managed to convince Detective Raskins to turn over my brother’s bracelet, and I’m twirling it around my wrist like it’s the only thing keeping me sane. My heart still feels like it’s about to come out of my chest, but the worst of the panic is fading now that my meds are taking effect.

      As we climb the steps up from the T station, his hand around my elbow, I stare up at the bright blue sky. Rain and clouds have dominated the weather for weeks, and today…when I left my apartment, the day held such promise. Now…

      “Do you have anyone to stay with you?” Dax stops once we enter the lobby of the six-story office building Second Sight calls home.

      “I want to be alone.” I slip out of his grasp, but three steps from the door, I turn. “I’m sorry, Dax. I’ll…pay you back. Every penny.”

      “Wren, you don’t…”

      I’m out the door before he can finish his sentence. I don’t want sympathy. I want my brother back.
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        * * *

      

      Candles burn all around the living room, though from my position on the kitchen floor I can’t see any of the flames. Just the gently flickering light painting my walls with shadows.

      I don’t know what possessed me to try to eat something—going through the motions, I guess—but the pizza has gone cold on the counter, and I can’t get up off the floor. Pixel, my little Bichon Poodle mix, crawls into my lap and starts licking my chin.

      I curl my arms around her solid body, twenty-five pounds of love with a white fur coat, tiny black nose, and brown eyes. For a long time, she doesn’t move—just snuggles closer. When my anxiety started interfering with my day-to-day life three years ago, Zion gave her to me.

      Of course, I didn’t realize at the time, but he used the money he earned from selling drugs to set me up with dog food, a plush bed, crate, leash, and license for the furball.

      Now, she’s all I have left of him. My little dog and the bracelet he wore every day for two months.

      I don’t know how to cry. If I start, I have this irrational fear I won’t ever stop. So now, I just sit with Pixel, burying my face in her fur, with this lump in my throat I can’t seem to force away.

      The image of the drug paraphernalia haunts me. After Mom disappeared, Z and I made one vow to each other.

      Never break a promise.

      Our only rule. When he was using, strung out, working for some Russian kingpin selling drugs to school kids all across St. Petersburg and lying about where he was, he kept telling me he’d get clean. But he never used those two little words.

      “I promise.”

      I begged him every time he called me—not that he reached out very often. “Promise me, Z.”

      But he never did.

      Until he came home. Escaped. Saved up enough for a flight back to the United States and showed up at my apartment at 3:00 a.m., shaking, sweating, and almost passing out at my door.

      “Z. Holy Fudgsicles. What⁠—?”

      “Help me.”

      And then…our last conversation. “I’m never going back to that life, Wren. I promise.”

      I promise.

      “So much for promises, Z.” I swallow my sob and press a quick kiss to the top of Pixel’s furry head. “It’s just us now, baby girl.”

      She whines, and I think, maybe…just maybe she understands my pain.
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        * * *

      

      After I send Dax a quick email, letting him know I won’t be in today because I need to start packing up Zion’s apartment, I bundle Pixel into her harness and head for the outskirts of Back Bay. I don’t want to go. Heck, in the past two hours, I’ve cleaned my bathroom, gone through a whole pile of junk mail, and dusted the top of the fridge.

      But I can’t put this off any longer. When he didn’t show up at his trial, the police issued a warrant for his arrest and searched his place. No drugs. No indication he was backsliding at all.

      I kept up with the rent. Always hoping he’d come back to me. But now… The prospect of talking to his landlord fills me with dread. As we exit the T, Pixel yips at me, sitting up on her haunches and begging as she catches the scent of barbecue from the shop on the corner. “You ate this morning, little miss.”

      Though…I didn’t. And the sweet and spicy scent calls to me. “You should try the brisket, sis. It’s just like Mom used to make.”

      Probably why Zion picked this apartment building. That and the reduced rent they offered to halfway house graduates. “Fine. But you only get one piece,” I say as I urge Pixel down the street. Once she’s tied up outside, I venture into a tiny, hole-in-the-wall space jam-packed with tables. And no customers. Of course, it’s only a little after eleven.

      “Can I get a brisket plate to go? And a side of burnt ends?” I ask when a tired looking young man stifles a yawn behind the register.

      “Sure. That’ll be ten minutes.”

      As I turn over my credit card, the cashier stares at my name. “Wren Kane? Are you Z’s sister?”

      “Y-yes. You know—?” The lump in my throat threatens to choke me before I can correct myself. No one knows Zion anymore. We all…knew him.

      “I haven’t seen him around in a few weeks. Is he okay?”

      My legs start to feel like wet noodles, and I brace myself against the counter. “No,” I whisper. “He’s…he’s gone.”

      The kid—he can’t be much older than twenty-three—skirts the counter and takes my arm to help me into a chair. “You don’t look so good.”

      For some reason, that strikes me as the funniest thing I’ve heard in two days. I can’t help laughing until a rough sob escapes my throat. Still…no tears. God, I wish I could cry. “I’m sorry. I haven’t slept. I’m not…dang it.” Bracing my elbows on my knees, I drop my head into my hands as the kid shifts from foot to foot next to me. When I finally manage to rein in my emotions, I wipe my cheeks, amazed they’re dry.

      “Zion OD’d. The police found his body yesterday. Or…maybe the day before. I don’t…I didn’t ask.”

      “He wouldn’t.” The kid sinks down into the chair across from me. “Wren—Miss Kane—Z came in here every weekend and washed dishes in exchange for a brisket plate. My pop owns this place, and when he found out Z was an addict, he made him a deal. Stay clean, work the weekends when we’re slammed, and he could eat here any time he wanted.”

      “Really?” Pixel yips from outside, and I glance at the sidewalk, seeing her wagging her tail as she stands up and sticks her little black nose through the open door. “Sit,” I say as I hold up a finger.

      “Aw, man. Is that the puppy? Z talked about her all the time. And you. Can I…go say hi?” The kid practically bounces out of his chair when I nod, and he drops to his knees next to Pixel and scratches her belly until her back leg starts to thump on the ground with delight.

      Z gave me the dog because when I’m in the throes of an anxiety attack, having something else to focus on can help me forget about the tightness in my chest, the shaking hands, the nausea. Grief and anxiety—they’re not altogether different at times.

      When he returns, he holds out his hand. “I’m Brennan.”

      “Wren. I mean…I guess you know that.” My cheeks heat and the band around my heart warns me grief is hovering, ready to drown me at a moment’s notice. “Did you…know Z well? Were you…friends?”

      “Yeah. I mean…we didn’t hang out much, but we talked whenever he worked.” Brennan’s gaze falls to my wrist. “Shit, man. He really is gone, isn’t he?” Gesturing to the beads, he says, “Dude never took that off. Said it reminded him why he couldn’t ever use again.”

      My eyes burn, and I fiddle with the bracelet.

      “I can’t believe he OD’d. He wouldn’t even have a beer with me at the end of the night. Said even though he’d never had a problem with alcohol, he didn’t want anything that might make him feel…not himself again.” Brennan shakes his head as a bell dings from the kitchen. After he washes his hands, he bags up two brown cardboard containers.

      “They found him with all the paraphernalia,” I say quietly as I accept the bag. “In a known drug den. He promised me…”

      “Pop always said Z had demons.” With a shake of his head as I try to offer my credit card, Brennan stares back out at Pixel. “But he also said if anyone could beat them…Z could. No charge for the food, Wren. You come in here anytime, and I’ll take care of you.”

      “Can I…” I’m not a hugger. Hell, I don’t even like touching people most of the time. But this kid and his dad might have been the closest things Zion had to real friends. “I mean…never mind.”

      But Brennan seems to understand. He trudges out from behind the counter again and gives me a quick, tight embrace. “He always said you saved him.”

      I barely manage to make it out the door before finally, my tears fall.
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        * * *

      

      Zion’s apartment looks exactly the same as it did the last time I was here—right after he disappeared and I met the police officers to let them in. Pristine. Well, other than the thin layer of dust that covers everything. It smells faintly of him, and as Pixel races around the small space, searching for her favorite uncle, I hover at Z’s bedroom door.

      My cheeks are still wet, though by the time I’d reached the rickety elevator, I’d lost all will to cry. With a loud sniffle, I give in to the pull of his bed and lie down, burying my face in his pillow.

      I remember that newborn smell he had when Mom brought him home from the hospital. How he tried aftershave for the first time when he went to prom and used so much, he had to take a second shower as his date waited in our living room. The scent of vomit that clung to him when he showed up at my apartment after traveling for two solid days on six different flights to get home from Russia.

      “You promised.” Hugging his pillow, I give serious thought to claiming a fraction of the sleep that eluded me last night, but Pixel yips from the front room—the little happy noise that generally signifies an impending meal, and I remember my barbecue.

      We eat on the couch, the dog getting her own plate next to me—sans sauce. Z wasn’t kidding. The food tastes just like the slow cooked brisket Mom used to make, and I let myself sink into memories of happier times. Before Dad died, before Mom abandoned us, before Zion’s first taste of heroin.

      Lost, eating on autopilot, I finish the whole container before a knock on the door makes me yelp, and the dish clatters to the floor.

      Snatching up my phone, I swear under my breath as I see five missed texts.

      “Wren,” a familiar voice calls from outside, “you in there?”

      I don’t speak as I unlock the door—I can’t. I’m too shocked. “What are you doing here?”

      Ford, Ella, and Trevor—my closest friends from the office—stand in the hall, holding boxes, packing tape, and beer. “You shouldn’t do this alone,” Ford says as he slips by me. “We should be able to get everything done in an hour or so. Maybe two tops.”

      “I…” I don’t want them here. But…I don’t want them to go either. Ella wraps her arms around me, and I squeeze her back. “Thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      Late that night, I crawl into bed with a mug of tea and Zion’s copy of Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone. He must have read the damn thing a hundred times—the cover’s worn, the spine broken and floppy. On the title page, he left me a little note, which nearly sent me into tears again. So the book came home with me, rather than end up in a box I might never open again.

      Wren, this book is like me. Used up, tattered, and kind of a mess. But that’s why it’s perfect. Because on every page, there’s a story. All for you, Firefly.

      His nickname for me. Silly. But I’m paler than a sheet, and with my red locks…he used to say my hair lit up the whole room.

      Flipping to his favorite part—when Hagrid shows up at the hut on the rock to tell Harry he’s a wizard—I try to focus on the words, but the strain of the day weighs me down. The citrusy scent of chamomile infuses the room, and I sip my tea as I stare at the framed photo Zion had on his dresser—the one that now graces my nightstand.

      A month before he disappeared, I took him to a Red Sox game. We binged on hot dogs and nachos, and even though it started pouring in the ninth inning, we stayed until the end—a Sox walk off home run in the tenth.

      Exhaustion has my head bobbing, and a few drops of tea splash onto one of the pages as I almost drop my mug.

      “Snack cakes!” Scrambling up, I grab a handful of Kleenex and blot the liquid. The action forces the spine to bend further, and I catch sight of Z’s writing. Tiny, cursive letters almost hidden in the crease between the pages.

      Four sets of numbers, separated by periods. Followed by a slash, then the word “firefly.”

      “What in the whole of the universe, Z?”

      When I took computer programming classes in college, Z wanted to learn too. So we studied together every night. The kid had so much natural talent…and zero motivation beyond impressing his big sister. But he could have aced that class. The numbers…they’re an IP address or I’ll eat my mug…handle and all.

      Once my computer wakes up, I enter the numbers and the directory name.

      She who stands up for herself…_______________.

      Anxiety wells in my chest as I type the password: rules her own heart.

      A quote our father scribbled on Post-It notes all over the house after I broke up with my one and only high school boyfriend. I punched the little weasel when he pulled up my dress in the school hallway after prom.

      When the screen fills with text, I gasp. “Oh, Zion. What did you do?”
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