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      This is a work of fiction, created without use of AI technology. Any names, characters, places or incidents are products of the author’s imagination and used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual people, places, or events is purely coincidental or fictional.

      Elle Keaton’s creative body of work cannot be used in any manner for the purpose of training AI.
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      The ring of Niall’s cell phone was jarring and interrupted the blissful peace and priceless quiet he’d finally achieved. The morning had been set aside to review the details of an unsolved J. Doe case the West Coast Forensics team was working on. While he liked his husband’s niece, Riley, and his mother-in-law, Alyson, they were talkers, and they’d only left a few minutes ago after unexpectedly stopping by to drop off homemade treats for Fenrir.

      Whoever’d said silence was golden should have passed the memo along to his extended family. Fenrir, of course, had been delighted.

      His device rang again. Niall scowled at it from across the room.

      He was tempted to ignore the damn thing; only the thought that it could be Mat convinced him to answer. Rising from his seat, he stepped to the counter and snatched the phone up from where he’d tossed it earlier that morning.

      It wasn’t Mat.

      Your Favorite Colleague flashed across the screen. Not Mat. Dammit, he still had to answer the damn thing. Ryder Mann had changed his name in Niall’s phone months ago and Niall couldn’t be bothered to change it back. Yet.

      “What?” Niall growled into the handset.

      “Cripes.” Ryder sounded exasperated. “How many times do I have to tell you that what is not how to answer a phone call?”

      “Fine, hang up and call back and I won’t answer at all. My morning will go back to its regular programming.” And he would return to his obsessive rehash of the J. Doe file.

      What was he missing?

      West Coast Forensics often worked cold cases without charge. All the investigators would sit around a table and pick a case to focus on until it was solved, or a year had passed and the team picked up another. With an estimated 40,000 unidentified deceased in the US alone, there were too many cases to choose from.

      Over a year had passed since he’d chosen case JD107, but Niall wasn’t finished with it yet. He felt a pull to this one and had the elusive feeling that the solution lingered just out of sight—like an itch in the middle of his back. He wanted to give the remains their identity back.

      “Are you caffeine deprived?” Ryder demanded. “Do I need to drive some beans over?”

      “Please, no.”

      Ryder Mann was a nice guy and a great coworker. And also married to Niall’s half brother—how Shay stood all the talking, Niall had no idea. The guy had a mouth that never stopped. Maybe he was spiritually related to Alyson Dempsey, who could withstand Riley’s chatter with no apparent problem.

      “Why are you calling me?”

      The weekly all-staff meeting wasn’t for a few days yet, and he wasn’t behind on anything. There had to be some other reason. Niall had a feeling he wasn’t going to like it.

      “Right. About that.” Ryder’s tone was serious now. “I just got off a call with a police detective from Barstow, California.”

      Barstow. One of Niall’s least favorite places. He’d been there once for work and once because it existed between points A and B. The last time was a few years ago and the city hadn’t improved since his first visit. Mostly, it had been hot.

      “I’m not on call this month,” he reminded Ryder. Unless there was an active case that demanded his area of expertise, he was staying on the island with Mat and Fenrir.

      “Yes, Niall, I know this. She called us because there was a hit on some evidence they submitted to the NDIS a while back.”

      Niall could almost hear the eye roll Ryder was giving him.

      The National DNA Index System was the Feds’ best tool for identifying unknown persons. John Does, Jane Does, any Does out there. It wasn’t perfect by any means, not even close—the system was slow and relied on volunteers and family members giving up DNA samples—but when it worked, it worked.

      “One of my cases?” He racked his brain trying to think of which case might have been plugged into the database. He didn’t think Tanya Nichols’s DNA had been loaded up; after all, they knew her identity. And Niall knew who her killer was, but the creep had left no evidence. He didn’t think his contact at Seattle PD had found anything new, but one of these days, Jeremy Vaughn would make a mistake. And Niall would cheer.

      “Not exactly,” Ryder said enigmatically.

      “Dammit, Ryder, quit fucking around.” The paperwork he was supposed to be going over for the Lindsey case, the official reason he got to stay on the island for a bit, was spread out across the kitchen table, and he needed to get back to it—as soon as he reread the Doe file.

      The silence on the other end of the line made his eyelid twitch; Ryder was always talkative. “Spit. It. Out. I don’t have all day.” He rubbed at his eye.

      “Alright. So, ten years ago, unusually heavy spring rains caused some flooding in Barstow,” Ryder spoke quickly. “A Department of Transportation worker was checking culverts and discovered human remains in one of them. Hands and feet were bound, no ID, no one had been reported missing recently. No one in the area seemed to know who the victim was, yada yada. Even though they had a sketch done and publicized the incident, no one came forward.”

      Niall leaned his hip against the counter. Fenrir, who’d been curled up on his massive dog bed, rose to his feet and padded across the room to nose Niall’s hand. Hel, Fenrir’s cat, followed after him and wound around Niall’s ankles in a show of support. Or maybe she was just planning to trip Niall when he wasn’t paying attention.

      “Long story short, the coroner collected some samples and saved them. A few years ago, the sample was sent to a national lab when the county was awarded a grant to pay for DNA from cold cases, but there were no matches to the Jane Doe at the time. Barstow called us today because they recently received an alert that their sample matched closely with someone we have in our office. On our staff. That person is you.”

      Niall’s stomach lurched.

      Ryder’s voice dropped as he continued speaking. “The possibility that the match is wrong is under one percent. This sample belonged to someone in your maternal line, someone very closely related to you. There’s a fancy name for it but I doubt you want to know what it is. It’s your mom, Niall.”

      The reassuring rasp of Fenrir’s wiry coat against his fingertips kept Niall grounded. He was in his kitchen at his cabin. The scent of freshly brewed coffee was heavy in the air. Mat had left for work a couple of hours ago. Things were the same even though his world had just shifted in a yet-to-be-defined way.

      Ana Hamarsson had been found.

      A few months ago, Kimball and Leo—the owners and masterminds behind West Coast Forensics—had asked Niall to submit a DNA sample. This was common procedure, followed in case a field agent unintentionally, through injury or some other cause, contaminated a scene.

      Niall had considered submitting his DNA in the past in the unlikely event his mother’s remains turned up, but he’d never followed through. In truth, he’d been sure she was dead for years.

      Sometime after Niall’s seventh birthday, Ana Hamarsson had dropped off the end of the earth, so submitting DNA seemed pointless. It wouldn’t change anything.

      He dragged air into his lungs as he seemed to have forgotten to breathe for a few seconds, maybe minutes. Niall didn’t know.

      “You okay?” Ryder sounded worried.

      Another deep breath, another nuzzle from Fenrir.

      “Yeah, you just caught me off guard with that.” As if news like this would ever catch a person on guard.

      After all these years, Ana Hamarsson had finally turned up. Dead, as expected. He’d never entertained a different outcome for his mother. That she’d died violently was no surprise. Would he have preferred an alternative ending for her? Yes.

      He shook his head, bemused. The brain was such a strange organ. Why was he abruptly melancholy even though he’d suspected the truth for the majority of his life? Why did the violent death of a woman who’d callously abandoned him—when he’d hardly been a boy—upset him now? Ana Hamarsson had made her choices and they’d never been good ones. It wasn’t as if he ever thought she might be alive somewhere, just waiting to make amends.

      Niall did not believe in amends.

      “There’s another thing,” Ryder said cautiously.

      Fuck.

      Niall shut his eyes, blocking out the watery spring sunshine creeping in through the kitchen window. There was always another goddammed thing. Why couldn’t life be simple?

      “Your DNA wasn’t the only hit they got.”

      He opened his eyes.

      “I’m sorry, what?” He pinched the bridge of his nose.

      “There’s a second match,” Ryder confirmed. “Detective Garcia didn’t want to divulge the name, but I convinced her it was in her best interest.”

      Ryder would’ve hacked into their system if they refused. By sweet-talking the detective, WCF’s computer expert didn’t have to break the law. Really, he’d done them a favor.

      Another relative? A long-lost cousin? The problem with that train of thought was that the Hamarsson tree was stunted. His grandparents had emigrated to the States sometime after 1945 and before 1960, and Ana had been their only child.

      “What’s the name?”

      “Dakota Owen Green. I did some quick research. Twenty-four years old, last known address in Wyoming. Seems like he moved around a lot as a kid, but he was born in Barstow, California, so there’s our legitimate connection. Interestingly,” Ryder continued, “he fell off the radar sometime in the late 2000s, when he’d have barely been a teenager. Then he popped up again about six years ago. Now he’s working at some hip brewery called Jake’s Tap in Collier’s Creek, Wyoming. Just graduated from the local community college, but he’s been waiting tables for a while.”

      It was generally best not to ask how Ryder got his information. If Ryder couldn’t figure out where Dakota Green had lived for almost a decade, the guy had to have been seriously off the grid.

      “Keep talking.” Ryder had paused for air, but Niall knew he had more to tell him.

      “Because of the information you sent in with your DNA sample, the remains have been tentatively identified as those of Ana Green, formerly Ana Hamarsson. An Ana Green worked at a truck stop outside Barstow for a few months. I haven’t found much more than that.”

      “There doesn’t seem to be a point for you to look further. She’s dead,” Niall said with a bitterness that surprised him. “By the late 2000s, she’d been dead to me for twenty-five years.”

      Ryder paused, and when he spoke again, his tone was almost reproachful. “No one reported her missing—at least, not back then.”

      Niall glared out the window again. The tide was coming in, rolling against the rocky shore, pushing some driftwood up and back down the beach. Damn, he shouldn’t be an asshole. Ryder’s mom had disappeared too, and her body still hadn’t been found.

      A missing mother was something they had in common.

      “Also not a surprise.” He kept his tone neutral this time.

      “Niall, you have a brother.” Ryder sounded exasperated, as if he’d expected Niall to jump up and down with joy at the prospect of a new blood relation.

      “A half brother,” Niall corrected. “And I already have one of those.”

      Shay Delacombe—Ryder’s husband and Niall’s half brother—was a couple of years older than Niall. This meant Niall was also related to Claribel Delacombe, Piedras Island’s matriarch and Shay’s great-aunt. So yeah, he did have other relatives, just not on the Hamarsson side.

      David Delacombe, Shay’s morally questionable father, had started an affair with Ana Hamarsson when she’d been underage. Maybe he’d really cared for her? Maybe they’d cared for each other? It didn’t matter. No one alive knew what the truth was because Shay’s father had died years ago and Ana had fled the island before anyone had even suspected she was pregnant.

      Ryder interrupted Niall’s meandering thoughts. “What are you going to do?” His tone was soft. Niall appreciated the effort.

      While Niall rarely talked about it, he’d given Shay permission to share their story with his husband. Shay’s childhood had been diametrically different from Niall’s, but they’d both suffered from the lies and the loss.

      What he really wanted to do was ignore the whole fucking situation, but that, unfortunately, was not how his mind worked. He suspected Ryder would relentlessly pester him about why he wasn’t following up on this information if he didn’t do anything.

      “I don’t know, Ryder. I need some time to think.”

      Ryder didn’t immediately respond. For a moment, Niall thought the call had dropped. He checked his screen; they were still connected.

      “I can respect that,” Ryder finally stated. “If it were my mom, and I found out there was a relative or sibling I hadn’t known about, I don’t know what I would do. All these years have passed and what if she’d left because she just didn’t want to be my mom anymore? What if she started a new life somewhere else?”

      Niall opened his mouth to respond but Ryder got there first.

      “Trust me, I don’t believe that. Mom left the apartment with the intention of returning. I know in my heart that something terrible happened and she’s dead. But sometimes, in the dark of night when I can’t sleep, thoughts sneak up on me.”

      While Niall watched, a bigger wave thundered up the beach and pushed the driftwood log far enough that it stayed above the tide line this time.

      It was far too easy for Niall to relate to Ryder’s thoughts. He’d been in foster care—Ryder had been lucky to live with a friend of his mother’s—until Niall’s grandparents learned he existed. Coming to Piedras was the second-best thing that had ever happened to him, but he still had emotional scars.

      Mat Dempsey. The first best thing.

      Niall still had violent nightmares. And Mat woke him up from them every time, even when Niall lashed out in his sleep, trying to escape the closet or the flames.
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      Something was bothering Niall.

      Mat sensed it immediately after pushing through their front door. His husband wasn’t the most demonstrative person, but he usually at least cracked a smile when Mat arrived home after being gone all day.

      After several years together, Mat also knew that Niall would talk in his own time—for the most part—so he didn’t ask him what was on his mind. Instead, he peeled off his jacket and toed off his boots before bestowing Fenrir the required scratch behind the ears while Hel wound around his ankles in an attempt to trip him up.

      “Next time we have to rescue an idiot hiker from Dead Man’s Bay, I’m considering ignoring the call,” he stated. He, of course, wouldn’t ignore a call, but the temptation was there.

      Niall grunted. Mat assumed it was a keep going response.

      “We are not a rescue agency.”

      The Piedras County Sheriff’s Department, however, acted as backup for the Piedras Island Fire Department. Mat had rescued his fair share of kittens from trees and baby ducks from culverts since taking the sheriff’s position.

      “So why rescue them? Couldn’t Flynn get down there?”

      As the salaried head of the volunteer fire department, Devon Flynn probably had better things to do than save people from their own stupidity.

      “Flynn was doing some educational thing with Jennings at the elementary school,” Mat grumbled. “All the warning signs in the world and some gal still tried to do the trail by herself in the rain. She was stuck halfway up the bluff for maybe an hour. Frankly, I think she could’ve made it back on her own.”

      “I thought they’d closed that trail until June or something.”

      Niall finished chopping some green onions, pushed them aside, and began grating cheddar cheese.

      “Yeah, well, she ‘didn’t see the notice.’ Then we had to respond to a trespassing call from Sandy Johnson, and this time it wasn’t just because she wanted some conversation.”

      Another grunt from Niall. He scooped up the cheese and tossed it into a small bowl that they’d brought back from their honeymoon in Thailand.

      “Two photographers—and I use the term loosely—followed a pair of red foxes onto Sandy’s property and wouldn’t leave when she asked them to. So that was fun and I got to write my fourth trespassing warning of the year. I think March is going to break a record. What’s cooking?”

      He already knew it was chili; he’d smelled it when he came inside.

      “Chili, cornbread, and your mom brought over cookies. Oh, and green salad.”

      Abandoning the head scratches—there would never be enough of them for Fenrir—Mat padded across the room to the round table they used both for meals and as an office when working from home. A plastic container he recognized as one of his mom’s sat in the middle. Lifting the lid, he selected a cookie and took a big bite.

      “Mmm. Chocolate chip, my favorite.”

      Mat’d had to up his daily runs to keep the sweets his mom and sister were constantly making from impacting his waistline, but after hiking down and back up Dead Man’s Cliff in the rain, he deserved a damn cookie. Maybe two.

      “I’m tempted to tell you not to ruin your dinner,” Niall rumbled.

      “Yeah,” Mat said around another bite, “but I’m an adult and if I want a cookie before dinner, I can have one.”

      “Yep. One of the few great things about being an adult.”

      Fenrir sauntered over to stand next to him, resting his chin on the tabletop.

      “No,” Mat told the dog firmly. “You may not have a cookie. We all know that chocolate is bad for dogs.”

      “Is it though?” Niall said. “Or is it a devious human plot to keep all the best treats to ourselves?”

      The look Fenrir shot Mat was scathing and filled with disgust. How a nonverbal beast was able to telegraph his thoughts and feelings so well was a constant source of amusement for Mat.

      “No,” he repeated.

      Fenrir huffed, eyeing him as if he fully expected Mat to change his mind.

      “Riley dropped off some treats for Fenrir and Hel earlier,” Niall said, pointing the wooden spoon he held at a second plastic container sitting on the end of the counter.

      “Oh, I see how it is. Bribery all around.”

      Grabbing the second box, Mat took out several of the homemade treats. Turning back around, he found Fenrir and Hel sitting on their haunches next to each other, looking as if butter wouldn’t melt in their mouths.

      “Were you good today?” Mat asked.

      “If you call chasing each other around the yard through every mud puddle they could find, good. Then, yes, they were good.”

      Mat still found it funny that Hel thought she was a dog. The young cat didn’t act like a normal feline at all. She even swam in the chilly waters of the strait when she thought it was warm enough. They had several videos of her riding Fenrir in the waves like she was some kind of mer-cat.

      Breaking the biscuit into pieces, Mat held out a chunk to Fenrir, who took it gently from between his fingers. Hel was not so careful. Mat set hers on the floor and then watched as they gobbled them down. Ten seconds later, they both looked expectantly at him for more.

      “Maybe later.”

      With a snort of displeasure, Fenrir turned his back on Mat and clomped back to his dog bed, where he flopped down with a huff. Hel eyed Mat a moment longer before joining Fenrir on the bed. From there, they both glared at him. Mat shook his head and turned back to Niall.

      “Ryder called with some interesting news.” Niall was at the stove now, his back to Mat as he stirred his signature chili. “About Ana.”

      Mat sucked in a breath between his teeth. If Ryder Mann had called Niall, it meant something big had happened. Crossing his arms, Mat stepped to the counter and propped his hip against it so he could at least watch Niall’s profile.

      “What did he have to say?”

      “You know that DNA I submitted a while back?”

      Mat nodded. There’d been a lot of discussion in the Dempsey-Hamarsson household about Niall sending in a sample. In the end, Niall hadn’t had a choice because WCF had required it. The decision was taken out of his hands.

      “There was a hit,” Niall continued. “Until ten years or so ago, Ana was alive and living in Barstow.”

      Nodding again, Mat thought very carefully about his response. This news had to have Niall all twisted up inside. His mother had been alive all this time—or at least until not too long ago. She’d just… abandoned her son and never looked back? She’d never even tried to communicate with her family? Mat realized he’d secretly harbored hope for a better result.

      Both of them had believed Ana was already dead, so the fact she actually was dead wasn’t the surprise. The fact that there’d been a hit on Niall’s DNA sample meant she’d been in the system as a victim of a crime. Unfortunately, also not surprising.

      It was that her death had occurred relatively recently that had Mat reeling. And, no doubt, Niall too.

      “What do you need me to do? What do you need to do?”

      Whatever Niall needed, Mat would be there for him. The question was—how much would Niall admit to needing?

      Reaching across the counter, Niall grabbed a ladle from the metal utensil holder. Without immediately replying, he began spooning chili into bowls he had ready. When he was satisfied with the serving amount, he picked the bowls up and brought them to the table, setting them down in between the stacks of paperwork taking up the rest of the surface area, then he pulled out a chair and sat.

      Following Niall’s lead, Mat sat across from him. The dog and cat made themselves comfortable, scooting as close to the table as they were allowed and watching and waiting for tidbits to fall to the floor.

      “I’m not sure,” Niall finally admitted.

      “What else did Ryder say?”

      Mat did not doubt that Ryder had learned as much as he could about the test results before alerting Niall.

      “Not much.” Niall spooned chili into his mouth.

      But there was something. Mat knew there was something else. Niall was working up himself to sharing whatever it was. Again following his lead, Mat took a bite of the chili. As always, it was delicious. Spicy—but not too much— and with a deep flavor that Mat was never able to replicate when he did the cooking.

      After swallowing, Mat asked, “But he found something?”

      With a deep sigh, Niall set his spoon down and glanced up at the timber ceiling before looking directly at Mat for the first time that evening.

      “Something, yeah. My sample wasn’t the only hit. There’s a boy. Ana had another son.”

      It was a good thing Mat hadn’t taken another bite yet; otherwise, he would have choked on it.

      “What the hell? You have a brother?” That Niall might have a long-lost relative had never crossed Mat’s mind. Ana was an unfit mother the first time around. The idea of her having a second child was horrifying.

      Niall’s lips flattened into a thin line. “Another one? I guess so. Genetically anyway.”

      “She really had another kid?” Mat still was stuck on the reality that Ana Hamarsson had abandoned her first son and then gone on to have another one. What kind of life had he lived?

      “Ryder got a name,” Niall said.

      “Of course he did.”

      Ryder was resourceful and savvy and no doubt he’d known what Niall would ask when he called.

      “Name’s Dakota Green. Twenty-four years old, lives in some town called Collier’s Creek. In Wyoming.”

      “Wy-fucking-oming? How the hell did Ana end up there?”

      Wyoming seemed about as far from Piedras as the moon, especially for what he knew of Ana. What had drawn her there?

      “Ryder said he was born in California. Can’t say if Ana made it as far as Wyoming. Maybe the kid moved there later.”

      California seemed much more likely a place Ana would have landed. If she’d hitchhiked, the I-5 corridor would be easy enough to take south, and Cali was the Golden State. Maybe she’d thought she could restart her life there.

      “If he’s twenty-four and she died a decade ago…” Mat let his voice trail off.

      “He’s been on his own for a while now.”

      Much like Niall. Albeit, older than Niall had been when Ana abandoned him. Mat wondered if that was worse or better as they ate in silence. By the time he was scraping the bottom of his bowl, he still didn’t have an answer.
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