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To my father,

whose hands never let me fall.

I love you, Daddy.




CHAPTER ONE

Camden

My lungs burned as I drew a deep breath, seeking oxygen that wasn’t there, and my fingers itched to hold the cigarette I’d thrown away six years ago. Altitude did that to me every time— at least the breathing part.

The craving for a smoke? That was courtesy of Alba, Colorado, population 649. Or so the sign I’d passed about a mile back proclaimed. Then again, I wasn’t about to trust a sign that hadn’t been updated since before I’d been born—which was par for the course in my hometown.

Nothing about it had changed since I’d left, which was pretty much the point of the whole town. Just past the paved roads, Alba was the best-preserved ghost town in Colorado, and the tourists who flooded her streets in the summer kept the tiny town alive all winter long.

The total on the gas pump climbed as I stretched my hands toward the late-afternoon sun and the snowcapped peaks above me, willing life back into muscles I’d kept cramped for far too long during the drive from North Carolina. The bite in the March breeze cut through my exhaustion, and I welcomed its icy fingers on my exposed skin. It definitely wasn’t T-shirt weather up here at ten thousand feet.

A gasp caught my attention, and I turned toward the minivan that had pulled up behind my Jeep a minute ago. A blonde wearing sunglasses too big for her face and a puffy winter coat gawked with one foot on the concrete and one inside her vehicle, as if someone had pushed pause during her exit.

I lowered my arms, and my shirt slid back into place, covering the inked strip of stomach she’d no doubt gotten an eyeful of.

She shook her head quickly and started to pump her gas.

At least she didn’t make the sign of the cross and back away.

Either she’d moved to Alba in the last ten years or my reputation had softened some since I’d joined the army. Hell, maybe the population of Alba had forgotten all about me.

I finished filling my tank and headed inside the small convenience store to grab a drink. God only knew what Dad would have in his fridge.

A set of bells chimed as the door closed behind me, and I nodded in greeting to the older man leaning on the counter. Looked like Mr. Williamson still owned the gas station. His bushy silver brows rose with a quick smile. Then he did a double take, both his brows and smile falling as he blinked in confusion. And then his eyes narrowed in recognition.

Looks like that rep is alive and well.

I quickly chose a few bottles of water from the slim selection and carried them to the counter.

The old man’s eyes darted between my hands and the bottles as he rang them up, like I was going to steal them or something. I’d been a lot of things, but a thief wasn’t one of them.

The bells chimed again, and Williamson visibly relaxed. “Afternoon, Lieutenant Hall,” he greeted his newest patron.

Awesome.

I didn’t bother looking. That stubborn, old, judgmental piece of work hated my—

“Holy shit. Cam?”

That wasn’t Tim Hall wearing a badge—it was his son, Gideon. Gid’s mouth hung slack, his light-brown eyes wide in shock. It was a similar expression to the one he’d worn that time Xander had shoved us into the girls’ locker room the fall of our freshman year. I’d never found a way to properly thank my brother for his attempt at hazing—not that anyone would believe Xander would stoop so low. After all, he was the good son.

“I didn’t think police officers were supposed to swear in uniform.” I gave him a quick once-over. Unlike his dad, Gid was still too trim to sport a belly over his belt.

“As opposed to soldiers?” he countered.

“Actually, that earns us bonus points, and besides, I’m not in a uniform anymore.” I hadn’t been for seventeen days. “Does your dad know you stole his badge?”

“Anymore? Does your …” He sighed. “Crap, I’ve got nothing!” His laughter unleashed my own. “It’s good to see you!” He pulled me into a fierce, back-pounding hug, his badge digging into my chest.

“You too.” I grinned as we broke apart. “In fact, you might be the only person I’m happy to see.”

“Oh, come on. Not Mr. Williamson here?” Gid looked over my shoulder and cringed at whatever expression he saw on Williamson’s face. “Okay, maybe not him.”

“He’s never really cared for me.” I shrugged, well aware that he could hear me.

“You did throw someone through that window the last time you were here.” Gid motioned toward the glass that had long since been replaced. “Man, how long ago was that? Four years?”

“Six,” I answered automatically. Of the few things I remembered about that night, the date was still crystal clear.

“Six. Right.” Gideon’s expression fell—no doubt remembering why I’d been in Alba last.

Sullivan’s funeral.

Grief threatened to rise up and steal what was left of the oxygen in my lungs, but I beat it back for the millionth time since we put Sully in the ground.

God, I could still hear his laughter—

“You going to pay for these waters, Camden?” Mr. Williamson asked.

“Yes, sir,” I responded, thankful for the interruption, and turned back to the counter to finish the transaction. I didn’t miss the flash of surprise on Williamson’s face at my tone or when I thanked him as I took the bag and moved aside.

“That stuff will kill you,” I told Gideon as he purchased a six-pack of soda.

“You and Julie, man,” he muttered under his breath as he handed over his debit card. “Can’t a guy drink in peace?”

Funny. This was more than I’d smiled in the entire last month. “How are Julie and the kids?”

“Driving me to drink.” He lifted his soda in the air. “No, really, they’re great. Julie’s a nurse now, which you would know if you ever joined the social media world.”

“No, thank you. What’s the point?”

Gideon thanked Mr. Williamson, and we headed outside. “What’s the point? I don’t know. To keep in contact with your best friend?”

“No, that’s why we have email. Social media is for people who need to compare their lives. Their houses, their vacations, their accomplishments. I see no reason to stand on my front porch with a bullhorn to broadcast what I had for dinner, either.”

“Speaking of dinner, how long are you in town for?” he asked as we paused between my Jeep and his faded squad car. “I know Julie would love to have you over.”

“For good,” I replied before I could choke on the words.

He blinked.

“Yeah, it’s taking me a little time to process, too.” I glanced up at the mountains Alba slept between. Mountains I’d sworn I’d never see again.

“You got out? I figured you’d be career.”

So had I. Just another thing to mourn.

“Officer Malone?” a scratchy feminine voice called over the radio.

“Marilyn Lakewood still calls out dispatch? What is she, seventy?”

“Seventy-seven,” Gideon corrected. “And before you ask, Scott Malone is twenty-five and a giant pain in my ass.”

“What did you expect from the mayor’s kid?”

“Mayor’s kid? When’s the last time you talked to—”

“Officer Malone?” Marilyn repeated, her annoyance pitching her voice higher.

“Do you need to get that?” I motioned toward the radio on his shoulder.

“Malone needs to get that,” he muttered with a shake of his head. “It’s probably Genevieve Dawson whining about the Livingstons’ cat in her yard again. If it’s serious, Marilyn will call me. Now, fill me in. When did you get here? You’re back for good? As in you’ve moved back here? The place you called Satan’s as—”

“Xander called.” I cut him off with the half-truth before he could remind me of yet another reason I’d sworn I’d never come back here. “Since it had been six years, I answered.”

“Your dad,” Gideon said softly.

“My dad.”

A quiet moment of understanding passed between us.

“Gideon Hall!” Marilyn snapped through the radio.

“Lieutenant,” he whispered to the sky before responding. “Yes, Marilyn?”

“Since Boy Wonder isn’t answering the call, it seems that Dorothy Powers has lost Arthur Daniels again. She woke up from her nap, and he was gone.”

My stomach dropped, and my gaze drifted up the mountain. According to Xander, Dad ditched his home nurse a few times a week but never wandered far from the house. It didn’t help that Dorothy Powers was older than Dad and probably in need of her own nurse.

“On my way. Call up the usual searchers.” Gideon caught my eye, then dropped his hand from the radio.

“My dad.” How far could he have gotten?

“Second time this month.” His lips flattened. “I’m going to head to the station to grab the four-wheel drive. I won’t make it to your place in the cruiser.”

“Just hop in with me. I’ll take you up,” I more ordered than offered, unwilling to wait. My Jeep was lifted and sported massive tires, a V-8 engine, and more than enough four-wheeling capability to survive the apocalypse. Even the road to Dad’s wasn’t that bad this time of year.

He agreed, and a minute later, we pulled onto Gold Creek Drive, which served as the town’s main artery—no stoplights needed but snowmobiles optional.

“How long have you been gone?”

“Six years.” I shot him a look. Hadn’t I just answered that? “No, I mean today. When did you leave the house? Was Dorothy awake? Was your dad?” He was already thumbing through his cell phone.

“I wish I could help you with a timeline, but I haven’t been home yet.” I motioned toward the back seat of the four-door Rubicon.

“You literally just pulled into town?” He took in the bags and boxes that had been my only companions on the two-thousand-mile drive.

“Yep,” I replied as we passed the last post-fifties building in Alba. We crossed the bridge that spanned all thirty feet of Rowan Creek, and the snow-packed pavement ended, marking our entrance into the time capsule that kept Alba alive. “Figured it was a good idea to gas up. Someone told me once that it’s easier to run from the cops on a full tank.”

Main Street opened up on my left. Wooden buildings with metal roofs lined both sides of the dirt road that would fill with tourists in the next few months, all looking to experience a real 1890s old west mining town.

“Someone grew up. Also, please don’t make me chase you. This thing is a beast. I might have to tell Julie I’ve found the perfect birthday present.”

“Sure, if you get it with a ladder.” We turned at the Hamilton place, where the grant money for preservation had run dry. Snow sat piled in the shade against structures that had long since lost their roofs, windows, or walls.

“Shut up. Not all of us are six foot four.”

“It’s all in the genetics. At least it should make Dad easier to spot.”

“He’s been easy to find, but Cam … It’s gotten pretty bad,” Gideon told me as we pulled onto Rose Rowan Road and started to climb in elevation. “The last couple times I’ve seen him, he either hasn’t known who I am or he thinks I’m Dad.”

My hands flexed on the wheel. “Xander’s reached his limit. He basically told me to get back here or Dad was getting shipped to a home in Buena Vista, which would screw Dad’s whole ‘your mother died in this house and I will, too’ vow.”

“Hold that thought.” He held the phone to his face. “Hey, Mrs. Powers. Yep, it’s Gideon.” He paused, rubbing the skin just above his nose. “I know you are. I know you do. We’re going to find him, and we’ve got some searchers on their— Oh, she is? Good. That will help. We’re about four minutes out.”

I took the final turn onto Dad’s property and cursed at the conditions. Spring runoff was always hard on the drive, but it looked like it hadn’t been maintained in years. Washboarding, which was no doubt under the packed snow, was easy enough to fix, but the deep, canyon-like trenches carved out by the mini river currently eating away the right side of the drive were going to take some effort to repair.

Not that I hadn’t seen shittier roads in Afghanistan or any of the other places I was never supposed to be, but this was my fucking driveway.

Gideon hung up as I came to a stop and put the Jeep into four-wheel drive.

“How does Dorothy get up here every day?” I asked as we started the ascent. The Jeep rocked with enough force to jostle the boxes in the back, and Gideon braced himself on the roll bar as we made it around a shady, iced curve. That particular spot was always the last to melt.

“She cuts over from the Bradley property. You know the judge keeps his drive paved and clear.”

The land was adjacent to ours, but it would have added ten minutes, and I wasn’t in the mood for sightseeing … or Bradleys.

God, if there was anyone in the world who had the right to hate me more than I hated myself, it was—

A flash of blue in my rearview caught my attention.

Gideon glanced back. “Xander,” he said, answering my unspoken question. “That’s his truck.”

“Well, this should be fun.”

“Welcome home?” he offered.

I blatantly ignored him as we rounded the final switchback and came into the clearing. I’d been back only once in the last decade, but I’d seen this view nearly every night in my dreams.

The setting sun reflected off the windows of the two-story structure I’d grown up in, painting it with a picturesque light that matched the majesty of the bare peak that loomed just behind it.

Dad had always joked that it was safer to raise his family at the tree line, where the wildfires weren’t as big of a threat.

Personally, I thought he took a perverse pleasure in living at the edge, where there was barely enough oxygen for anything to grow.

I threw the Jeep into park, killed the engine, and then grabbed my coat from where it had fallen to the floor behind me.

By the time Xander pulled in next to me, I was out of the Jeep and had the black North Face on and zipped, wishing it was my Kevlar. I would rather have been dodging bullets than facing him—or Dad, for that matter.

“I’ll … uh … not be here,” Gideon said awkwardly before leaving me in the yard. I heard the house door open and shut right around the same time Xander’s car door did.

He came around the front of his polished, brand-new truck and stopped suddenly, his hands pausing mid-zip on his coat.

A lifetime of memories assaulted me—the good, the bad, and the worst. Pretty much in that order.

He raked a hand through his Ken doll–perfect blond hair and sucked in a breath. “Camden.”

“Alexander.” I shaped the brim of my ball cap.

Guess we both had our nervous tells.

He hadn’t changed much. Same blue eyes. Same lean frame. Still Dad’s obvious genetic gift to the world. Still my opposite in every way.

He shook his head as if struggling for words, and instead of reciting every way I’d failed our family, he crossed the decomposed granite of the drive and threw his arms around me.

“I’m so glad you’re home.”

His words sliced deeper than any insult could have. An insult I could handle—I’d been prepared for that.

But the way he pulled back, clasped my slack arms, and smiled at me—all tight lipped and furrowed brow, fighting back emotions I no longer felt capable of—wasn’t anything I could have built a defense against.

He laughed, the sound thick with six years of absence. “You’re huge. What do they feed you Delta boys? And what is this?” He motioned to my light beard as he stepped back.

“Green Beret, not Delta,” I corrected him with the decade-old joke and a forced smile as my stomach sickened.

“Yeah, yeah. Guys like me who never saw action can’t ever tell the difference.” His eyes skittered over my features, as if he were trying to memorize them before I disappeared … again. “God, Cam. I’m just …”

Nausea churned as the pit in my stomach deepened to a gaping chasm of regret and guilt.

He smiled, boasting even white teeth and a happiness I wasn’t sure I’d ever experienced. “I’m just really glad you’re home.”

“You said that.” I was going to vomit. How could he be so nice to me?

“Well, it’s true.” He clapped me on the shoulder. “What do you say we go find Dad?”

“You don’t seem too worried.”

“I am, but for every time he’s forgotten my name, he’s never gotten lost on the land. We just need to spot him before the temps drop.”

I nodded, and he turned toward the house. It was in the high twenties right now, but we’d hit single digits within an hour of the sun retiring.

“Nice Jeep, by the way. It suits you,” he called back over his shoulder.

My eyes slammed shut as I sucked in breath after breath through my nose, willing the bile to slide back down my throat. It was like my body couldn’t physically handle the emotions.

Of course he forgave me. Of course he welcomed me with open arms. Of course there was no malice in his eyes, just open, raw love. He didn’t need to blast me with all my flaws. He’d always lived as an example, showing me every single way I’d never measure up by simply being him.

Just as I got myself under control, he turned back.

“You okay?” His voice dropped in concern.

“Yeah,” I lied. Because it was one of the things I excelled at.

“Altitude?”

“Something like that.”

“Just make sure you’re drinking enough water,” he reminded me, arching an eyebrow until I nodded my consent, and then headed up the steps to the front porch.

An eyebrow that was bisected by the first flaw I’d ever seen on Xander—a scar that hadn’t been there the last time I’d seen him. A thin, short scar that had me fighting back the urge to throw up my lunch all over the driveway.

The scar I’d put there when I’d thrown him through Mr. Williamson’s window.

Xander was halfway up the stairs when the front door flew open and Gideon ran from the house.

“He has a gun!” he shouted.

Xander froze, pivoting to watch Gideon race down the steps toward me.

“I’m sorry?” I pinned Gid with a stare, hoping he’d correct that asinine statement.

“He has the shotgun! Dorothy just told me. We have a couple search parties coming in from the Bradley side.” Gid strode past me, already talking into the radio on his shoulder.

“How the hell does Dad have access to the shotgun?” I growled at Xander.

“I …” He shook his head. “I thought I had them all locked in the safe. I hid the key and everything.”

“In the laundry room?” Dorothy asked as she walked onto the porch, holding a familiar, faded bottle of fabric softener. Time had apparently decided it was done with Mrs. Powers, because she hadn’t changed in the ten years that had passed since I’d enlisted. Her hair was the same shade of silver in the same chin-length cut. She even wore the same green winter coat.

“Yeah, right above—” Xander sighed, his eyes sliding shut. “Right above the fabric softener he refuses to use.”

“This fabric softener that I found in the entry hall?” she asked, giving him one hell of a “mom” look.

“That would be it.” A muscle flexed in his jaw.

“Tell me you stored the ammo separately.” Tell me you at least remembered that much from serving your three years.

Xander blanched. Awesome.

“Let’s find him before he kills someone.” I turned on my heel and headed back to the Jeep. Oddly enough, I was more comfortable with guns than I was with mushy reunions.

I dropped my coat, climbed up the Jeep, and popped the lock on the cargo carrier I’d anchored to the roof for the cross-country trip. Selling off just about everything I owned had seemed the logical choice at the time, but I’d held on to a few things for reasons I didn’t have time to examine.

“What are we going to do?” Xander asked, peering up at me.

“What do you mean?” I found what I was looking for and closed the carrier. Then I jumped to the ground, landing in front of Xander, whose eyes were bigger than my headlights.

Two more trucks and the APD pulled up the drive and parked.

“I mean …” Xander eyed the newcomers as they talked to Gideon and then lowered his voice as he turned back to me. “What are we going to do? He has the shotgun and doesn’t know who I am about seventy-five percent of the time.”

A comforting weight settled on my chest as I dressed for the occasion before zipping my jacket and tying my boots. “I figured we’d go find Dad.”

I rustled through my glove box, quickly grabbing my headlamp and a flashlight, then stuffed them in my pockets, pausing only long enough to tuck in the little white onyx bishop next to my driver’s manual so the chess piece didn’t get lost. We probably had another hour of good light, but if I was wrong, it was going to take more than that to cover the hundred acres Dad owned, and that was if he’d stayed on the property.

“Don’t you think we should let Gideon and the PD handle this now?” Xander asked quietly.

I looked back to where Gideon stood with the other four officers who made up the Alba Police Department. They all had sidearms strapped on. I was on the receiving end of more than a couple of glares. Not that I could blame them. At least three of those guys had put cuffs on me at one time or another.

“You mean, am I going to let the men with the guns find our dad, who has his own gun?” I didn’t wait for Xander’s response, turning toward the northern section of the property.

“Wait!” Xander gripped my elbow, and I tensed, reminding myself at least a dozen times not to beat the crap out of him for touching me without warning.

“Let go of me.”

My tone must have gotten through to him, because he dropped his hand.

“There are rules, Cam. Regulations. They know how to handle this kind of thing. The last thing we need is you flying off the handle.”

Ah, there it was, the butter knife–soft condescension Xander used when he thought the twenty-five months he had on me age-wise gave him the right to issue orders. He’d never make a quick, clean cut to get his way. He’d simply saw with that lightly serrated edge until you were too raw from the friction to object.

I preferred the more direct butcher’s-knife approach.

“You and your rules. You’re telling me that if he points that shotgun at them, they won’t pull the trigger?”

Xander scoffed. “Come on, it’s the guys.”

“You willing to bet Dad’s life on that twenty-five-year-old bully who doesn’t bother to answer his radio and has flicked open the holster on his weapon at least four times since they started talking? I’m not. I know where he is, and I’m getting there before they do.”

Xander’s head snapped toward the little meeting Gideon was holding, and I started off after a faint set of tracks I knew would disappear as soon as we hit the mountain grass. They were more than enough to tell where he was headed. I muttered a curse at the altitude. It would take me only a few days to adjust, but I didn’t exactly have a few days.

“Where are you going?” Gideon called out.

“To find our dad!” Xander responded, radiating confidence.

I rolled my eyes at his public facade but kept going.

He caught up quickly, falling into step next to me as we stuck to the areas where the snow had already melted. Our strides were equal. They always had been. We were equal in height, but I had a good forty pounds of muscle on him.

“I hope you know what you’re doing,” he said as the tracks disappeared.

“Yep.” My gaze raked the terrain, looking for any sign that Dad had come this way.

“Seriously, you think you know where he is?”

“How long has he had that bottle of fabric softener?” I asked as the granite crunched beneath my feet. At least it wasn’t snowing.

“Years.” Xander shrugged.

“Right. At least a decade. Paula Bradley brought it over when he was sick that year, remember? Tried to help out with laundry.”

“How the hell do you remember that?”

“I’m cursed with an excellent memory.” I turned toward the part of the property where Sullivan was buried. “Trust me, there’s shit I would love to forget. Do you remember why he wouldn’t use it?” We crested one slope and started back down toward the tree line, keeping the peak on our right as we trekked through a snow-covered section.

“I barely remember Mrs. Bradley bringing it over.”

“He wouldn’t let her use it, but he refused to throw it away,” I tried to remind him.

Xander threw me a clueless look.

“It’s lavender scented,” I said, answering my own question.

Xander sucked in a breath. “Mom.”

“Mom,” I confirmed as we reached the tree line and started to hike through the pines. In the shade, the temperature dropped to an uncomfortable level.

“But she’s buried at the other end of the property with—”

“That’s not where he goes when he misses her. Not that he’d ever admit that he misses her.” Admitting that would be tantamount to broadcasting a weakness, and Arthur Daniels was anything but weak.

“The ravine.”

“Yep.”

We pushed through the finger of forest that covered this strip of the property and came out into a clearing I knew all too well.

I cursed under my breath as it came into view.

“Oh no,” Xander whispered.

Oh no didn’t quite cover this. My heart paused mid-beat, then slammed, pumping adrenaline through my system.

Dad stood about thirty yards to our left, in the middle of the clearing, shotgun raised at the one person I’d hoped to never see again.

I’d know that frame, that thick braid of chestnut hair, that profile with a slight bump in her nose anywhere. Hell, I’d been there the day she’d broken it when we were kids. I’d been the one to carry her out of that mine.

She stood about fifteen yards in front of us with her hands out and open, but she wasn’t retreating from the double-barreled reaper pointed straight at her chest. Backing down had never been in her nature, and while I’d always been intrigued by her tenacity, right now I was cursing her stupid stubborn streak.

Willow Bradley was going to get herself shot.

Sullivan’s Willow.

You gotta help me here, Sully. I sent the thought rather than spoke it, knowing Xander wouldn’t understand.

“Walk through the trees until you can come up behind him. As soon as I give you the signal, get that gun away from him,” I whispered to Xander, leaving zero room for argument.

“What signal?”

“Trust me, you’ll know.”

“He won’t recognize you. He’ll shoot you,” he hissed.

“Better me than her.” Death had never scared me. We’d played a game of cat and mouse for as long as I could remember, and one day I would lose. It was that simple.

If I died today, then so be it.

I moved.




CHAPTER TWO

Willow

Think, Willow. Think.

This was Mr. Daniels. I’d known him my entire life. Alzheimer’s or not, there was no way he was really going to shoot me, right?

Except there was this one troubling factor: he had no idea who I was. Oh, and he had a shotgun pointed at my chest. That was troubling, too.

“Mr. Daniels,” I tried again, keeping my voice soft. “It’s me. It’s Willow. I live next door, remember?” If you considered a mile away next door.

The breeze whipped a loose strand of my hair across my face, but I didn’t dare tuck it back beneath my hat. The sun had set precious minutes earlier, and it was already getting dark. What if he just couldn’t see me?

“Be quiet!” he shouted, jerking the shotgun. His eyes were wide and wild but not evil. He simply didn’t know me or the circumstances that had led him here.

I gasped in reaction, my heart jumping into my throat. What if he pulled the trigger? What if it went off the next time he jostled it like that? We were half a mile away from the Danielses’ place and three-quarters of one above my parents’. My cell phone was in my pocket, but I had a feeling he’d shoot me if I reached for it. At this range, I’d be dead before they could get me to a hospital … if they found me.

At least there were other search parties out right now. They’d come at the sound of gunfire.

“There are cougars out here, you know,” he snapped.

Like the one that had mauled his wife fifteen years ago on this very field.

“What are you doing here? You’re trespassing!”

I didn’t bother arguing the trespassing point, since technically, I was. But Dorothy had called in a panic, and I’d immediately headed out to look for Mr. Daniels just like I had a few times in the last month. The gun … Now that had been unexpected.

“I know there are cougars,” I told him with a slight quiver in my voice. “You taught me what to do if I ever ran into one.” I’d been seven years old when he’d pulled aside Sullivan and me for lessons. Naturally, Cam had played the cougar while Alexander watched in quiet judgment.

Cam. My chest tightened in that same physical ache it always did whenever he crossed my mind, even with the present danger. Heck, maybe because of the danger.

“I don’t know you! Stop lying! What do you want here? Why are you on my land? Get out!” He jabbed the gun toward me.

“Okay,” I said with a nod and backed up a step.

“Stop moving!” he screamed, his voice pitching high in alarm. “Don’t speak!”

I halted immediately. He was slipping further and further into the episode, and my mind stopped fighting the possibility that he might shoot me, my muscles locking in paralyzing acceptance.

Movement to my left caught my eye, and I turned my head a fraction of an inch to see the shape of a man only a few arm lengths away, approaching with hands up, palms out. Who was it? Where had he come from?

I couldn’t make out his face beneath the baseball hat, but he was massive, dwarfing my five-foot-four frame as he put himself between Mr. Daniels and me. The broad expanse of his back blocked my entire view.

I didn’t recognize him—which was odd, considering there were only about a dozen of us who usually came to search for Mr. Daniels—but there was something familiar in the way he held himself, the way his posture advertised submission but his energy felt 100 percent aggressive. I had the utterly illogical impression that this guy was more dangerous than the loaded gun pointed at him. At least, I assumed it was loaded. If it wasn’t, at least it would be a not-so-hilarious story to tell Charity later.

For all that Dad accused my sister of being impetuous, Charity had certainly never had a shotgun held on her.

“What is this? Who the hell are you? How many of you are there?” Mr. Daniels questioned, panic rising. The shoulders in front of me rose as if he were preparing to— “No, don’t speak! All lies! You claim jumpers are all full of lies!”

Well, that story changed quickly.

The man reached back, hooked his hand around my waist, and tugged me closer. I tensed, even though the violation of my personal space was nothing compared to the shotgun pointed at us. His arm was a vise, locking me in place with casual strength. Just like freshman year when— I cut myself right off. There’s no way.

“Be careful,” I said softly to the stranger. “He has Alzheimer’s. He doesn’t know what he’s doing.”

He pulled me tighter against his back, and the scent of mint and pine filled my nose as he started to shift in tiny movements so my back was to the trees and not the ravine. God, that smell … I knew it.

“We’re just hikers,” he said to Mr. Daniels, low and slow. Certainty slammed into me with the force of an avalanche, knocking the breath from my lungs. My eyes fluttered shut as I swam through the flood of memories, desperately hoping I wasn’t the one hallucinating right now.

“Cam,” I whispered, letting my forehead rest against his back as I gripped a fistful of his coat.

“Are you okay, Willow?” he asked, so softly that I would have gone with the hallucination theory if I hadn’t felt his deep voice rumble through his chest.

I nodded, the fabric of his coat soft against my skin. Maybe Mr. Daniels had already pulled the trigger. Maybe I’d never felt the impact. Maybe he’d killed me instantly. That was the only logical explanation for Cam’s presence.

Because Camden Daniels had sworn the only way he’d ever come back to Alba was to be buried here. But he felt so real. So solid. Smelled exactly like I remembered. And if I were really dead, wouldn’t it be Sullivan’s arms around me? Not Cam’s. It could never be Cam. Not for me.

I followed Cam’s almost-imperceptible lead as he backed us away from his father.

Cam couldn’t be here. He hadn’t been here in years. And he definitely couldn’t stop a bullet. But a feeling of safety drenched me anyway. It never mattered if the rest of the world saw him as a menace—Cam had always been my unlikely refuge, even when he earned every last bit of his reputation. He’d protected me for the simple reason that I’d been theirs all my life.

The girl who tagged along with the Daniels boys.

The naive teenager who stayed behind when three brothers went to war.

The woman who shattered when only two came home.

Cam might be here now, but one misstep, and we’d both be buried next to Sullivan.

“Stop moving or I’ll shoot!” Mr. Daniels shouted, and Cam obeyed. “Empty your pockets! You’d better not be stealing from me!”

“I’m going to let you go, and I want you to slowly back into the woods and then get the hell away from here,” Cam ordered me softly.

I vaguely heard Mr. Daniels’s agitated muttering in the distance.

“I can’t leave you here,” I protested.

“For once in your life, listen to me, Pika. I’m trying to save your neck. Alexander is coming up behind Dad, and help is on the way, but you have to go.”

The nickname tightened my throat with a lump so big, I couldn’t swallow it down. “He doesn’t recognize you, Cam. He’ll shoot. It’s been six years since he’s seen you. He doesn’t even recognize me, and I see him almost every day.”

“He’ll remember me.”

“Yeah, that’s what I thought, too, until he pointed a shotgun at me, you stubborn idiot.”

“What was that?” he whispered. “I thought I heard a squeak, but my coat must have muffled it.”

I would have pinched him in retribution under any other circumstance.

“He’s not going to remember you,” I argued, “and you’ll just agitate him even more when you try to remind him who you are.”

Mr. Daniels’s muttering grew louder until he was shouting again. “You trespassers, trying to steal what’s mine! You can’t have it! Can’t have it …”

Cam’s heartbeat stayed calmingly rhythmic, his breathing deep and even. If I hadn’t seen Arthur Daniels myself, I’d never think there was a gun pointed at us.

“You can’t have it!”

A shot rang out, and birds scattered from the woods at my back. I froze, my grip tightening on Cam’s coat.

His hand splayed wide over the small of my back.

“Cam!” I whispered as loudly as I dared. If he was hurt—if he’d come back only to be buried … I wouldn’t survive burying another Daniels boy. I leaned to see around him, but Cam’s grip tightened, trapping me firmly behind him.

“I’m okay,” he replied just as quietly. “He aimed at the sky.”

“I guess at least we know it’s loaded.” My heart slammed against my ribs, fear coating my tongue with a bitter, metallic taste.

“Way to find the silver lining.”

A corner of my lips lifted slightly.

“There’s one more in the barrel. Remember what I said. Back toward the woods slowly.”

“No,” I argued.

“Yes,” he countered, and his hand disappeared from my back. “Now, Willow.”

Ice rippled through my veins.

He stepped forward, and I let the fabric of his coat slide through my grasp, leaving me precious inches away from Cam.

“Dad,” Cam called out. “I could have sworn you told me never to point a gun at a pretty girl.”

I stood paralyzed, watching Cam walk forward like his dad didn’t have a gun pointed at his chest.

“What?” Mr. Daniels called out. “I’m not your … Who are you? What do you want?”

There it was—a softening in his tone. If Cam could get through to him, they both might live through this. But the odds of that happening were so small, they almost weren’t worth mentioning.

“It’s me, Dad. Camden. And you looked about ready to shoot Willow, so I figured I should step in. You don’t want to hurt Willow, do you? Little Willow? Our neighbor?”

“Willow? Who’s …”

The farther Camden walked, the more his dad came into sight. I needed to move, needed to get back into the woods so this all wouldn’t have been in vain, but the idea of leaving him here to face his dad alone was simply unfathomable.

Sullivan had been alone. I couldn’t reach him. Couldn’t hold him. Couldn’t brush his hair out of his eyes one last time.

I wasn’t leaving Cam.

“Come on, Dad. Put the gun down. We’ll go back to the house, and I’ll cook you up some chicken exactly how Mom made it,

okay?” Cam kept his arms outstretched, his palms facing his dad.

“Get off my land! You can’t have it!”

Another shot fired, and I screamed as Cam’s body flew backward, landing in the field with a sickening thud.

“No!” The denial ripped from my throat as I sprinted across the uneven ground to where Cam lay on a patch of winter-brown grass.

“Willow!” Xander shouted from behind his father, already gripping the shotgun.

“Call 911!” I didn’t spare more than a cursory glance as my knees slammed into the unforgiving ground next to Cam. How the hell were we going to get him down the mountain? Could a helicopter land up here?

His jacket was shredded, tiny feathers spilling free all over his chest and blowing away in the wind.

But they weren’t red. Yet. Neither was the grass beside him, right? But it was already so dark.

I reached for his coat, but his back arched, and I scanned up to his pained face—God, I’d missed this face—then took the scruff-softened angles between my palms without thinking. Motion in my peripherals told me that the other searchers had arrived. Too late. Too late. Always too late.

“I’m here,” I told him, looking into eyes so dark, they swallowed me whole. “We’ve got this,” I promised when I had no right to, forcing optimism into my tone with an exaggerated nod and a shaky smile. “Help is coming.”

His eyes were wide as he struggled for a breath that wouldn’t come, his fear palpable as his gaze dropped down my frame and over my white coat, frantically searching.

“I’m okay. I’m not hit. You are,” I assured him. Idiot. Like that would comfort him. “I need to see how bad it is.”

His hands reached between us, fumbling at his coat.

I jolted back, gently brushing his hands out of the way. “Let me.”

He’s okay. He’s okay. He’s okay. You can’t take him, too. Do you understand? You took Sullivan. You can’t have Cam.

Cam’s lungs wheezed as the first stream of air made its way in. My eyes flew to his, finding them already on me, his brow slightly furrowed as he struggled for more air.

I unzipped his coat in one long pull and steeled myself for whatever lay underneath.

“Jesus, Cam!” Gideon cursed as he hit his knees on Cam’s other side.

“Arthur shot him.” My shaking hands opened his coat, revealing an expanse of dark fabric with several holes ripping apart the weave where the buckshot hit him. Where was the blood? “It’s too dark! I can’t see!”

“I’m. Fine,” Cam forced out with a rasp of breath.

A click sounded as Gideon powered on his flashlight.

“Shut up,” I ordered. “Stupid man can’t even tell when he’s been—” Light shone on Cam’s chest and reflected back on tiny bits of shiny metal like a lone constellation in an otherwise dark sky. “Wait. What?”

“Son of a bitch!” Gideon laughed, shaking the flashlight with heaving breaths as he looked over his shoulder. “He’s fine!”

“I. Said. I’m fine,” Cam growled.

“How? You’re shot …” And I could see the bullets—buckshot. Defying all logical thought, I dipped my finger into a tiny hole and felt cool metal pressing back. I let my fingers trail down Cam’s hard—too hard—chest.

“Pika, stop.” Cam captured my hand, then flattened it, pressing my palm against the unnaturally hard surface of his chest. “I’m okay. Just had the wind knocked out of me.” He let go of my hand and unsnapped a clip up by his shoulder and another at his side. Velcro ripped. A giant piece of … What the heck is that?

“Nice. What’s that rated?” Gideon asked, nodding toward a slab of armor as it fell to the side, baring Cam’s Black Flag T-shirt.

His very clean, very white, very intact T-shirt.

I blinked, then blinked again, convincing my brain that my eyes told the truth and this wasn’t something I dreamed up out of desperation. There was no bullet hole. No blood. No damage.

“It’s a four,” Cam said, his voice returning to full strength. He ran his hand over his chest and abdomen, then gave a sigh of relief, letting his head fall back to rest on the ground.

“Nice. And you carry it around?”

“Funny thing about having all your belongings in your car,” Cam answered with a wry grin.

“You’re prepared for your dad to randomly shoot you?” Gid scoffed.

“Something like that.” Cam winced as he sat up.

“You’re okay.” My butt hit the unforgiving soles of my hiking boots as I rocked back, sitting on my heels. The voices behind me registered as white noise even as they became louder, everything buzzing in my head except the fact that Cam wasn’t shot, or bleeding, or dying.

“I already said I’m fine.” He pulled back his shirt and glanced down his collar. “I’ll probably have a nasty bruise, but it’s too dark to see.”

“I’m just saying it’s a good thing you were here,” a voice said at my left. “The way you got that gun away from him was … that was heroic, Xander.”

Sgt. Acosta stepped into my view, patting Xander on the back. The two were the same age, but Acosta looked way more comfortable with his sidearm than Xander did holding Arthur’s shotgun.

“No, I didn’t do anything,” Xander argued, dropping down to Cam’s eye level. “Cam took the brunt of it. Are you okay?” he asked after glancing at the body armor.

Cam nodded and got to his feet.

“Yeah, if the brunt means aggravating your dad into shooting him.” Acosta laughed, and my fingernails bit into my palms.

My mouth opened to tell Acosta that Cam had most likely saved my life, but a swift shake of Cam’s head in my direction had me shutting it. He’d always been content to let others think the worst of him, and I guess nothing had changed.

“Let’s just get him home,” Cam said to no one in particular, clipping the vest back in place and staring straight ahead. His tone was one I’d heard often growing up—shutting down the conversation, letting me know he’d disengaged from whatever would have had the chance to touch him emotionally.

With the danger passed, I greedily drank in the sight of him. He was bigger—not taller, of course, but thicker, harder—and the same went for his presence. He had an edge to him that had been missing when he’d left Alba a decade ago, and those impenetrable walls he’d always kept felt even more impossible to breach. But his eyes— Those carried the same grief that had echoed in mine when I’d seen him last.

He and Xander walked forward, pausing to no doubt discuss what was going on with their father as Art stood with Captain Hall, getting a quick field exam. Mr. Daniels was shaking his head, as if trying to explain the situation.

It had been tragic when Mrs. Daniels had died. Heartbreaking to bury Sullivan nine years later. But watching Arthur Daniels these last two years felt like burying a piece of him at a time, and it was torturous.

“Don’t see much of you around town, Willow. You still playing with your paints?” Robbie Acosta asked, smirking down at me as Gideon joined the Daniels brothers.

“You still pretending there’s enough crime here to warrant your job?” I retorted, my voice saccharine sweet. My graphic design business kept me more than financially comfortable, but no one ever took note of that. It was always the painting—or lack thereof—that people wanted to bring up.

Guess it was more fun for them to pick at my scabs than examine their own.

“Whoa.” Robbie held his hands up like he was under arrest—like Cam had when he’d appeared in the field ahead of me. “Put your claws away, Willow. I’m just teasing.”

“Yeah. Not in the mood.” I kept my focus entirely on Cam’s back. An all-too-familiar ache invaded my chest. When had he gotten home? How long was he here for? What—or rather whom— was he going to break this time?

“You need to get out more, especially if the only time you’re social includes a man with dementia and a loaded gun,” Robbie said, his voice pitching higher than I’d ever heard in high school as he rubbed the back of his neck. “You know, maybe I could take you to dinner?”

“I’m sorry?” I asked him, my head tilted to the side in genuine confusion. “You want to take me to dinner?”

“Yeah.” He shrugged with a sheepish smile.

“You … you don’t like me,” I said slowly, shaking my head. He’d always gone for the prom queens—the girls who had perfected their makeup by middle school. The ones in Buena Vista, where we’d gone to school, who were styled and Instagrammed. I was twenty-five and didn’t even have a personal Instagram account … or any interest in Robbie.

“I mean, you’re single. I’m single. Makes sense, right?”

“Sure, if humans were an endangered species or something.” I immediately regretted my brash words when he looked away. “You know there’s life outside Alba, Robbie. You don’t have to date within town limits just because you’re all grown-up now.”

“True,” he admitted with a cringe. “Oh man, I bet you’re not ready yet, huh? Shit, that was a dick move.”

“What, asking me out after Art Daniels pulled a gun on me?”

He blinked. “No, I mean, maybe you’re not ready to date yet …” His eyebrows rose.

Seriously.

“Oh. I’m okay, really. Not that I don’t miss Sullivan, but it’s been six years.” Time moved slower in small towns, I supposed. I’d healed my heart in the years I’d spent at college, but everyone here acted like we’d buried him last week.

Guess I was still supposed to be traumatized.

“Right. Good for you, keeping strong,” he said with a nod and a pat on my back before answering a summons from the group at the edge of the tree line.

It was too dark to make out who they were, but my bet was the usual suspects—sans Dad. Had Dad been here, he would have gone ballistic.

Xander headed for Mr. Daniels, and I found myself drawn to Cam’s side just like a million times before.

“I still can’t believe you’re here,” I said before I thought better of it. Mouth, engage filter.

“Me either.” His eyes stayed locked on Xander and his dad. “What were you doing out here?” he snapped.

“Looking for your father.” I bristled at his tone.

“Well, you sure as hell found him.”

“I help search all the time. It’s no big deal.”

A muscle in his jaw ticked.

“And how many times has he pulled a gun on you?” His gaze swung slowly to mine, and the darkness was suddenly more of a blessing than ever. I saw enough in those eyes to know he was pissed.

“Never. And I’m sure Xander will lock up the guns and it won’t happen again.”

Cam scoffed. “Yeah, okay. He could have shot you.”

“Well, he did shoot you.” I poked his armor-plated vest.

A ghost of a smile passed over his lips, and I nearly crowed in victory.

“Looks like he’s about ready to go,” Cam noted as Mr. Daniels shook off Gideon’s offered arm to help him across the uneven terrain. “Still stubborn as ever,” he muttered as his father approached.

“Must run in the genes, or did you not remember me warning you that he wasn’t going to remember you?” I teased, trying to lighten the mood. Cam had always done better if he could turn the hurt into something laughable. Not that this was.

“Remember him?” Mr. Daniels answered instead, stopping just in front of Cam. He was only a couple of inches shorter than his son but had the kind of presence that made him larger than life. “I shot you.”

“You did.” Other than the clenching of his right fist, Cam showed no emotion. Guess that hadn’t changed, either.

“Art,” Captain Hall said as he clapped Mr. Daniels on the shoulder. “Not sure if you can see in all this dark, but this is—”

“I know exactly who it is,” Mr. Daniels seethed.

I mentally prepared myself for what this episode of dementia was going to gift us with.

Cam cocked an eyebrow as Mr. Daniels glared.

“This is the son of a bitch who killed my Sullivan.”

I gasped, sucking in air as I reflexively stepped close enough to Cam to brush my arm against his. He may as well have been a statue for all the reaction he showed. “Mr. Daniels—”

“I don’t know why the hell you’re here, but you can see yourself right back out.” He cut me off, effectively dismissing the son he hadn’t seen in six years.

Then he turned his back on Cam and walked toward the tree line, Captain Hall at his side.

“Cam,” Xander called softly. Whatever he saw in Cam’s eyes led him to shake his head and walk away, following his father.

“I’m so sorry. He doesn’t know what he’s saying,” I whispered around the lump clogging my throat.

“Sure he does. And he’s right.” He looked down at me with a vacant-eyed smirk that sent me straight back to high school. He’d always been able to put a million miles of distance between us— between anyone—with a single look. “Told you he’d remember me.”

He walked off toward his family.

“Cam!” I shouted in a desperate attempt to keep him here just a little longer—the Camden who had stepped out in front of his father’s gun to shield me. But his transformation into cold, zero-fucks-given Camden was already underway.

“Go home, Willow.”

And now complete.

I watched him disappear into the trees and battled the bone-deep urge to follow. So much for the idyllic homecoming I’d foolishly let myself fantasize about over the years.

But he was here. He was home.

And I desperately wanted to know why.




CHAPTER THREE

Camden

It had been naive of me to think I might make it a day, or even two, before someone mentioned Sullivan’s death—or my role in it.

I’d made it roughly twenty minutes in my father’s company, and he’d already shot me and accused me of fratricide. Welcome home.

Silence kept me company as we hiked back down to the house, our flashlights and headlamps bobbing along the way. There were eleven of us, since Acosta had walked Willow home.

Willow. I shut that shit down in my head. Nope, not going there.

God, but the relief in her voice when she’d whispered my name and leaned closer … She didn’t hate me. I deserved her hatred, her absolute loathing, and instead she’d trusted me like the last six years had never happened.

“I think he’s pretty close to lucid right now,” Gideon said as he fell into step next to me. “You could go talk to him.”

“I think he was pretty close to lucid up by the ravine, and no, thank you. He’s doing just fine with Xander up there.” I jumped the three-foot ditch that currently housed a stream of spring runoff. How easily it all came back, muscle memory guiding me where the light failed. Now if only I’d remembered to exchange my Avs hat for one that covered my ears before heading out after Dad.

“You honestly think he would have shot—” Gideon grunted, then scrambled by the sound of it. “Jesus, hold on. Still part mountain goat, aren’t you?” He huffed, jogging to catch up.

“No, I don’t think he would have shot me if he’d recognized me in that moment,” I answered his question—and mine. “He definitely would have considered it, though. Hell, I bet he’s pictured it in his head a few times while he’s been perfectly lucid.”

“Some homecoming,” Gideon muttered as the house came into view across the clearing.

“Why do you think I stayed away so long?”

“Because you knew he’d shoot you on sight?” He rammed his shoulder into me, and I tensed for a millisecond. It was a familiar enough move from Gid, but no one got that close to me anymore without a direct invitation.

“Something like that.” My eyes drifted north, as if they could cut through the dark and forested ridge to the little grove of aspens where Sullivan lay at rest next to Mom and Uncle Cal.

“You’ll settle in. Hey, you can always come work with me at APD!” His teeth flashed in the dim lighting.

“Last time I checked, there are already five of you for our little town, and my name isn’t Hall, so the chances of me advancing are pretty much zero.”

“Dick,” Gideon muttered between fake coughs.

“Never pretended to be anything else.” Maybe I wasn’t popular. Maybe I was the unlikable son. The bad penny. The black sheep. Every fucking cliché there was when compared to Xander’s annoying perfection. I’d stopped caring about that twenty years ago and simply decided to embrace it. There was power in not giving a fuck.

The lights of the house shone from the windows as we came to what used to be the gardens Mom spent her mornings in. The once-lush plants were all but gone—surviving only as volunteers that grew from the seeds in the leftover rot of the previous year— or had been overrun by the mountain grass.

Dad had called it folly to garden this close to the tree line. Mom had rolled her eyes and done it anyway.

We rounded the side of the house, and I made note of the places where the siding had peeled back. The gutters drooped, and the drainage system was in shambles, if the small canyons that began at the drain spouts were any indication.

Dorothy met Dad on the front porch, and the two disappeared into the house while Captain Hall and Xander spoke at the base of the steps.

“That doesn’t look pleasant,” Gideon noted as we approached my Jeep.

I opened the passenger side and stripped down to my T-shirt, ignoring the bite of temperature as I threw the armored vest onto the seat. When I’d decided to keep my personal gear, it had been out of an unexplainable sense of attachment, not because I thought I’d still need to use the damn thing.

I put on my ruined coat as we headed for Xander.

“This can’t happen again,” Captain Hall lectured my brother, which immediately set me on edge.

“It won’t. I never thought he’d locate the key. You have my most sincere apology.” Xander’s mouth was set in a firm line, which was pretty much as upset as he’d ever get in front of an authority figure.

I took my place next to him as Gideon took his by his father. “I respect what you’ve done, Alexander. I really do.” His forehead puckered in what would have been a worried expression had the porch light not thrown half his face into shadows that painted him an old-west villain.

Guy seriously needed to lose the cowboy hat.

“Thank you,” Xander replied. “Now, we’re going to go check on our—”

“But the time has come for you to put him in that assisted living facility in Buena Vista,” Captain Hall interrupted in that morally superior voice that had always led me to the opposite of what he demanded.

“That’s why I’m here.” I folded my arms over my chest.

“And it’s nice to see you, Camden. Really, it is. Been boring around here without you destroying everything. What do you know about caring for your father? How long are you here on leave? What’s going to happen when you go back to wherever it is you live?”

Gideon swallowed, his gaze darting between his dad and me, but he didn’t move or respond like he once would have. Guess some things had changed.

“I’m not on leave. I’m here for good. Xander called, and I came.” Hence my packed-to-the-hilt Jeep, jackass.

“Okay, you’ve been back all of five minutes and your father shot you. Does that sound like he should be living on his own?” His eyebrows rose, and he leaned forward a little.

That intimidation shit hadn’t worked on me in a good decade and sure as hell wasn’t doing it now. But I wasn’t going to let him taunt me into a reaction, either.

“It sounded like Xander needed me to come home, and I did. We’re going to make some changes that make it safer for Dad, and we’ll do it as a family. We appreciate the search party more than you know. Thank you for helping us bring him home. We can take it from here.”

His eyes narrowed.

“Listen here, son. You have no clue what it’s been like—”

“I’m not your son.” My voice dropped into that deadly, calm little space I reserved for moments I needed to keep my finger off the trigger. “And you’re right. I don’t know, but Xander does. So if you’ll excuse us, we’re going to head inside. Gid, are you good to catch a ride?”

“Yeah, no problem. Captain, let’s get out of here.”

Making sure Xander was with me, I started up the porch steps. “Camden,” Captain Hall called out.

We both turned.

“Do me a favor and keep yourself out of trouble while you’re here? Hate to see anyone else get thrown through a window.”

Xander stiffened beside me.

I’d killed lesser men in my career. Better ones, too. His comment had his intended effect—rage coiled in my muscles, ready to spring.

“You have yourself a good night, Captain,” Xander said as he rested one hand on my shoulder, the shotgun still gripped by the other.

Of course he appeased the asshole. Of course he backed down to the place he was supposed to be, the place where everything was safe and everyone knew their roles.

Xander’s place was to make peace. Mine had always been to bring war.

“Will do, Mayor Daniels,” Hall responded.

I clenched my jaw to keep it from dropping.

The two Halls gave us nods that meant different things and climbed into their SUV.

We stood there in silence, shoulder to shoulder, like the unwilling sentinels we’d become, guarding the man who’d never done the same for us. A few moments later, with the searchers and police dispersed, there was only one car I didn’t recognize in the driveway.

“So, Mayor Daniels, huh?” I asked my brother as we turned to climb the rest of the steps.

He shrugged.

“Seriously? You’re not dishonest or power hungry enough to be a politician. Trust me—I’ve met my share.”

“It’s possible to serve without presidential ambition, you know. I’m happy where I’m at. And it’s not like we’re a bustling metropolis.” He rolled his eyes and opened the front door.

“Until summer.” I paused, my gaze drawn to the mat under my feet. I’d sworn never to cross it again.

“Yeah, those extra fifty thousand people who pop up tend to complicate things, but that income keeps the town running the rest of the year, so I’d call it an even trade. Now, were you thinking of coming in, or were you going to sleep on the porch?”

I’ll never go back to Alba.

I’ll never get out of the service.

I’ll never listen to Dad blame me again.

I’ll never again lay eyes on Willow Bradley.

Compared to breaking that last promise I’d made to myself, the act of stepping over this threshold was cake.

I walked in before my common sense could stop me. After all, how the hell was I supposed to help Dad if I wouldn’t go in the house?

Xander shut the door behind me as I stood in the entryway, taking in the changes around the house I’d grown up in. Home. It had been one while Mom was alive. Little by little, the feeling had drained from the house in the way water dripped from that slow leak in



































































































TRANSWORLD

UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia
New Zealand | India | South Africa

Transworld is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

[image: Penguin Random House UK]
First published in Great Britain in 2022 by Penguin Books

Published by arrangement with Amara an imprint of Entangled Publishing, LLC

Copyright © 2020 by Rebecca Yarros

The moral right of the author has been asserted

    Cover design by Head Design
Image © Trevillion

Excerpt(s) from East of Eden by John Steinbeck, copyright © 1952 by John Steinbeck; copyright renewed © 1980 by Elaine Steinbeck, Thom Steinbeck, and John Steinbeck IV. Used by permission of Viking Books, an imprint of Penguin Publishing Group, a division of Penguin Random House LLC. All rights reserved.

This book is a work of fiction and, except in the case of historical fact, any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Every effort has been made to obtain the necessary permissions with reference to copyright material, both illustrative and quoted. We apologize for any omissions in this respect and will be pleased to make the appropriate acknowledgements in any future edition.

Interior design by Heather Howland

ISBN: 978-1-529-90915-9

This ebook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorized distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.


EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/prh_uk_logo.jpg
Penguin
Random Houge
UK





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/title_page_logo.png





EPUB/images/cover.jpg
X' 7 —

BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF FOURTH

’NG Z
Y





