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            CHAPTER 1

          

        

      

    

    
      John Mason looked beyond the gun to the eyes of the man about to kill him. Only a coward shot someone unarmed and duct-taped to a chair. John couldn’t even twitch the tape was so tight around his chest, pinning his arms to his sides so he could grasp only air in his fists.

      His breath puffed out like smoke and the sweat on his forehead was a layer of permafrost. How long until he sank into hypothermia? Probably not faster than it would take to be on his back in a pool of his own brain matter…still tied to this chair.

      Two heavies stood behind him, one at seven o’clock and one at four. The mouth-breather was starting to get on his nerves and John had more important things to think about. Like last requests, and not crapping his pants.

      The gun being aimed at his front shifted with the gunman’s movement. John bit the inside of his lip in a concerted effort not to flinch.

      “Think you’re a big man, don’t you? Mr. US Marshal John Mason.” The gunman’s lip curled. “That’s right. I know all about you, the big shot who takes all the hard cases. Trackin’ down guys like me who just want to get on with their lives. I took the trouble to escape from Allenwood. You’d think that might tell ya’ll somethin’. You think you gonna take me back?”

      John dropped the blank mask and lifted his chin. “At this juncture, I’m thinking that option might be off the table.”

      The gunman raised the weapon and slammed it against John’s temple. Pain struck with the strength of a three-hundred-pound enforcer. John kept his eyes closed, swallowing the nausea.

      “Too right…” The words he said next washed over John. He’d been living in this world too long if the double-barreled insult didn’t even make him blink. He was going to die here, drowned in the ocean of filth that had penetrated his pores for the last twelve months and become part of him.

      So why wasn’t he dead yet?

      The gunman shifted his stance. John dipped his head to the side and wiped the blood from his cheek onto the shoulder of his formerly white t-shirt.

      The ceiling was two stories high with bird nests where the metal beams crossed each other. Pallets were strewn on the floor, like someone just tossed them and walked out…fifteen years ago. The air was thick with dust and a cat had possibly died in the corner to his left, sometime in the past decade.

      The mouth-breather was at it again, until a car pulled up outside. “Boss is here.”

      The gunman’s spine snapped straight. “Good. I’m done dealin’ with this guy.”

      Or he’d done enough to warrant an extended sentence and didn’t want the rap for murdering a federal agent. Apparently, the gunman was happy to pass the privilege on up the chain.

      John kept his eyes on the door while two car doors slammed… a third.

      Four men strode in. Tailored suits, the two at the back had automatic weapons. How many bullets were they planning on putting in him?

      The front man of the pack was more myth than bona fide human. He never came out in daylight, never met with anyone. Did all his business through his lieutenants and had never in his life been convicted of anything. Why he needed an army of federal fugitives on his payroll was open for estimation, but no one had a clue. Least of all John.

      The man’s hair was dark and slicked with grease, his forehead completely smooth, which meant he either got Botox or he’d had a stress-free life. John wasn’t convinced enough to put money down on either. His suit was brown and he had an honest-to-goodness gold tooth to brighten his smile.

      “I’d shake your hand, but…” John shrugged with his head as much as was possible.

      “I see that. It’s unfortunate, I’m not a fan of killing a man when he’s restrained.”

      “Untie me then.”

      “I didn’t say I wouldn’t do it. I just said I’m not a fan.” He motioned to the gunman with his fingertips and the gun was placed in his hand.

      Everyone shifted.

      It was now or never.

      John said, “So, you’re the great Alphonz. Honestly, you look more like a Charlie.”

      “Is any of us really what we seem? Take you for example. On paper John Mason is a two-strike car thief with no assets and poor taste in shoes.”

      What was wrong with his sneakers?

      “However, when one digs beyond the smoke screen, John Mason is in fact the fourth son of a deceased Kansas plumber whose widow currently resides in Richmond, Virginia. Dropped dead in his truck, didn’t he?”

      How did Alphonz know this?

      “The brother of the Dolphins newest quarterback.”

      Nate made the team?

      “And one currently unemployed, former US Army logistics specialist.”

      Ben might appear unemployed on paper but he did have a job. It was just none of them knew what it was and he wouldn’t talk about it when they asked.

      “And last but not least, the oldest son. Grant Mason, the director of the US Marshals.”

      John bit down on his lip.

      “In addition to this salt-of-the-earth pedigree, John Mason also has an ex-wife who has since remarried and an eight year old son who barely knows he exists.”

      John tasted blood.

      “It would be a shame for any of them to meet an untimely demise. No?”

      “What do you want?”

      Alphonz lifted the gun. “It appears I already have it. But I’m not a bad man. Do you have any last words? Some pithy sentiment I can personally pass to your boy?”

      John struggled against the tape but he was bound too tight to move. “You don’t touch my son.”

      “What do you care? It’s not like you ever see the boy. He’s perfectly happy with his mother and step-father. I should know, since I personally looked into it.”

      A guttural noise emerged from his throat. John tried to swallow it down but he couldn’t. His eyes filled with tears.

      “Goodbye, John Mason.”

      John squeezed his eyes shut. His last breath was a shuddered inhale.

      The gun fired, followed by another—a rat-tat.

      John felt nothing. The rear right leg of the chair gave out and he crashed to the floor. Lights flashed on and a wave of booted federal agents ran into the room.

      Everyone scattered.

      Automatic gunfire rang out and someone returned fire. The gunman hit the floor in front of him. John tried to shift with the chair but only got an inch. The blood from his temple shifted to run into his eyes. John jerked harder against the tape but he was still bound.

      “Drop your weapons!”

      He knew that voice and the others who yelled, “Freeze! Federal Marshals, you’re under arrest!”

      John’s chest got tight. Someone knelt by his face and he was being jostled. He moaned at the pain in his shoulder. The tape loosened and he was pulled to his back. A sleeve closed in, wiping off his forehead and then he saw who it was.

      “Grant?”

      “Sorry, man. Your brother couldn’t make it. He was tied up in something but he said he’d call you later.” Marshal Banks’ bushy gray eyebrows folded together. He flashed a tiny light in one of John’s eyes and then the other. “Anything hurt other than your head?”

      “Shoulder.”

      “We’ll get you checked out.” Banks leaned back to sit on his heels. “It’s been a long year. How are you doing?”

      “Is it over?”

      “Thanks to you, yes.”

      John turned his head. Alphonz was on his face with a knee in his back as the marshal cuffed him. Alphonz’s dark gaze settled on John. “You’re a dead man.”

      “Pretty sure I’m alive, actually.”

      Marshal Banks squeezed the wrong shoulder. John blacked out for a second. Dislocated. “Don’t worry about him.”

      John blinked a few times and found the older man’s face. “How’s Pat?”

      “I’ll get you a phone. You can find out for yourself.”

      “No, he’ll be in bed.”

      “Better off if you get a shower and a good night’s rest and go see him in the morning.” Banks’ eyes shifted. “Medics are here.”

      John took a shower at the hospital. After they admitted him and did an MRI to check for cranial bleeding. Good for him, his luck wasn’t that bad. They kept him for observation and he barely slept since every marshal on the east coast traipsed through his room to shake his hand and congratulate him on their largest take down in years.

      “Good job, man. Well done.”

      “Glad no one else was hurt. You did good.”

      “Congrats, Mason. Your brother must be proud.”

      “Keeping all the glory in the family, eh?”

      Except John had been sent in to find out why Alphonz was recruiting federal fugitives, something he still didn’t have an answer to.

      He lay awake in the hospital room, the light in the bathroom on and the door cracked like the nurse thought he needed a nightlight so he could sleep. John stared at the ceiling tiles.

      Why had the team breached tonight of all nights?

      The whole point of going undercover was being out of contact. So how did they know Alphonz was going to show up and try to kill John? There must have been someone else in Alphonz’s operation. Or they’d gotten a tip from a fugitive with an attack of morals who knew John’s real identity and didn’t want to see him killed.

      The whole thing was beyond bizarre. Not that he wasn’t thankful to be alive. Even if his shoulder being put back into place hurt more than any other injury in his life. Pain meant you were still breathing.

      Grant had to know where he was, so why hadn’t his brother called? What could be more important to the director of the marshals tonight than their biggest take-down in years?

      John would have asked him, but Grant never called and John didn’t remember the number.
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        * * *

      

      The key stuck in the lock. John muscled open the front door of his apartment and dumped his duffel bag on the entryway floor. The place smelled like bleach bathroom cleaner and the surfaces were free of dust. John found the patio door key and opened it, trying to air out the place. His mom must have come by or hired someone to clean.

      Everything was just as he’d left it twelve months and three days ago—when his son had been seven. Now Pat was eight but it wasn’t long enough he’d have forgotten who his father was. Given time, they could reconnect. If Ellen let him.

      John sank onto the couch and kicked away his boots. He gritted his teeth and stripped off the scrubs top the hospital had given him after they cut his shirt away.

      Dawn crept across the dining area between the vertical blinds, but he didn’t sleep. Alphonz might be in custody but John didn’t feel any of the satisfaction which should’ve been there.

      The satisfaction he’d felt with other undercover assignments.

      By the TV he hadn’t watched in a year was a framed picture of him and Pat when his son was about four. Pat was on his hip and they were smiling at each other, his tiny hands touching John’s face.

      John fell asleep with the feel of Pat’s hands on his cheeks.
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        * * *

      

      Pounding on the door woke him. It was dark and his watch said six-thirty p.m., same day. He yanked the door open, still blinking away the blur of sleep. “What?”

      “Charming as always, Jonathan.” Ellen cocked the hip of her tiny skirt, not an ounce of fat on her. If he hugged her she’d probably feel like a tree branch. But that would mean she let him touch her, which hadn’t happened for a lot longer than the four years they’d been divorced.

      “It’s been a long week.”

      “Your mother told me you were home and I didn’t want to wait any longer to speak with you.”

      Uh-oh, she was using her city-girl lawyer voice. That was never good.

      John shifted and looked around her. “Where’s Pat?”

      “That’s what I wanted to speak with you about.”

      Something heavy settled in John’s stomach. “Come inside.”

      “Perhaps you could put a shirt on.”

      It wasn’t a question. John turned and flipped on the light switch. Ellen gasped. He ignored her and trailed to his bedroom closet where he grabbed the first t-shirt he laid eyes on. A bruise stretched across the back of his shoulder. He could see it in the mirror even with the dim light of his bedroom.

      John strode back out. “You want some coffee?”

      “There’s no need. This won’t take long.” She set her purse down on the couch—if she put it on the floor the bottom would get dirty—and opened the latches of her lawyer-bag to pull out a manila envelope, which she set on the breakfast bar.

      “We already got a divorce.”

      She didn’t smile. “Those are custody papers. I had them drawn up.”

      All the fatigue in him dissipated. “If you think for one second I’m going to give up my right to—”

      “Perhaps you could make that claim if you ever actually saw your son.” Ellen’s already tiny lips thinned into a pressed line. “But be that as it may, you’re home now. I’m not waiting any longer. Stefan was offered a position in Boston and he has taken it. I’m to join him as soon as possible and I’m afraid this move is not conducive to bringing a small child.”

      “Our boy is cramping your high-falutin’ lifestyle?”

      “Can you, for one second, not be the hick-town boy so we can have a civilized discussion?” Her body tightened so much she looked like a popsicle stick. “I have been the lone parent of our child for long enough, John Mason. It’s time for you to quit being so selfish and be the parent now.”

      “Fine.” John folded his arms across his chest. “Where is Pat?”

      “I dropped Patrick at your mother’s this morning.”

      “If I take him, I want full custody for good. No changing your mind.”

      Her lips pulled back to reveal unnaturally white teeth. “I am not the bad guy here. You’re the one who hasn’t seen his son in a year.”

      “I was on assignment.”

      “You didn’t have a phone?”

      “You know it doesn’t work like that. You of all people know what this job entails.”

      “The job of being a marshal, or the job of doing everything possible to make your brother proud of you?”

      Neither of them needed to go there. “Ellen—”

      “I signed the papers. All I need now is your signature and I will file them with my attorney. I want two weeks in the summer and alternating Christmases.”

      “Fine.”

      John would have his son with him permanently? He had no idea what position he’d be in next. Surely Grant would make sure John got home for dinner regularly.

      He almost said, “Whatever you want” but that was never a good idea with Ellen. He’d worry about how this was going to work with his job later. She was right, even if he didn’t like the fact she was essentially dumping Pat on him.

      It was his turn to be the parent.

      John strode to the counter, signed the forms and then handed them to her. “If we’re done here, I’d like to get to Pat.”

      Ellen took the papers and collected up her purse and leather briefcase. “I almost feel as if I should say something. Mark this occasion somehow. After all, it’s been a whole fifteen minutes and we’ve managed to not shout at each other.”

      John felt his lips twitch. “Let’s not get carried away.”

      “Take care of him, John.” Sadness edged into her gaze, darkening her face despite the light blond shade of her hair and the peach color that flashed every time she blinked. “I knew Stefan didn’t want children of his own. I thought that meant he was content to be a step-father to Patrick. But this move will be good for us. The time alone means we can…re-connect.”

      Was she going to stop talking sometime soon? John wanted to know if his son was okay. Now. He swiped up his keys.

      Ellen sighed. “I don’t expect you to understand.”

      “Good because I don’t. You’re giving up your son for your marriage?”

      She looked down her nose, despite being two inches shorter than his five-foot-eleven. “You gave him up for your job.”

      “I’m not arguing with you.” He clenched and unclenched the hold on his truck keys. Was she going to leave already? Ellen stared back at him.

      John sighed. “Take care, darlin’.”

      Her stern face melted. “We did have some good times, didn’t we?”

      Yeah, and currently the good part of their marriage was at his mom’s house in who knew what state. “I guess we did.”

      Right up until John started working undercover. It had been a step in the right direction for his career, but ended up costing him his marriage when his wife of five years decided she didn’t want to be a single parent. Then she divorced him so she could become one anyway, with the added bonus of child support.

      “You’ll call me if Pat needs anything?”

      “Sure.” But he wouldn’t.

      John was done with undercover and he was going to make sure Pat didn’t need anything ever again.
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        * * *

      

      He didn’t knock on his mom’s door. John grabbed the hide-a-key from the crack in the siding and let himself in. “Mom, it’s me.”

      It was Grant who strode from the living room, his hair still more brown than gray even though he was pushing forty-seven. “She’s at bingo.”

      “She left?” John ran a hand through his already disheveled hair. He needed to get it cut.

      “Pat promised her he was fine. He’s stubborn, like someone else I know.”

      “Where is Pat?”

      The little man stepped into the hall, which was lined with cardboard boxes. Pat’s stuff? John zeroed in on his son’s face—a mini version of his own but with Ellen’s nose before she had it fixed. Pat looked at his feet, rubbing one shoe against the toe of the other.

      “Pat?”

      His son looked up.

      John bit his lip. “Hey, kid.”

      Grant frowned. John’s brother and his wife had three girls—now teenagers—so he might think he was the expert on parenting, but Grant had never understood the bond between father and son. At least, John hoped they still had one. Maybe he’d killed it.

      He rubbed his chest, right above his heart. Pat’s eyes were wide but he didn’t look angry or upset. That was good, right? John sank to his knees in the foyer, ignoring the pain in his shoulder. He rubbed his forehead, his fingers scratching at the bandage. Right. His head. He’d forgotten about that.

      “Dad?” Pat’s voice shook.

      John lowered his hand. “I’m okay.”

      He tilted his head and motioned Pat over. Okay, that hurt. Thankfully Pat didn’t hesitate, so John didn’t have to suffer Grant watching him fail as a father for the seven-billionth time. It was bad enough without an audience.

      Pat’s steps gathered speed as he crossed the foyer. John opened his arms and Pat hit him at a full tackle, knocking John onto his backside. He wrapped his arms around his eight-year-old son and held him for the first time in a year. The assignment wasn’t supposed to have taken this much time, but he’d known going in it would be as long as it took to complete the job.

      “I’m sorry.”

      Pat’s body jerked. “You don’t want me to live with you?”

      “Buddy—”

      “I can stay here with Grandma. It’ll be fine.”

      John touched his cheeks, the same way Pat had done with him in the picture. “Listen to me now. I’m not going anywhere, not anymore.”

      He hoped Grant heard him, just as much as Pat. Because John didn’t want any more assignments.

      And if his brother didn’t like it, he was going to quit.
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      “I can’t believe you’re not mad at her. I would be furious.”

      John flashed his badge to the lone security guard at the rear entrance and followed his brother Grant into the back of the Congressional building, re-holstering his weapon. “I am mad. Why do you think I’m not? But it’s not like I can be angry at Ellen for leaving Pat—”

      “Abandoning him.” Grant clipped down the strap holding his gun in place.

      “Not when I essentially did the same thing a year ago.”

      Grant stopped, the clip of his dress shoes echoing in the abandoned hall. “That wasn’t your fault.”

      Why weren’t there more people around? “I took the assignment.”

      “I was the one who gave it to you.”

      John cracked a smile. “So we’re both to blame then. But neither of us are hypocrites.”

      Grant smiled back a bigger-and-better-at-everything version of John. Ellen’s words had hit a little too close to home. But who didn’t have someone in their life whose opinion mattered more than anything?

      “How’s your head?”

      John could feel the bandage but other than that... “I guess I have a hard head.”

      Grant clapped him on his shoulder. “Knew that already.”

      John backed away, wincing. “My shoulder is sore, though.”

      “Sorry. You could probably use some down-time, huh?”

      “That was the plan. Now mom is taking Pat to a movie and for some reason I’m here with you.”

      “Because I’m your boss.”

      John sighed. “So what are we doing here?”

      “In this hallway?”

      “In D.C. In this building.” John shrugged. “I’ve got better things to do than watch you politicking.”

      Grant folded his arms. “Not if you want to keep your job.”

      “Fine, Mr. High-and-Mighty Director. What’s the deal? Why are we here?”

      Something crept into Grant’s eyes. A satisfaction borne of cunning John hadn’t realized his brother possessed.

      “Okay, spill. What is this?”

      “You want time with your son, you get a new assignment.” Grant turned and continued down the hall. “Maybe.”

      Seriously, why was this place so desolate? It was like the grocery store during the Super-Bowl.  “What is this maybe?”

      Grant opened the door at the end a cavernous room with plenty of chairs, all empty. Four people—one woman and three men—sat at a high table at the front. Evidently Grant had an appointment at a congressional hearing and no-one else had been invited. The panel all wore suits in shades of drab. The woman was smiling, glancing from the men beside her to Grant and back with a light in her eyes.

      A stout, older man left of center looked up. “Director Mason, nice of you to join us.”

      Grant stopped behind the table but didn’t sit. “This hearing is scheduled for five-thirty, is it not?”

      John stopped at the first row of chairs and checked his watch. Five-twenty. He sat on the opposite side of the aisle.

      “We moved up the timetable. Your secretary was informed.”

      “She was. The amendment was forwarded to me, but I’m a busy man. Last minute changes designed only to disrupt my schedule and throw me off my game aren’t something I intend to acquiesce to.”

      The stout man picked up a pair of spectacles and focused on the page in front of him. “The rest of us have things to do, so let’s get on with this.”

      Grant didn’t react and he hadn’t brought any papers with him. Still, there was no way he was unprepared. John had rarely seen him lose his cool over anything.

      The stout man, who John decided to refer to as pompous windbag, cleared his throat. “The town of Sanctuary has been in operation for thirty-eight years. There are currently one hundred eighty-two residents—”

      “It’s actually one hundred eighty-three. There was a birth recorded two weeks ago.”

      “Be that as it may, the federal witness protection program has chosen to seclude each of these high-profile targets for a reason.” He lowered the paper and looked over his glasses. “And you wish to close the town?”

      Grant rested only his fingertips on the desk, his eyes on the panel. “Sanctuary started out as an experiment. It was never designed to continue on a permanent basis. Yes, several of the witnesses are recognizable household names. But we’ve relocated famous people before. There’s a strategy in place. Sending them to Sanctuary to see if they could survive as a community in their own right is a gigantic security breach waiting to happen.”

      John wasn’t looking at his brother any longer; he was looking at the director of the US Marshals. A man he didn’t see too often outside of the occasional briefing they were both present at.

      “I’m honestly surprised we’ve managed to keep the lid on an entire town for this long. But the potential threat is something which cannot be ignored. If anyone discovered Sanctuary exists, the result would be catastrophic. Everyone in the town would need to be relocated immediately and not without great expense to the tax payer.”

      Pompous windbag’s eyes widened. “And I suppose you think we’re going to overlook the astronomical expense of relocating each of these families now, providing them with a stipend until they can find employment and arranging for housing. Not to mention the personnel required to transport each of them to their new homes, should the town be closed.”

      “It would be a lot, Congressman Thane. But—”

      “And all because you feel that the potential security risk is too high.”

      John glanced at Thane, recognizing him now he was able to put the name with the face. The guy was never happy about anything, constantly on news programs complaining about one thing or another.

      Grant’s shoulders stiffened, but John figured only he noticed it. “Congressman Thane, with all due respect, my job is to understand the risks and take the necessary steps to protect these people.”

      The congressman to Thane’s left huffed. “And our job is to sign the checks.”

      “Which is why we’re all here.” Grant sighed. “I suppose you have made your decision then?”

      The female, Congresswoman Stefanie Shafer, nodded like the teacher’s pet, sure she knew the answer. “The town will remain open.”

      Congressman Thane didn’t look at her. “Sanctuary will indeed remain as is. If you wish to keep these people safe, then do so. But not at further cost to taxpayers. You want to avoid a security breach? That’s your job. We’re not spending more on this. Granted, some of these people are likely innocents. But the vast majority of them turned state’s evidence to escape a sentence of their own. That cannot be ignored.”

      Grant’s head shook. The movement was so small John wondered if he’d even seen it. “The United States Attorney seemed to feel the conviction gained by the testimony of each of these witnesses was valuable enough to warrant the expense of enrolling them in WITSEC in the first place. If you feel differently, perhaps he should be here instead of me.” He paused. “Be that as it may, we do not pander to our witnesses. Each of them has provided a valuable service to the justice department and in return has been given the chance to start a new life.”

      “A clean slate, just like that?”

      Grant sighed. “We are not here to discuss the merits of the witness protection program. We’re here to ensure the safety of all the citizens of this country, whoever they may be. Sanctuary was never designed to exist in the long term. The town’s infrastructure is woefully outdated and in order to remain open, Sanctuary requires an influx of federal funding simply to be brought up to code.”

      Congressman Thane’s mouth opened and shut, causing his jowls to wobble. “Well, I never...”

      “If your intention is simply to save the government money, I assure you closing the town will be far more cost effective in the long term. Sanctuary will continue to grow. If the justice department continues to enroll protectees into the witness protection program, I will have no other choice than to send some of them to Sanctuary.”

      John waited, his mind spinning around the idea of a town established entirely for the sake of housing high-profile witnesses. If it was true, it was such a secret he’d never even heard a rumor of it. In the community of law enforcement that was next to unreal. And what on earth did it have to do with his—maybe—next assignment?

      The woman leaned toward her microphone, not that it was needed when it was just the six of them in the room. “We will need some time to further deliberate.”

      John glanced between Grant and the panel. He wanted them to spend more money and keep the town open? There was no way they were going to go for that.

      “We most certainly will not deliberate further.” Congressman Thane shoved the woman’s mic away from her and spoke into his own. “Despite what you have said, the town of Sanctuary will remain open. A reasonable budget will be provided for necessary renovations. That is the final decision of this panel.”

      The woman’s lips pressed together. John stared at Thane. Why did he want the town to stay open if it was going to cost more money? In claiming the town had to be closed, Grant had strategically maneuvered more money for the town to remain open. Had that been his plan all along?

      “Very well.” Grant nodded. “Thank you all for your time.”

      John got up and followed him out, trailing behind his brother like always. The minute the door shut, John said, “A WITSEC town?”

      Grant stopped. “This goes no further than that room.”

      “What’s the assignment?”

      “The sheriff of Sanctuary has cancer. Terminal. He’s being transferred out this afternoon so there’s an opening.”

      John stared at his brother. “You want me to take my son to a town full of federal witnesses?”

      “The job isn’t much more than light duty as the sheriff and security drills. It’s mostly keeping your finger on the pulse of those people and then letting them live their lives.” Grant ran a hand through his hair, his “Director” persona evaporating. “I need someone I can trust there, someone I know who needs a fresh start himself. A change of pace for his family.”

      “Except my family is here.”

      “I mean Pat.”

      “I know what you mean.”

      Grant’s eyebrows lifted.

      “So you want me to do what Ellen did? Go spend quality time with my son in this secret town and never see the rest of you ever again.”

      “We’ll have to work out the details.” Grant grinned. “Maybe Sanctuary can host the Mason family Christmas this year.”

      “Despite the security risk?”

      “Potential risk.”

      “You realize this is nepotism, right?”

      “Not if everything about it has been redacted.”

      John started walking. “You need someone to take this job and I’m the only one you can force into it. Because I’m your brother and you know I won’t say no. Not to mention I just sat through the meeting wherein I found out this secret. So either I sign away my free speech or I take the job.” He sighed. “I’m guessing, wherever this town is, there are mountains on either side called a rock and a hard place.”

      “Quit being so dramatic. This will be good for you, somewhere you and Pat can spend time together. A slower pace of life, away from all the risk inherent in your usual assignments.”

      “If it’s that great, why don’t you take the job?”

      Grant ignored the question. “Family oriented, small town. Nestled in the mountains, surrounded by trees and blue skies.”

      “Read the brochure much?”

      “I wrote it, actually.”

      “I believe you.” John folded his arms, even though it hurt. “But this all seems just a little too convenient. My assignment ended hours ago, the result of a breach that captured Alphonz and, look at that, just in time to get out of town and hide away.”

      The muscle in Grant’s jaw flexed.

      “What aren’t you telling me?”

      Grant blew out a breath. “Fine. Alphonz is blowing whistles left and right, making sure everyone he’s ever met goes down with him. The US attorney is talking deal.” He hesitated. “When Alphonz’s business associates discover a marshal was undercover, when Alphonz has been taken care of, who do you think they’re going to come after next?”

      “So will I be the sheriff of Sanctuary, or are you actually putting me in witness protection?”

      Grant’s head jerked in a shake, like he didn’t believe John had figured it out. “Honestly? A little of both.”

      “Were you planning on telling me this?” John paced away two steps and turned back. “You know, you didn’t have to twist everything for your sake. You could just explain for once.”

      “I’m not doing this for me. I’m doing it for Pat.”

      “So you’re the grand puppet-master, manipulating everything to be what you think is best for everyone else.” John folded his arms. Had his brother always been like this, or was he just now noticing it?

      “I’m helping you keep my nephew safe.”

      “Because you don’t think I can do it on my own, but you think I can sheriff a town? That makes no sense.”

      “It’s a good assignment.” Grant nodded. “A promotion. You should be proud I think you can do it.”

      “But you don’t think I can be a father. Is that why you gave me all those undercover assignments?”

      “If I did, then it didn’t work now, did it? Ellen quit. So I guess you’re going to have to step up. Your son needs you.”

      John studied his oldest brother. “What happened to you while I was away?”

      “Genevieve left me.”

      “What? When?”

      “Two months ago. Now I get the girls one weekend a month. I have eighteen months until Bev and Helen leave for college and then I’ll as good as lose them forever.”

      “So you’re taking your issues out on me, is that it?” John glanced at the ceiling. “You can’t fix your family problems by forcing me to figure out my life. Ellen and I are divorced, we’re not going back there and I’m going to take this time to give Pat what he needs.”

      “Yeah, since yesterday.”

      John shifted. “Don’t lash out at me just because your family is in the toilet.”

      Grant lifted both hands. He let them fall, like they weighed too much to hold up. “I just want things to go back to normal.”

      “Uh…newsflash, dude. Women do not want that. They want stuff to be changing all the time, growing and improving. Tell me Genevieve never said anything to you about counseling.”

      “I’m not interested in a bandage.”

      John slung his arm around his brother’s neck. “Do you want her to divorce you?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Then listen up.”
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        * * *

      

      John’s mom was in the kitchen, pulling a dish from the oven. “Hey.”

      She glanced over her shoulder. “Hey, honey.” Her white-blond hair swayed with the movement as she danced to the tune of a song only she could hear. “Did you know a billion and a half pens are made every year but only a hundred million pencils?”

      “Uh…no.”

      Her heels clacked on the tile floor as she moved to the counter and the makings of a salad. “Pat and I had a lot of fun today. After the movie we went to the library and he found one of those weird fact books.”

      John smiled. “I’m glad.”

      He’d spent the whole ride back from D.C. reading the file on Sanctuary. It was insane how someone’s idea of witnesses forming their own community had spiraled into this actual thing, in existence now only slightly longer than John had been alive.

      After Grant dropped him off at his condo, he’d packed a bag and called a shipping company to get the rest of the things he wanted to keep. The bulk of it was going in storage until his mom could organize a garage sale. Or, that was the plan at least.

      “Where’s Pat now?”

      “He’s in his room, reading.” The corners of her lips turned down. “I think he tried to call his mom. I heard him leave a message but he didn’t want to talk about it.”

      John got a water from the fridge. On the door was a whiteboard calendar with every available space filled in. “Busy.”

      She grinned. “I was nominated the community’s social coordinator.”

      “Of course you were.” His mom lived in a community of retirees who golfed and hung out at the complex’s centers and clubs. After half a lifetime on a Kansas farm, his mom had morphed into a social butterfly. He was also pretty sure she currently had a boyfriend.

      She’d toned up, lost weight and dressed stylishly now. But not like she was trying to look fifty instead of seventy. “You look good, Mom.”

      She danced to the opposite counter and opened a high cupboard. “Thanks, darlin’. But I’m thinking that’s not why you don’t look happy.”

      “I’m happy.”

      She stopped her near-constant movement and focused on him. “I’m not buying it. What did Grant say? Did he tell you about Genevieve?”

      John nodded. “He wants me to take a job out of town. A sheriff’s job.”

      “And Pat?”

      “He’ll be going with me.”

      She was quiet for a minute. “You walk the path the good Lord puts in front of you. There’s nothing else. Not if you want to be really, truly happy.”

      “You’re not mad you won’t get to see Pat too much?”

      “That’s what Skype is for, darlin’.” She picked up the knife and grabbed the lettuce again. “Besides, your momma’s a busy woman.”

      John drained the bottle of water.

      “Did you think I’d be mad?”

      “That seems to be going around lately.”

      “Tell me about it. Your brother, last night.” She shook her head. “That boy needs help.”

      “He’s forty-eight, Mom. That’s not the definition of a boy.”

      His mom nodded once, fast. “Ellen showed up at Grant’s place last night with Pat, before she brought him here. Genevieve answered the door. One of the girls called him and he rushed over. Wouldn’t accept all the boxes the delivery men were trying to leave, yelling about how kids should be with their fathers.” She sniffed. “I don’t think it was about Pat. Not totally.”

      “No kidding.” John sighed. “Did anything else go to crap while I was gone? I heard Nate made the Dolphins’ team.”

      The ghost of a smile flashed on her face. “He’s happy. I think.”

      “And Ben?”

      Her nose wrinkled. “Who knows with that boy? He’s too much like your father, keeps everything to himself.”

      Like high blood pressure.

      She didn’t have to say it; John heard it in the silence. She was worried Ben would die the same way their father had. John wrapped his palm around the back of his mom’s neck and kissed her forehead. “You’re not going to lose us. I promise.”

      She waved him away. “Tell your son dinner is ready.”

      That was two promises in two days. Unless you counted the promise to Grant that he’d give him an answer soon.

      John trailed through the modern house to find Pat. If this was his mom’s taste, how had she ever survived being a plumber’s wife? She’d either done what was necessary to fit herself into his dad’s life, or she’d since discovered something she hadn’t known before.

      The light was on in the guest room where all the grandkids slept when they visited. “Hey, Pat.” John sat on the side of the bed and squeezed his son’s white socked foot. “You doin’ okay?”

      Pat lowered the book. “What’s this word?”

      John looked where he was pointing. “Liege. What are you reading?”

      “It’s about knights.” Pat chewed his lip. “Are we really moving?”

      “If that’s okay with you. It’s a mountain town, kind of remote.”

      Seriously remote. As in, no roads, no cell reception, very limited internet and more stipulations than tax law.

      “I’m going to be the sheriff. The school has five kids so they only do class in the morning and then you’ll get to spend the rest of the day hanging out in town or with me at the sheriff’s office.”

      “Can we go hiking?”

      “Sure.”

      “Fishing?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Camping?”

      John laughed. “Whatever you want.”

      “Okay.” Pat smiled but he wasn’t fully happy. “I tried to call mom. I think she was out.”

      John did the same thing he’d done with his mom, he held the back of his son’s neck and kissed his forehead.

      “Gross, Dad.” Pat broke away and wiped his sleeve over his face. “You slobbered on me.”

      “Get used to it, kid.” John pulled his son to his feet and put his arm around Pat’s shoulders as they headed back to the kitchen.

      “Are we going to have a house, or an apartment like you have now?”

      “A house, I guess. We’ll have to see.”

      “With a yard?”

      “Probably.”

      “Can I bring my rat?”

      

      Just before five the next morning, someone moved through the darkened living room. John was about to sit up when his son crawled onto the couch and snuggled against him.
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      John sat in the back of the black, unmarked car. Beside him, Pat gripped the small cage housing his rat. They pulled up to the Air Force base and the driver gave a set of papers to the guard. When they were handed back, the guard moved to John’s window. He rolled it down and handed back his badge and ID.

      “Good morning, sir.”

      John accepted his stuff back. “Good morning, Sergeant.” He looked at his son. “Pat, you want to say hi to the sergeant?”

      “Hi.”

      The sergeant grinned. “What’s up, little man?”

      John smiled and beside him on the leather seat, Pat giggled.

      “You guys are good to go.”

      “Thank you, Sergeant.”

      “Y’all have a good trip.”

      The car pulled forward through the barricade. John left the window down and Pat leaned over his lap to get a look at their surroundings. They drove through residential areas and military buildings to an airstrip on which sat a huge plane that would take them across country to Mountain Home Air Force Base in Idaho. From there a helicopter would take them to Sanctuary.

      By air was the only way in or out. Sanctuary was inaccessible by road, since the closest dirt track lay fifty miles away. The surrounding area was a stadium of virtually impassable mountains it would take two days to hike over. John had searched for it online, but the satellite image of the general area showed only the ring of mountains with a bunch of grass in the middle.

      Sanctuary had its own water treatment plant, waste management, medical center, a small school, a farm which grew the bulk of their produce and a cattle ranch. Anything else they needed was flown in by plane, which was also how the mail and medical supplies were delivered. A dentist—which the town currently did not have—was flown in once every six months.

      Everyone in the town was required to perform a service that kept the town running, for which they were paid. That job was either their former career or their choice of a new job.

      Internet activity was contained to the library and every resident was given half an hour a day to go online, although their usage and activity was logged and monitored by the NSA. Anyone who broke their WITSEC contract was taken away by helicopter where they were either kicked out of the witness protection program, or put in jail. The “Memorandum of Understanding” each witness signed was a binding contract.

      No one ever just left, or went on vacation, as far as John could tell from the files. Any child born in town who wished to leave when they came of age had to opt out of the program and could never return—including going to school. If a Sanctuary resident left to go to college they could never return.

      John held the door while Pat scooted from the car. Their two suitcases were loaded onto the plane along with the lockbox holding John’s weapons. He led Pat to where Grant stood at the bottom of the steps.

      “Ready?”

      John looked at Pat, trying to figure out if the boy was happy about this or not. He hadn’t said a word about leaving his friends. What was John supposed to make of that? Pat gripped the cage and gave John a small smile, apparently content to let his dad lead. John ruffled his son’s hair. “We’re all set.”

      “Call me when you get there?” Grant held out his hand and they shook.

      John pulled his brother to him and slapped his back. “Sure.”

      “I want weekly reports. Let me know if you need anything or if you have any questions. When the month is up, I want your final decision in writing.”

      “Got it.”

      John was eager to get the lay of the land and figure out how this was going to work. The file had confirmed what he’d suspected—there was little recorded crime in Sanctuary. But who knew what went on beyond what was recorded on paper? It depended on the people. And how the previous sheriff had chosen to do his job.

      Hours later, the military helicopter flew over mountains separated by a snaking river. Civilization dropped off to miles of trees and peaks topped with snow. When they rose over the highest peak, John heard Pat gasp and they dropped into a huge circular valley. It really existed.

      Faced with the evidence of a secret town hidden away in the Idaho mountains, he realized he’d doubted the story. John stared at the place he might live the rest of his life. The place his son would grow up—until he came of age and was able to make the choice to stay or leave forever.

      If they were to stay in Sanctuary, all the conditions of residency would apply to Pat. When he grew up and chose his own path, John might rarely see him. It was a high price to pay for a job he wasn’t even sure he wanted.

      The helicopter flew over fields of crops, a barn and a farmhouse. They passed two strips of residential streets. Three rows on the north and three on the south with a wide street in between that was likely Main Street—enough housing for two hundred people. The town was a mile long with the ranch at one end and the farm at the other.

      To the north was all green—pathways and play equipment at the town’s park. Beyond that was more trees, followed by fields of cows.

      The helicopter flew overhead to the ranch, where a square of concrete had been turned into a landing pad with a giant H painted on it. They circled once and the pilot set them down. The radio in John’s headphones clicked. “Welcome to Sanctuary.”

      “Thanks for the ride.”

      John climbed out, pulling out the suitcases and his lockbox before he lifted Pat down. The rotors whipped up his collar. Together, he and Pat dragged their belongings a safe distance from the chopper before it lifted off, leaving them standing on the asphalt.

      A rusty, red pickup truck topped the rise, driving toward them from the fields. A Hispanic man in his late twenties jumped out. “Boss man says I’m to drive you into town.”

      His jeans and chambray shirt were worn. He clearly didn’t see shaving or getting his hair cut as a priority, since his dark hair curled from under his tan cowboy hat. “I’m Matthias.” He pulled off his glove, sticking his hand out.

      “Sheriff John Mason.” He might as well get used to saying it.

      “Yeah, I heard that. News travels fast around here. How about you, little dude?”

      “Patrick Garrett Mason.” He puffed out his chest. “I’m eight and a half.”

      “That half is very important.” Matthias grinned. “You wanna ride in the back? It isn’t far to town, just a mile.”

      Pat looked at John, fear mixed with little-boy excitement.

      John smiled. “I’ll ride back there with you, if you want.”

      “Yeah!”

      They loaded the suitcases and John lifted Pat up before he climbed in himself. Once they’d settled, Matthias climbed in the driver’s seat and slid open the back window. “Ready for the grand tour?”

      “Yeah!” Pat’s excitement was infectious and John actually laughed along with his son as they bumped across the field to the gravel road.

      Main Street was flanked by storefronts with wooden walkways, a café, a diner. In the center was a meeting hall that looked big enough to hold every resident at once. People walked up and down the street, waving at the truck before they stopped to chat with someone. John half expected to see a horse tied up outside the hardware store, the whole place had such an “old west” feel to it.

      Aside from the ranch truck, John didn’t see another vehicle. Not even in the parking spaces, or around the island of grass and the tree dead-center in town. A golf cart came around the corner, driven down the center of the street until the man parked it nose-to-nose with the now crawling truck.

      MAYOR was painted on the hood.

      The driver hopped out. He had fully silver hair and a trimmed silver beard. A woman climbed from the opposite side of the golf cart, a purse on the shoulder of her pink skirt-suit. She wore pearl earrings and a pearl necklace and she’d done that thing women did to their nails, making them big with white tips.

      The man strode in his gray suit to the back of the truck and shot them what could only be described as a million-dollar smile. “You must be the new sheriff. I’m Mayor Samuel Collins.”

      Matthias gave the couple a wide berth and lowered the back hatch of the truck bed. John caught the grin Matthias shot Pat as he took the rat cage and then helped Pat down.

      John climbed out and shook the mayor’s hand. “John Mason.”

      The woman smiled. “I’m Betty Collins.”

      The mayor squeezed her shoulder hard enough she winced. “The old ball and chain.” He chuckled, but by the look on her face his wife didn’t find it funny.

      “We’re the welcoming committee.” Betty smiled. “We’ll show you to your office, where you can meet Deputy Palmer. Then there’s an eensy amount of paperwork and we’ll be out of your hair. Lots of things to organize before the welcoming dinner tonight.”

      Pat shuffled closer to his side and John gave his shoulder a squeeze. “This is Patrick.”

      “Aren’t you darling?” Betty squeezed Pat’s cheek and looked back at John, her face set like she didn’t know what else to do when faced with a small child. She squared her shoulders. “Ready to get started?”

      The mayor chuckled and they followed Betty across to the store-front with SHERIFF above the door. “Keeps me in line, that one.”

      “I’ll bet.” John smiled.

      Matthias passed them, carrying John’s bags. When he turned again to the truck, John followed. They dumped all the belongings inside.

      Betty said, “The sheriff’s office has an apartment upstairs, which you’re welcome to utilize unless you’d rather have a separate house. It’s a one bedroom apartment, so not conducive to a family. We’ll let you decide. There’s an open house but you may wish to be closer to the office.”

      Betty glanced down at her clipboard. “The sheriff’s vehicle is parked out back. It’s maintained by Max, who takes care of all our vehicles. Deputy Palmer has a vehicle, the ranch has two trucks. The farm has one plus his tractor and all that stuff for harvesting and whatnot. There are also four ATV’s, two with snow plow attachments and three snow mobiles. One is currently broken. Gas is delivered on Monday mornings.”

      John sucked in a breath at the flood of information and looked at Pat, who had wandered to the open jail cell at the back of the office and was looking around in awe, touching the bars.

      There was a door to the right of the room marked PRIVATE, which he figured went up to the apartment. Three desks, two of which were clean, filled the room along with a set of floor to ceiling cupboards, a coffee pot and small fridge. Pat was sitting on the bed in the jail cell, listening to Matthias, who had crouched to speak to him. His son grinned and nodded. Matthias ruffled his hair and strode out, giving John a nod.

      “See you around, Sheriff.”

      “Thanks.”

      Betty Collins cleared her throat. “As I was saying, keys for everything are on your desk and the paperwork needs to be mailed off at the next pickup, which leaves Monday morning. That’s once a week anything arrives in or leaves town. Due to the nature of your position here there is a radio on your desk which doubles as a satellite phone. You can also send texts and basic emails from it.

      “The unit is encrypted. It’s a DOD prototype, so you can use it indoors or if there’s a lot of tree coverage. Your computer, as well as Deputy Palmer’s, connects to the internet. That’s something new. The rest of the town uses the library. Your log-in and the code for the safe are on your desk. You have twenty-four hours to change the passwords and set up a new combination to the safe.”

      She checked her clipboard. “Friday night is movie night at the meeting hall. Town members are requested to attend dinner before the movie, but it’s not mandatory. Since it’s tonight, we’ll be having a welcome dinner for you and Patrick.”

      “You can just call me Pat.” He hopped onto the chair at the desk that said SHERIFF and toed off his sneakers. “That’s what my dad calls me.”

      John grinned at his boots.

      Betty Collins started up again, but the mayor slung an arm around her shoulders. “We’ll let you boys get settled. If there’s anything else, we’ll let you know. And if you have any questions ask us at dinner. It’s at six. Four doors down other side of the street.”

      “Got it.” John shook their hands again, even though it made his shoulder throb. “I appreciate your being here to welcome us.”

      “You’re welcome.” Betty shot him a beauty-queen smile.

      The mayor and his wife wandered out. The bell above the door clanged and then it shut. John turned to his son and lifted his arms. “So…what do you think?”

      “Pretty cool.”

      “What did Matthias say to you before he left?”

      “He said he came here when he was six. He was really scared. But not for long.” Pat smiled. “He said if it’s okay with you, I can come out to the ranch sometime and he’ll show me how to rope a steer.”

      “Awesome.”

      “Yeah.” Pat paused. “What’s a steer?”

      “It’s a…uh…girl cow.” John cleared his throat. “Want to check out the apartment?”

      Pat hopped off the chair. “Can I leave my shoes down here?”

      John took the bags and suitcases up the narrow staircase and unlocked the door at the top. He wasn’t too sure about living this close to the sheriff’s office. What if he had to arrest someone dangerous? He didn’t want to detain them so close to where his son would be sleeping at night. A house might be a good idea.

      The main room was a small living room/kitchen area with a round table and two chairs. The TV was the size of John’s old microwave. The curtains were mustard colored, the walls were covered in wainscoting and the kitchen was yellow.

      “It smells like old man in here.”

      John smiled. “Guess we should crack a window.”

      The bedroom was small but the bed was big enough Pat hopefully wouldn’t kick him in the middle of the night. Still, they’d need new sheets and a new comforter. The bathroom was decorated in puke green tile, complete with a green toilet.

      “Eew, Dad.”

      “You’re not wrong, kid.” They shared a smile. “It’s only for a month. If we want to stay then we can look at moving into one of the houses, okay?”

      “I’m hungry.” Pat pulled open the fridge. “There’s a ton of stuff in here. Can I have a PB and J?”

      “Sure, bud. I’ll make us both one.”

      “I can do it.”

      “Yeah?” John wandered over and leaned against the counter while Pat got out the stuff and a butter knife.

      John pulled two plates from the cupboards and found glasses. He got the milk from the fridge and broke the seal. “We’ll have to find out who stocked the fridge and say thank you.”

      “Hello, hello…anybody up here?” Footsteps ascended the stairs and a tall red-headed man in a tan sheriff’s uniform emerged. “There you are.”

      The man wasn’t more than thirty years old. Red stubble on his chin clashed with his bright green eyes. He stuck out his hand. “Deputy Arnold Palmer at your service.” He shook with Pat. “Nice to meet you.”

      John introduced them. “We just got in.”

      “Yeah, sorry I wasn’t here. Had a call out uptown and it took longer than I thought.”

      “Anything interesting?”

      “Nah.” He waved off John’s question. “Just some kids being kids, messing up old lady Tanner’s garbage cans.”

      John leaned his hip on the counter, one eye on the job Pat was doing with the sandwiches. “Have you been a deputy long?”

      “Born and raised in Sanctuary. It’s been maybe eight years since Sheriff Chandler—the marshal who was here before you—hired me. He’d been here since the town was founded. The one and only Sheriff, for thirty-eight years.”

      “Wow, cool.” Jam dripped from the knife Pat held onto the counter.

      John had read the file. Arnold Palmer applied for the sheriff’s job but had been turned down in favor of a US marshal taking the position. It was essentially the job of a WITSEC Inspector, not a regular citizen who’d never been a marshal. Just the deputy sheriff of a town which didn’t exist.

      John sized him up and saw Palmer doing the same to him. He folded his arms. “Far as I’m concerned, respect is earned. And it goes both ways. We don’t know each other but I hope we can form a good working relationship. I might be the sheriff but I’m also the new guy here. I
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