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            CHAPTER 1

          

        

      

    

    
      The past loomed in Dan’s life like a ghost. The shadow of a time that was gone now but never really went away. Every time he passed the farmhouse the crack of a gunshot split his eardrums.

      The flash of light from the muzzle.

      He blinked and squeezed his eyes shut. Fresh air. The breeze on his face and the faintest tang of overripe tomatoes. His boots in the soft grass. The faint nicker of his horse.

      He was an adult now, and that was a long time ago. Why wouldn’t it leave him alone? Today of all days was the hardest—the anniversary of the night it happened.

      Dan Walden opened his eyes and continued past the house he hadn’t stepped foot in since that day, fifteen years ago. Curtains still drawn, paint peeling from the siding, and shingles torn off by that spring hailstorm. The inside was probably all dust and rodents by now. He halted on the grass and looked at his watch. Hour and a half and he’d be twenty-six.

      Happy Birthday to him.

      The sky was blue, and the breeze took the edge off the heat of the last week—Thank You, Lord. Warmth collected in the fish bowl where he’d lived his entire life. Every single day in this town with no way in or out, surrounded entirely by mountains; the comfort of their standing sentry over his farm, and over this town, wasn’t far from the comfort Dan felt from his Heavenly Father. The protective hand of God. They’d needed plenty of that protection the last couple of years.

      Things were finally calming down. The sheriff and his wife were having a baby soon, and in a few days Dan was going to perform the wedding of the town’s doctor and their nurse. The town of Sanctuary had finally been guided to a place of joy and thanksgiving.

      Bay must have heard his boots, because a nicker came from inside the barn. Dan smiled. He could take her out for a ride. Maybe head to the lake and lie on the dock until the sun went down. Some quiet prayer time tonight would do him good. Who needed a birthday anyway? It was almost dark, and apparently she wasn’t going to come over. He’d be okay on his own for the evening. The peace of God that passes understanding…

      Dan frowned. A golf cart headed down the lane. The mayor, Samuel Collins, was being driven over by another man. Neither of them he’d consider a friend. The mayor kept to himself most days, and his health was sufficiently bad that when Dan had paid him a visit, the mayor had his housekeeper politely decline. He’d tried two more times, but apparently Collins didn’t want the company of the town pastor.

      Until now.
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        * * *

      

      Gemma planted her shoe on the grassy dirt and froze. Those dark, round orbs stared back at her from maybe ten feet. She’d never been good at judging distances. The breeze shifted, and a branch swished against her arm. The deer blinked. Stared at her. Superstition. It was nothing but superstition, and one she wasn’t even sure actually held weight since the last person to see the deer was still alive. This didn’t mean anything.

      The deer didn’t move.

      Gemma inched forward, slowly at first to see if it would run off. Then she started up walking. It didn’t mean—the deer raced away before she reached him. Her. Whichever.

      The path she was on wound through the woods from the diner to the farm, though Gemma would have to cut left, or she’d end up passing Dan’s land altogether. Her visit was just one friend helping out another friend on an anniversary difficult enough it left lines on his face for days afterward. They did the same thing every year. Not a birthday party, it would never be that. But she couldn’t let the day pass by unrecognized.

      There were years Dan never would’ve survived it alone.

      His friends didn’t even know about his past, or what today was. Dan hadn’t told anyone that it was the anniversary of the worst night of his life. And there were few who’d lived in Sanctuary, their witness protection town, back then. Apparently Gemma was in this strange category of “someone who knew” and “someone who cared.” If his friends knew, they’d be all over it, bringing him dinner and making sure he was okay. It was how she knew they had no idea.

      And then there was her. Just friends. They’d been “just friends” since that third grade field trip to the ranch when he’d forgotten his sandwich, and she’d shared her mom’s homemade hummus and pita bread with him. He’d explained to her the particulars of the genus of cucumber she’d brought—a cucumber grown on his farm.

      The trees rustled. Gemma glanced aside and saw the deer again, it’s face concealed in part by foliage. Twice?

      Gemma picked up her pace. She might not believe in superstition, but she couldn’t deny the fact that once in a while it seemed like the world was trying to tell her something—like if bad weather was coming, or things were looking up. She got outside as much as she could and had written entire novels on her laptop, sitting on the grass outside at the library where she worked.

      She’d never told anyone that it was as if the earth seemed to speak to her. Not in any magical or mystical way. Just a feeling. She’d told no one except Dan, and he’d suggested it might be the Creator. Gemma didn’t know if she believed in a benevolent being, but she couldn’t deny the strength of his faith. The Bible had navigated him through some of the hardest times anyone should have to face. Ever. She’d read every blog and most books that existed on the subject of childhood trauma and PTSD. The man should be seeing a professional twice a week, attending a support group and taking medication. But they didn’t have two of those things in Sanctuary, and the stubborn man said he didn’t want drugs.

      If the deer was God’s way of telling her He wanted her to keep Dan’s secret, that was fine with her. And if God was using creation to send her a message then she would listen. If He was God, He could do whatever He wanted.

      Gemma broke into a run, just in case. Who knew what seeing the deer meant? She sprinted fast enough the tote bag bumped against her leg with every step. At the edge of the trees where his front lawn started, Gemma slowed. The mayor stood with Dan outside the barn. Dan was one of the few people who still showed the mayor any measure of respect. Checkered shirt, sleeves rolled up so that she could see the defined muscles of his forearms. Jeans and brown boots. His hair had needed cutting three weeks ago, but apparently he didn’t have time. Which wasn’t a problem, because it seriously worked.

      Just friends.

      It had become a mantra. To the point that at least fifty times a day she wondered if she should tell him they couldn’t be friends anymore. Maybe they should just avoid each other as best they could in a town of two hundred protected witnesses. She’d keep to her end of town; he could keep to his. She’d avoid the church, and he’d grieve that until he realized it was for the best.

      But not today, on the anniversary of his mom’s… disappearance. There was no way she could give him the break-up speech she’d rehearsed in front of the bathroom mirror a thousand times.

      Maybe tomorrow.

      The mayor looked… aggravated, maybe? Though he was trying to hide it. His gray suit didn’t fit well anymore, and his silver hair had thinned. He’d ditched the rings he’d always worn, as though tired of pretending. The mayor looked like he was trying to convince Dan of something, while Dan was giving the man his characteristic nothing. Holding all his cards, giving not one thing away. She’d seen him stand perfectly still for a full five minutes of conversation once, before saying one word. The “tell” was in the corner of his mouth, and in his eyes. But she was too far away to see clearly. She had to get closer.

      Gemma left the bag behind a tree for later and crossed the grass like she had something to say. The mayor didn’t need to know she was there to hang out with Dan—that would mean theirs wasn’t a secret friendship.

      The route made her pass by the farmhouse. Dan had kept it locked since his father’s heart attack. Then after the explosion had destroyed the ranch months ago, it had been condemned. Even though the bomb had exploded on the other side of town, the aftershocks had torn apart the earth and brought down the back porch on Dan’s house. Not that he cared, or had any intention of fixing it.

      She’d have burned the place down by now.

      When she got close enough to hear, it was the mayor who was speaking. “You’ve lived here your whole life, Daniel.”

      Gemma winced even as Dan’s lips pressed together. He hated that name.

      The mayor’s voice boomed across the clearing. “It’s as a courtesy to you that I’m here to extend this offer because of your standing in the town. It cannot continue in the same greatness we have established if someone who does not understand how things work falls into the position of mayor through some kind of asinine voting system that should have been scrapped years ago. I wish to appoint my successor. Someone who has lived here their entire life, who understands that this town needs a guiding hand. A shepherd, as it were.”

      Okay so Dan might be the pastor, but that was pushing it. And what was the mayor doing? Gemma had lived here her whole life also, but he hadn’t offered her his job. Evidently she was just the librarian, and not a valuable member of the community. No one even knew about her other job writing books. They just thought she sat behind her counter all day and checked out other people’s books. They were all in witness protection, so they weren’t big on sharing, but this was a small town. She had plenty of secrets, and no one had even tried to figure them out.

      If she didn’t have Shelby, the nurse at the medical center, for a best friend, she’d have gone crazy by now. Or signed herself out of witness protection and left the town forever.

      She glanced at Dan again.

      Okay, so she wouldn’t have left.

      Dan’s gaze locked with hers. Humor sparked in his eyes. She’d given up trying to convince him that everything about her wasn’t hilarious, but he thought her attempts to do that were hilarious, too.

      “Good afternoon, Mayor Collins.”

      The mayor whirled around with far more agility than a man with serious medical problems should be able to. Gemma adored sneaking up on people. It was delicious. She smiled as sweetly as she could, channeling her inner Scarlet O’Hara. Maybe the tattoos would cancel out the debutante thing, but she could pull it off for a second. If she’d lived in the outside world and not closeted away in a witness protection town, she’d have been a world class con artist. A grifter. And she’d have written bestselling novels about her adventures.

      “Ms. Gemma.”

      See? Totally southern. She turned to Dan, let go of her smile, and put her hands on her hips to seal the deal. “There was a caterpillar in my corn husk.”

      Dan said, “It’s all natural, no pesticides.”

      “I don’t like furry crawly things in my vegetables.”

      “Then buy frozen ones from the town store.”

      “Ew.” As if.

      The mayor butted in. “I’ll speak with you about this another time, Daniel.”

      Dan turned his head to address the mayor. “I’ll pray about your offer.”

      The mayor didn’t give away how he felt about prayer; he just wandered off. Dan glanced at her. “Ew?” His eyes gleamed.

      She whispered, “You know I was raised on an organic diet. I’d probably have a stroke if I ate a frozen pea.”

      The golf cart engine whirred, and the mayor was driven away by his crony. Gemma waited until he was well out of earshot. “I don’t know whether to be glad or ticked off that he hasn’t been by the library to offer me his position.”

      Dan didn’t move for a second. Then he said, “I’m…not sure you should be the mayor.” Why did he sound like he was trying not to anger her?

      “I’d make a good mayor!” She waved in His Honor’s direction, toward the road that led from the farm into town. “It’s not like he actually does anything.”

      Dan’s lips curled up. “I’m praying about that, too.”

      “Good.” Gemma shivered. “Collins freaks me out about as much as Andy does. A few weeks ago Collins showed up at the library to ‘offer me condolences.’ The next thing I knew I was leaving him alone to lock up my library and going to see my mom to find out why she never told me Hal was my dad.” She paused a second. “Do you think he knows mind control?”

      “I think you’ve been reading a bunch of books about people with bizarre abilities.”

      Gemma shrugged. It was research for a new pen name, since the US Marshals declared she could write with conditions. She had to become an entirely new author every three years and switch genres, never to publish under that name again. This would be the fourth name she’d written behind, and she was in the mood for something interesting. Like urban fantasy, or some kind of historical fiction where the characters could do magic. Probably they’d try to steer her toward sweet romances—like they could control her art—and she’d have to write from the perspective of a Sunday school teacher whose biggest problem was that her grandson said a potty word. Yeah, right.

      He hadn’t looked away. His gaze was still on her. “I haven’t seen you in a while.”

      She didn’t want to shrug again, but she had to do something to off-set the effect those words had. Only it made it more of a sucker punch when he aimed that gaze at her and basically said he’d missed her. “I’m deep in the throes of researching a new genre.”

      It was entirely likely he read more books than she did, given how much he had his nose in that Bible always tucked in his back pocket. The thing was falling apart.

      Gemma shifted on her Converse. “I brought a bottle of Coke and some cherry syrup. You wanna take a walk?” Like they didn’t do the same thing every time they hung out on this exact day—that being an overload on sugar. With the way his dad had been and her mom’s all natural, taste-free lifestyle, it had been their rebellion against this life, this town. And the people who were supposed to have taken care of them.

      “Sure,” he said. The edge that talking to the mayor gave him had left, and she caught a measure of peace. “Just let me go change.”

      He turned to the barn, and she saw the bulge of his pocket-size Bible in the back of his jeans. Gemma glanced up at the blue sky, and the valance of clouds. Thank You for giving him that.

      She yelled over her shoulder before he disappeared. “I’ll get the bag.”
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        * * *

      

      Dan left the barn door open because he was raised in it, and touched Bay’s wiry nose on the way past. Everyone had gone home for the day. It was Friday, and those who lived in town didn’t have any reason to hang around when they could be elsewhere. He employed six people, but only two full time—a husband and wife, Megan and Chase, who were in their forties, no kids, and worked as his managers.

      Dan’s farm produced thirty-six different kinds of produce, four varieties of raw milk, and the best honey ever—in his opinion. His greenhouses kept the town in vegetables three-hundred sixty-five days out of the year. Nothing that was flown in could compare.

      It was almost an empire. Of vegetables. If he wasn’t constantly half a step from losing his mind he might even take a moment to think on all he’d accomplished.

      The last time he’d had an “episode” his manager, Megan—not Chase, thankfully—had gotten him back to his room before he could wig out all over the place in front of everyone. He’d actually punched Chase on one occasion. Thank You, Papa, it wasn’t Megan. They knew enough to be careful around him, to not bring up anything about his family, the history of the farm, or the past in general. He had to live in the present. He couldn’t even read one of Gemma’s books because it would take him out of his life and the mental struts he’d erected around his memories. If they slipped and it all crumbled, Dan would…

      He didn’t even want to think about it, but it would probably involve a prolonged hospital stay in a padded white room where he couldn’t hurt himself.

      From the town of Sanctuary, I will cry to You. When my heart is overwhelmed, lead me back to You.

      Dan flipped the latch and stepped inside the storage room at the back of the barn. He’d slept for years in one of the horse stalls because his father insisted. And as he’d had no intention of stepping one foot in that house, he’d moved into the storage room at the back of the barn after the old man dropped dead on the lettuce when Dan was sixteen. The romaine had never grown right since.

      Dan had a tiny closet for his clothes, a three-drawer dresser, a bed his feet hung off the end of, and a desk with a wooden chair. The bathroom was a tiny room beyond that. His books were scattered across every available surface. Commentaries, devotionals, old works of Oswald Chambers he’d had Gemma find used online and shipped in.

      Because they were all in witness protection, the town didn’t have any phone contact with the outside world. Their landline phones only dialed internally, except for the sheriff’s satellite phone which was separate. They had two hours of scheduled internet access each week per person via the library computers, but he mostly didn’t use it. Mail could be sent in and out, and was delivered each week on Fridays now, along with supplies.

      He stripped off his shirt and the T-shirt he wore underneath, washed up real quick since Gemma was waiting, and pulled on a clean tee.

      Gemma.

      Dan had heard the sheriff, John Mason, say many times that he had no clue what his wife was thinking. Matthias, whose wife ran the bakery, said the same thing. Like women were a great mystery they were trying to solve.

      Dan wasn’t trying. Gemma showed up when he needed company. They talked, and he felt better after he saw her. When she didn’t come by for a few weeks, he sought her out. They hung out, talked, and he got her to a place where he could elicit a laugh from her if she was having a rough time. Not that she’d tell him what was up with her.

      There wasn’t much to figure out about Gemma. They were friends, and they made each other’s lives better. It had always been that way, even back at school as kids. Through the dark and the light, Gemma had been there with him when he’d needed someone tangible. As adults they saw each other infrequently, but when they did there was something about her that…settled him. If he could figure out an adequate way to say thank you, he’d do it. But he didn’t possess anything that immense which he could give her.

      Only the knowledge of the Gospel.

      He’d shared his faith with her a thousand times over in the years since he’d come to understand the enormity of what God had done. She knew what Papa had done, what He did every day for Dan, yet she didn’t believe. She’d made no profession of faith for herself.

      Now Dan was a pastor, and Gemma was his unbelieving best friend. He knew the others would frown on their relationship if it ever became public knowledge. Not out of judgment, but out of concern for him. It was why Dan had never told them, and why he and Gemma had decided to keep their friendship a secret.

      Fifteen years, and not a day went by he didn’t think of it. When he didn’t remember the sound of that gunfire. The flash, the jolt. His mom…disappeared. His father, same old dad. He didn’t want to think about himself, or he would end up in a head-funk he couldn’t get out of.

      Dan buttoned his shirt as he walked, then reached back and fingered the Bible in his pocket. He shut the door to his room and strode out. No point in locking his door. Not in a small town when he had nothing of note worth stealing anyway. Besides, any thief would have to get past Bay first.

      Dan blew the horse a kiss, and she nickered back to him. He latched the barn door shut and scanned the trees for Gemma. She emerged with a canvas bag swinging from her hand that he didn’t have to guess held two plastic cups, a bottle of Coke, and cherry syrup. It was what they did.

      She walked with that loose-legged stride. Her milk-white skin with those freckles and her fire-red hair that flashed in the sunset’s orange glow made her seem almost like some creature from a fantasy novel. He’d seen one of the covers once, at the library.

      She grinned as she walked, and he kept his gaze on her so that it didn’t stray to the house. She called out, “How about the lake?”

      The town had elected to turn the hole the bomb blast had left into a man-made lake and stock it with fish. Dan never caught anything, though. He liked to dangle his tired feet in the water and lay back and stare at the stars while he prayed. Would it bother her if he took his boots off?

      “Sure. That sounds great. Hey, you wanna take the horses?” He’d have to go back in the barn and saddle them.

      She lit up. “Yes!”

      Dan turned back to the barn. Out the corner of his eye, still a good fifteen feet from him, Gemma’s footsteps faltered. She hesitated for half a second and a weird look shadowed over her face, but she kept walking.

      The ground tremored. A branch cracked, and Gemma yelled, “Dan.” Her voice laced with worry.

      “Don’t—”

      The ground between them caved in and Gemma fell into it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Gemma had never seen a semi-truck in real life, but she got the expression anyway, because it felt like she’d been hit by one. She’d lived her whole life inside this ring of mountains with no cell phones, no vehicles except a Jeep, two designated pickup trucks, some golf carts, and a couple of ATVs to clear snow. The sky swam above her, inside the hole she’d fallen through.

      The juts of rocks and uneven dirt were a painful bed beneath where she lay. She blinked and tried to move. Fingers, toes, her head. Pain sliced through her, and a feral moan emerged from deep in her throat. She was down, far down. Dan.

      Gemma fought the pain and managed to turn her head to the side. What she saw made no sense, but the light revealed only the truth in all its ugly glory.

      A tunnel.

      She shifted again and everything went black.
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        * * *

      

      Lord… Dan’s thoughts drifted like smoke. He couldn’t even say it. Papa. You know what I can’t say. She can’t be dead. I can’t handle that. God knew if she was still alive, even if Dan couldn’t form the words out loud.

      She’d been swallowed up by the ground.

      “Gemma!” He took two steps. The ground started to cave in so he jumped back.

      No response.

      “Gemma! Can you hear me? Are you okay?”

      The closest phone was back in the barn. He could barely stomach the idea of leaving her, but if he was going to get medical help, that was his only shot. Dan raced back to it.

      Ring. “Deputy Ling.”

      “Gemma—” He pushed out a breath and gripped the handset so hard it was about to crack. “It’s Dan, at the farm. Gemma fell in a sink hole.”

      The new deputy was quick with the questions, her voice steady enough it enabled him to get a handle on the derby race of thoughts in his head. Dan pulled in a breath and pushed it out slowly. “I can’t help her.”

      “I’ll be there in minutes, and I’ll get the doctor.”

      Dan hung up. He ran over toward the hole, but couldn’t do anything except stand there and watch, yell her name, and then listen for any sound that indicated she might be alive. Waiting. I have to be patient, Papa. Don’t let her die. You incline to me and hear my cry. They’d get her out of that horrible pit, out of the miry clay. Set her feet upon the rock. Establish her steps. A new song in her mouth. Psalms of deliverance and His faithfulness ran through Dan’s head. I’m trusting You, Papa.

      Dan got rope from the barn just in case. He secured it with a carabiner to the barn door and threw it as far as he could. When the end landed in the hole, he called her name. Nothing. He pulled the end of the rope back and tied it around his waist.

      The sheriff’s Jeep sped down the road that stretched from town, west of his farm. It was maybe half a mile of pitted concrete, but it gave him a sense of privacy and an escape from getting overloaded with being around too many people. If more than a handful knew how fragile his mental state was they’d never have let him be pastor. This town needed someone steady, someone who knew what he was doing. Instead they got Dan, who was a hair from falling apart nearly every second. He could barely get out of bed in the morning without Papa coaxing him into the light.

      Dan lowered to his belly on the grass and started to crawl forward.

      The Jeep door slammed. “Dan!” She called his name like a warning. “What are you doing?”

      He didn’t look back. “We have to get her out somehow. You have a better idea, Mei?”

      “Let me do it.”

      That was actually a good idea. The deputy sheriff was five-three and weighed maybe one-ten all compacted into a tiny body. Still, she had this air about her, like she could bench-press his truck if she wanted to. That was exaggerating, but she was just one of those people who was more than what you saw. And people misjudged her. She knew it, and she used it.

      He backed up and untied the rope.

      When her fingers wrapped around it, Dan looked down into her almond eyes and didn’t let go. “Get her out, but don’t get hurt. I don’t know how I’ll get both of you out.” It wasn’t like they had a crane.

      “Dr. Noel will be here in a couple of minutes.”

      Dan nodded and let go to watch her tie the rope and then crawl the same path he had. No one knew where the Chinese woman had come to Sanctuary from. She was maybe twenty-one, but looked like she could be years younger. Acted like she was thirty, had seen everything, done most of it, and lived to tell the tale. No one dared ask her who she’d been before she was sent to their witness protection town. Two months, and no one even had the guts to find out if Mei Ling was her real name.

      Their last deputy had left a path of destruction behind him, and they’d gone without for more than a year. But John’s baby was due any day. His family was growing and the marshal’s chest was puffed out all the time, everything right in the world. Dan wanted to know what that would look like for him. A wife, a family. They weren’t going to live in the barn with him, so it wouldn’t work. Papa. He needed to give up that dream.

      John had told them all that Mei was qualified for the job of deputy sheriff, and that she came highly recommended. John should know. He was a deputy marshal, and his brother was the former director of the entire US Marshal Service.

      The tiny woman crawled on while the ground shifted around her. “Whoa.” The American phrase came from her lips effortlessly, though he’d heard her mutter in Chinese—he guessed—plenty of times.

      “Be careful,” he called out.

      As if she wasn’t? But he had to say it anyway, just as he had to pray. He barely took one step without praying, and now Gemma could be hurt. Was hurt. So he prayed it wasn’t too bad. He prayed Elliot could help. He prayed Shelby—Gemma’s best friend and the doctor’s fiancée, a nurse herself—would come soon. That they all would help get her out of the ground.

      “Almost there.” Now it was her turn to say the obvious.

      “Do you see her?”

      Mei crawled another few inches, her body flat on the ground. He gripped the rope, keeping it taut between them so she didn’t fall.

      “I see her!”

      Dan pushed out the breath he’d been holding. A golf cart sped down the road. “Elliot and Shelby are almost here.”

      Mei nodded.

      When they pulled up, Elliot slid a backboard out. Shelby raced over and stood by him. “She’ll be okay.”

      Dan nodded. He didn’t know what Gemma had told her about the two of them and their longstanding friendship. The way she stared at him, he figured he looked sick so she just knew he cared.

      The ground rumbled. “She’s too far down to reach,” Mei yelled, glancing over her shoulder at him. “Six feet, maybe seven. You’ll have to lower me.” She turned back to the hole. “Gemma, wake up!”

      Did he want to ask if she looked okay? Maybe Gemma should stay unconscious, maybe that was better. She could have snapped her neck. She could be bleeding, or…

      Shelby touched his arm. “Take a deep breath through your nose.” She spoke the same way he talked to the mama goat when she got riled. Soft and slow. “Now blow it out slowly from your mouth.”

      The clean air settled his stomach.

      “Again.”

      Dan held the rope and breathed.

      “Okay, lower me down!”

      Elliot crawled from the opposite direction with the backboard at an angle, toward where Mei lay on the dirt. She disappeared into the hole.

      Elliot reached the edge of the hole and lowered the board. “Get her secure with the rope. Dan can haul her up, and I’ll pull her out.”

      The doctor glanced at his fiancée, who stood beside Dan on the balls of her feet waiting for news about her friend. The look on Elliot’s face said it all.

      It wasn’t good.
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        * * *

      

      Gemma’s head pounded. She pushed up from the bed. Dan.

      “Lay back down!” Shelby was hovering like a mama cat that would bite the kitten to get it to comply.

      “I want to know if he saw.”

      Gemma had been in here once before, when she broke her wrist at the age of twelve. But that was the other medical center, the one that had blown up. This one was new, though they’d used the same basic design.

      Mei stared at her from the far side of the room. It made Gemma uncomfortable enough to wonder if she should write a spy thriller instead of just reading them. Mei might be able to help her with the details of interrogation. Maybe that was why she was so right for the deputy sheriff’s job. Things did have a tendency to get a little crazy in the town of Sanctuary.

      “Just concentrate on you, Gem.” Shelby’s nose crinkled. “Dan was shaken up, but he’s fine.”

      “Are you sure?” She was giving too much away, but apparently having a concussion meant she had no filter. The cut on her head had stopped bleeding, and she was going to have a nasty gash—if not a full on scar—under her hair. Had Dan seen the blood? If he had, there was no telling where he was or how he was doing. “You need to send Elliot to check.” She glanced at Mei. “Or John. Someone needs to make sure he’s okay.”

      “I’m sure he’s fine.”

      Gemma clenched her fists. “You don’t understand!”

      Shelby frowned. “If you can’t calm down, Elliot will have to give you something to make you sleep, Gem.” She glared at her friend, but Shelby stood her ground. “I’ll do it. And I won’t feel guilty at all. You’re going to hurt yourself. You fell in a hole.”

      Mei pushed off the wall and strode to the other side of the bed but looked at Shelby. “Why don’t you get the patient a soda or something?”

      Shelby glanced between them, then her gaze settled on Gemma. “No caffeine.”

      She whined. “Why do you hate me?”

      Shelby actually laughed before she reached the door. As soon as she was out of the room, Gemma said, “John needs to see to Dan.”

      Mei lifted her radio. “Sheriff, do you copy?”

      His voice cut in, “I did say you can call me John.”

      Mei didn’t even smile at his response. She just asked him if he’d find the pastor and make sure he was okay. “Sure thing. Deputy.”

      That made Mei smile, though it was more of a slight twitch of her lips. Mei perched with her hip on the end of the bed and pulled out a pad of paper and a pencil. “Feel like answering some questions?”

      Gemma settled back against the pillows and shrugged. “I dunno, my head hurts pretty bad.” It was true. Her body ached, and she’d bruised a kidney landing on a rock. But that wasn’t why she didn’t want to talk.

      “What brought you to the pastor’s house?”

      Not Dan. The pastor. Gemma should remember that. “We hang out sometimes.”

      “So you’re sleeping with each other.”

      “What? No!”

      “Wow. That might actually be true.” Mei tipped her head to the side and stared at her like Gemma was a zoo animal. “Huh.” She blinked those long gorgeous black eyelashes. “Okay, so you hang out. What does that entail?”

      “Talking?” Gemma didn’t know what the right answer was. Mei thought they were having a romantic entanglement? Not that she’d all the way object. It was Dan, and he was her best friend, but he’d never been like that. Gemma had seen too many problems arise from sharing that with someone when there wasn’t one hundred percent trust. Plus, those thousand books she’d read in her rouge period, before the steampunk novels. So much drama. Sex and drama. It seemed like the whole world turned on sex and drama.

      Her life was far simpler than that, and wouldn’t you know she actually liked it that way.

      Mei wrote something down. “Talking. Okay.” Like she didn’t all the way believe it, but she was willing to entertain the idea. “Do you…talk…often?”

      “It’s not a euphemism. We’re friends.”

      Mei nodded slowly. “I think I’m getting it.”

      That’s was good, because Gemma didn’t have the brain power to explain. “The mayor left and Dan went to change his shirt. I was walking back across the grass and fell in the hole.”

      “Did you know the tunnel was down there?”

      “No.” Gemma shut her eyes and remembered it. The dark expanse.

      “And the pastor, does he know there’s a tunnel under his house?”

      “I don’t think so.” He’d have told her. Plus, didn’t that mean he’d have to have gone in the house? No way.

      Mei asked her about the Mayor and what he’d been doing there. She was still asking when Shelby came in. She pulled up short, a straw in an open can of clear soda. “The mayor?”

      “Apparently if you’re a lifer, that means he offers you succession.” Except he hadn’t actually offered it to her. Just Dan. Was it because she was a girl, or because she was a librarian? Libraries were institutions of learning that were the heart of a community. Who—in Sanctuary and out in the rest of the world—hadn’t gone to the library as a child to check out a book for a school project? Adults frequented her shelves, and people held meetings in her rooms. Even those who didn’t read came in to surf the internet. It was their only access.

      “Okay.” Shelby handed her the can and said to Mei, “Question time is over. She needs to rest.”

      Shelby adjusted the blanket. The ceiling light was off, and only the white glow from the hall gave any light, but enough it vaguely bothered her head.

      “Did my mom get here?”

      “I called her, but she didn’t answer. I left a message.” Shelby didn’t react. They both felt the same way about Janice and the fact she’d withdrawn since the explosion rocked the town. Shelby just didn’t know it was because that was the day Hal Leonard had died.

      Her father. She’d told Dan that interesting factoid but not Shelby. Yet.

      Gemma pushed all that aside. “Hey, Shelb⁠—”

      Her friend waved away the words. “Sleep first. Okay? We’ll have plenty of time to talk tomorrow.”

      Gemma had wanted to tell her for weeks. She had a huge secret, and yet every opportunity to tell Shelby that Hal had been her father—that she’d never known all this time she’d been living in the same town as him—had passed them by. He’d been having a secret relationship with her mom for years. Gemma had met him, talked to him, and thought they’d had a rapport. At least as much rapport as a twenty-four year-old could have with a sixty-something biker. They’d laughed over tuna in the tiny town grocery store, and he’d never said one word about being her father.

      Neither had her mom.

      It didn’t surprise her that her mom hadn’t shown tonight. Janice didn’t want to talk with Gemma about the past. Said she only wanted to move on, like Gemma had since she moved out a few months ago. Like Gemma could move on from being lied to for her entire life? One day normal, the next day John shows up like, “Hey, Gemma, your dead father left you an inheritance.” He’d actually stuttered when he realized she didn’t even know Hal was her father.

      Hal was dead, all Gemma had was an archaic radio station and a giant secret.

      She wanted to tell her best friend, but Shelby was getting married next week. Gemma would tell her when she got back from her honeymoon—to Frannie and Matthias’s house up the mountain. She’d heard the view was spectacular.

      The woman was planning a wedding. She needed to focus, not worry about Gemma. So Shelby left Gemma to the quiet, and Gemma closed her eyes. Only she didn’t want to be alone. She didn’t want those thoughts, all the questions swirling in her head.

      “Knock, knock.” His voice was a whisper. Probably didn’t want to wake her if she was sleeping.

      Gemma smiled and turned her head. Pain spiked through her. “Ouch.” She groaned the word.

      Dan winced. “That bandage doesn’t look good.”

      “Are you okay?”

      His eyes softened, and he sat in the spot where Mei had been. “I’m okay. It wasn’t fun, but I’m glad you’re awake. What does the recovery look like?”

      “Headaches for days. Blah blah, muscle aches, blah blah, plenty of rest. Something like that.”

      He smiled with his lips. “I brought your bag.”

      “My Coke?” She grasped for her tote. “My hero.”

      Dan blinked at her. He shook it off and said, “Mei fished it out after they got you. It’s probably going to explode if you try to open it.”

      She waved her hand. “It’s all about patience. Twist the lid a little bit, count to five. Twist, count to five. You get it open.”

      His smile reached his eyes. “Did they give you pain meds? I don’t think I’ve ever heard you talk this much.”

      Gemma slapped a hand over her mouth. “Don’t let me say anything awful.” Of course it came out like, dunlet musay anyafool. But he actually laughed.

      Gemma waited while the sound cascaded over her. She could count on one hand the times he’d done that. And never on this day. She held out her hand. Dan waited a second, then placed his in hers. She had to say it. “You’re happy.” On his birthday. She couldn’t say that word, but she knew that he got it. Because he nodded before he let go, and she thought that she might have seen the sheen of wet in his eyes.

      Dan cleared his throat. He probably didn’t want to be alone tonight any more than she did. “I saw Mei leaving.”

      “She was asking questions.”

      “She asked me some as well, though it was pretty obvious what happened since she showed up and was the one who got you out. She actually seemed more interested in what the mayor wanted.”

      “Same here,” she said.

      “I know John has been interested. The mayor isn’t doing goodwill work. He’s been sick for a while, and now he’s touring the town and holding private meetings with people? It doesn’t make much sense.”

      Gemma shrugged. She wasn’t about to go try and solve that mystery. She had enough of her own with the file cabinets her father had left her, stuff he’d hidden behind a false wall in his radio station. She had planned to head over there tomorrow and do some reading, since a volunteer opened the library on Saturdays for her. Try and make sense of what Hal’s papers were, and why they had to be hidden from the town. Not to mention why Hal had never told anyone about them but left the guarding of them to her in his will.

      Why he’d been in love with her mother.

      Fathered a child with her.

      Lived in town and never said one single thing to anyone about that. So many secrets. Her father, and he’d never told her that. Not once. Never tried to get to know her, even in secret. Never. Not once, her whole life.

      Dan planted his fist in the bed beside her and leaned in. “Gemma, why are you crying?”
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      Shelby’s smile was so full it encompassed her whole face. Gemma tried to return it but couldn’t muster much enthusiasm. She relaxed into the armchair and tried not to wince. This was her best friend’s dress fitting, and Gemma wasn’t going to mess it up. She’d been released from the medical center an hour ago, and all that was better left there. Especially after Dan had asked her so sweetly why she was crying, and she’d told him to leave.

      Because she was a big coward.

      He knew about Hal, but he couldn’t know what Hal left her.

      Olympia sashayed her round figure into the room. The matron held a tray of glasses and a pitcher of lemonade, which she deposited on the coffee table beside two platters of desserts.

      If she could move her head without it pounding, Gemma would have probably taken three of each. Good thing.

      Olympia clapped her hands. “Okay, ladies.” The woman’s eyes were shadowed, but no one said anything about the fact Antonia wasn’t here and apparently had no intention of showing up.

      Olympia held out her hand to Shelby, who took it. “It’s time to try the dress on.”

      At least three people squealed. One of them was Nadia Marie Carleigh, the town’s hairdresser. Gemma did her own hair color. Andra, the sheriff’s wife, sat with Nadia, who was round as a…not a house, more like a large farm animal—not that Gemma would ever say that to a pregnant woman, Andra least of all. Gemma would probably drop dead, alone, hours from now, and no one would ever know what killed her.

      Andra waddled over and slumped on the arm of Gemma’s chair with an oof. She glanced down and smiled.

      Gemma smiled back, trying not to make it obvious the woman scared the Charles Dickens out of her. “How are you?”

      “I’m carrying this thing around twenty-four seven, how do you think I am?” Andra touched her belly. Her words had a tone, but the way she rubbed her stomach softly was louder.

      “Ready to pop. Isn’t that what people say?”

      Andra snorted. “I wish it was that easy to get one of these things out.”

      “I wouldn’t know.” Never married. Never kissed…okay, maybe there was that one time, but it wasn’t Dan, so it didn’t count.

      Andra looked like she wanted to say something, probably like, It’ll happen for you. But she didn’t, which was appreciated since Gemma despised when married people thought that a wedding and babies were the endgame of every single person. Gemma got enough drama writing fiction.

      “How’s your head?”

      Gemma shrugged but kept her attention on the door, waiting to see Shelby come back to the living room in the dress she would wear to marry Elliot in a couple of days.

      “I heard you were at Dan’s farm when you fell.” Gemma didn’t move. Had pregnancy destroyed Andra’s interrogation skills? “Did you know he’s officiating the wedding?” The woman was blatantly rooting around for dirt. Andra and Nadia had likely decided Gemma would be more receptive to Andra than Nadia. Or Andra drew the short straw.

      Gemma held her facial expression still. “Of course he’s doing the wedding. He’s the pastor.”

      “I wasn’t sure you knew that.”

      “Worried I’ll corrupt him?”

      Andra hadn’t moved, either. And her face never gave anything away, ever. “Could you?”

      “Nope.” She’d kinda tried, years ago in a desperate move. She had way too much respect for him to do that “tempting” stuff anymore. It hadn’t worked anyway.

      “Well then.”

      Gemma looked away, not the winner in the contest of wills between her and Andra. It could be construed as a draw. Better luck next time.

      Andra chuckled. “So you’re feeling better.”

      “As better as anyone who fell in a hole yesterday.”

      “That was crazy,” Nadia jumped into the conversation, like she’d been waiting for the perfect opportunity to interject herself. “Seriously, you fell through the earth into a hole. Shelby and Elliot told us all about it when we came to see you at the hospital⁠—”

      “You did?”

      Andra nodded. “Shelby said you weren’t up to visitors.”

      No one had told her. Why would they come to see her? It wasn’t like they were “friends.” Nadia and Andra had both come to town as adults. Frannie, who ran the bakery, showed up as an older teen. Antonia, Maria and Sofia, Olympia’s grown daughters, had come as kids with their brother Matthias—now Frannie’s husband. Gemma hadn’t really connected with any of them. Not even in a school of fifteen kids. They didn’t understand her, and she didn’t understand them.

      Maria brought her twin boys to the library sometimes these days, but she didn’t give Gemma anything more than basic cordiality. The only one who’d tried to engage her was Beth, the daughter of the former president. But Beth was gone now. Gemma had seen in the paper a while back that she and her husband had a baby boy.

      “I’m feeling okay,” Gemma said. “Just a little sore and a headache.” She had too many things to do to be out for the count. A genre to research, a mom to draw from her shell of grief, a library to run. A secret to protect.

      Nadia nudged her. “Can I ask you a question?”

      “Sure, I guess.” Whether she would answer depended on what the question was. These women were entirely too prying, and Gemma wasn’t the kind of girl who shared just for the sake of sharing. Shelby got that from her, and Dan as well—to an extent. But no one really knew everything. Gemma wasn’t sure she wanted them to. Not that she was being mean, but she liked her privacy. Hal had too, evidently, so maybe it ran in the family. She might have inherited something from her father besides the radio station.

      “Well, my question is…” Nadia drew it out. “You’ve lived here your whole life⁠—”

      “I don’t want to be mayor.”

      Andra burst out laughing.

      Nadia grinned. “This isn’t about that, it’s about the radio station.”

      “Oh.”

      “I’m thinking about getting it back up and running. Maybe renovating the place… Did you know Hal still used eight-track tapes?” When Gemma nodded, Nadia continued, “Anyways, I think it would be nice, you know, like a way to honor him. Re-open the radio station in his name and start broadcasting again.” Nadia took a breath. “I’ve already petitioned the committee about the funds. I figured I’d do it all aboveboard instead of just writing a check myself, so I’m asking everyone what they think, to see if anyone has any objections.”

      Gemma had more than a few. The radio station was hers, not Nadia and Andra’s. Hal left it to her in a will that had been drawn up years before, when she was only a baby. Since he’d been killed in the explosion that blew up half the ranch, Gemma had inherited an aging building she didn’t want—along with everything it contained.

      Nadia was right, it did need renovating. But they couldn’t start knocking down walls in the radio station, not when Hal had built a secret room into the place where he’d stored file cabinets full of decade’s old paperwork. Gemma hadn’t figured out what it all was yet, but she needed time go through it. She just wasn’t all that motivated. It would likely not yield any answers as to why he hadn’t told her that he was her father. It looked more like government stuff.

      How on earth was Gemma going to explain it all to these ladies still waiting for an answer? She opened her mouth to spout something or other, but the door opened and Shelby walked in. White dress, modest neckline. Embroidery. She looked breath-stealingly beautiful. They’d picked out a white gown for Gemma from the same magazine, just for fun, though hers had been a whole lot shorter. But she hadn’t bought it, because it wasn’t like she’d ever actually get married.

      With her luck, Dan would see her in the sweet bridesmaid’s dress and have a heart attack. End of story.

      Shelby’s mouth curled up into a smile. “Well?”

      The girls erupted into screams. Gemma winced. She might not have come if she’d known they were going to be so loud. While they squealed and hugged Shelby, and Olympia tsk-ed at them for touching the dress, Shelby’s gaze never left her.

      Gemma mouthed, It’s good.

      Shelby grinned.

      After Shelby had been hemmed and pinned so that Olympia could make the final adjustments, she changed back into her normal clothes, and they all sat to eat. Shelby put two of everything on a plate and set it on Gemma’s lap before she could object.

      “Hush.”

      Gemma shot her a look. “So, wedding girl.” She needed to deflect all this attention back where it was supposed to be. “Everything is all set for the big day?”

      Shelby’s smile turned dreamy, and she nodded. “Everything is ready.” She glanced around, including the group in their conversation. “Elliot and I have been meeting with Dan, like John and Andra did. And like Bolton and Nadia will be doing one of these⁠—”

      “Not there yet.” Nadia held her hand up, palm out. The one with the engagement ring on her finger. “Taking it slow.”

      They all laughed.

      “We totally are!”

      Andra shoved her shoulder playfully. “I give it four more months, tops.”

      Nadia’s cheeks turned pink. “So… Shelby.” There she went, drawing out her words again. “Olympia is in charge of the dress, and Frannie the cake, so long as she’s not throwing up from morning sickness since the woman went and got pregnant again straight away. Dan is officiating the wedding…”

      Shelby glanced aside at Gemma at the mention of Dan’s name. Just a look, but Andra shifted. Gemma gritted her teeth.

      “What was that?” Nadia’s question was totally innocent. Still, Gemma glared at Shelby for a second. Why did she have to give stuff away like that?

      “I think you should say Dan’s name again,” Andra said to Nadia like they were a tag-team. “More might happen.”

      Gemma shook her head. “It will not.”

      Shelby lifted her hands in surrender.

      “I have to go.” Gemma stood. “My head is killing me, and I have to check on the library.” Which Shelby totally knew was a lie. The thing that killed her was leaving those two tiny cakes she could’ve eaten with one bite⁠—

      She grabbed them and stuffed them in her mouth, then said, “Bye,” without spitting cake everywhere.

      “Gemma.”

      She waved Shelby off, so her friend would know she wasn’t mad. She just didn’t want to talk about Dan with a bunch of women who thought he was their “friend.” Sure, he was their pastor, and he’d even “led Frannie to the Lord.” Which she was pretty sure he’d tried to do with her a bunch of times. Her life wasn’t fodder for girl talk. No way. That wasn’t sincere, and it would just end up being gossip.

      Gemma walked, since she’d gotten a ride there with Shelby in the medical center’s golf cart. She could go home or to the library. Or her mom’s house. Instead she made her way to the radio station. Her life was her business, and if her father had entrusted something serious to her, she needed to figure out what that was so she’d know what she was protecting.

      Dan’s life wasn’t fodder for gossip, either. Sure, he was their leader-guy for their church, but he had a right to the privacy he’d so carefully preserved all these years. He even managed to act normal around them, though she knew he would hit his limit after a few hours and need to recharge. All those women in that house were either members of his church or they attended sometimes. She was the odd one out. And not about to confront the fact she knew more about his faith, and what it meant to him, than any of them.

      It’s breath.

      How many times had she heard him say that? More than she remembered. She hadn’t understood it until the first time she’d seen him lose it. PTSD. Such a bland explanation for something that had rocked her world. She’d been so scared, and she wasn’t sure he even remembered what had happened.

      Gemma glanced down at the tattoos that covered her right arm, the ones Olympia insisted she cover up for the wedding. She ran her finger down the middle, where the scar lay underneath.

      A scar Dan had given her.
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      Dan muscled the wheelbarrow back into the barn. Sweat-equity he’d heard it called. This farm had been grown on his weeding, harvesting, tilling, and planting. A lot of that was his father’s relentless abuse: it had taken years, but he was able to call it what it was now. Still, even with all the hitting and shouting, and then more hitting, Dan saw life in those green shoots which peeked through the ground every spring and throughout the year in his green house.

      Creation. He saw God in everything around him. His father—even just his memory of the man—wasn’t able to take that away. Dan loved this earth. He’d bled for it, cried for it, begged for it, and survived it.

      “Caught you.”

      He spun to see Chase lean against the wall then cross one foot over the other. Dan’s manager grinned. If he’d had a piece of hay in his mouth it wouldn’t have looked out of place.

      Dan had figured one of them would corner him at some point today. It was safer if it was Chase and not Miranda.

      Dan exhaled. “You caught me?”

      “You’ve been avoiding me all day.”

      Dan pushed the wheelbarrow down the aisle. Bay nickered, and he clicked his tongue in reply. He should call over to the medical center and find out how Gemma had been doing when they released her. Or he could call her place. He had her number noted down somewhere. He could dig it out and ask how she was… over the phone. That wouldn’t be weird. At least not weirder than him asking after her around town.

      When he’d asked Papa what he should do, Dan heard only silence. He didn’t know what that meant but mostly figured it was his choice, and it wouldn’t have disastrous ramifications.

      But what if God wanted their relationship brought to light in some dramatic revelation? What if Papa didn’t approve? Dan didn’t know if he could swallow that.

      They didn’t see each other much, but when they did, it healed him. Gemma had been there through so much of what he had gone through. Placing her tiny hand in his. That soft squeeze of her fingers.

      He could barely think about his life and she wasn’t in it. Gemma was God’s gift to his sanity. Without her, the past would be a yawning chasm of darkness. She was His light to Dan, even if she didn’t believe.

      Chase’s voice turned sardonic. “Speaking of avoiding…”

      “Avoiding is such a negative word.” Dan pulled off one glove and scratched the itch on his forehead that had been there for an hour. “What’s up?”

      Chase pushed off the wall. “Need a hand?”

      “Nope.” He liked it better when he worked by himself. All his staff knew that, and they only occasionally forced the issue to make him connect with someone.

      “So we’re not going to address this giant gaping hole of an issue in the yard? Is that it?”

      “I’m thinking about it.” John had set Mei on the investigation into a possible security risk that depended on where the tunnels went, but he hadn’t seen her yet.

      “Think harder,” Chase said. “We need to know how far out we should walk to avoid stepping in a hole ourselves. We need someone who knows about this stuff to come and look at the property and figure out how to make it safe. The school is coming for a field trip in two weeks. They can’t bring kids here if there’s a risk one of them is going to fall in a hole like⁠—”

      Papa.

      Chase’s hand settled on his shoulder. “Whoa. Set the fork down.”

      Dan lowered the tool.

      “Take a breath and push it out.”

      He wanted to push off Chase’s hand and take two steps back, but that was both unloving and defensive. Chase didn’t fully understand his aversion to having a bigger man touch him, especially when adrenaline flowed. He breathed. His friend only meant well.

      “I’m okay.” Dan waited another breath, while he debated how much to share. “I just keep seeing Gemma fall.”

      “How well did you sleep last night?”

      Dan shot him a look.

      “Okay.” Chase’s look darkened. “You know you’re supposed to use those supplements I gave you when you need to rest.”

      Drugs probably would have been better, if Dan were willing to go to Dr. Noel. Get something to make him pass out that also left him unable to dream. He was not adverse to medication, not when he trusted Elliot far more than any of the other doctors
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