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About PICTURES OF REDEMPTION

 

Redemption comes at a price.

 

In a peaceful northern California foothills town, Serena Williamson works tirelessly to provide military vets with counseling and support. Even after funding cuts and with only months left for the services to survive, Serena is determined to continue assisting those in need; eliminating programs isn't an option. She discovers, however, that sometimes redemption comes at a high price. In this case, it's helping a mysterious hermit based on the requirements of an equally mysterious donor. That loner acts like a veteran, but she can't find him in any database. 

Dane Ashland doesn't want to be helped. Haunted by tragic memories and internal demons, and with his secrets hiding in plain sight, he knows he is better off alone. Keeping his past to himself, Dane builds a physical fortress he hopes will block out the rest of the world. But with his internal pain already evident to people in Flynn's Crossing, Serena steps in, hammer in hand, and before long he is relying on her in ways he never thought possible, and for far more than work on his house.

Dane worries she won't stay with him once she finds out about the past he so desperately wants to hide. But only Serena can offer him the redemption he needs to reclaim his life. Now he must try to overcome his self-loathing in order to help her save a future that could help so many others.

Length:  83,000 words

The Flynn's Crossing series is contemporary romance set in the northern California foothills, suspense driven by small town secrets, and complex characters in compelling stories about friendship and love.  You can enjoy the books out of order without ruining their surprises!


Here's where it all began in Flynn's Crossing!

 

Get your FREE copy of the novella Three Blind Dates, the prequel to Flynn's Crossing romantic suspense series, not available anywhere else.

 

Just click on the button below to get started.

 

>>FIND OUT MORE >>
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Prologue – Two Years Ago

 

 

The explosion was sudden, and in that second it seemed time stopped and everything – truck parts and flying debris, voices, even light – disappeared for a few long breaths. When it all came screaming back, there was pain so profound that he wondered if he could survive it. He could hear sobbing, realizing with shock that it was his own. 

He never cried.

To his right, two soldiers who he had come to regard as friends were gone, vanished, leaving behind a haze of red and fragments no longer resembling anything human. Where the truck had been mere seconds before, there was a twisted wreck of unidentifiable metal and burning tires. 

Dane attempted to stand, to run for cover or maybe into the fire, he wasn't sure which. His legs were slow to respond and rifle fire pinned him in a crouch against the stucco wall. Heat added sweat to the blood dripping in his eyes. Confusion left him relying on years of experience and well-honed self-preservation to survive.

Around him, the others were also trying to make sense of it. This quiet sector had been peaceful for months. Then three days ago, it exploded. Friendly locals could no longer be trusted. Fighting continued day and night, and resources were slow to reach them. They were on their own for the time being. 

And now an IED and a bloodbath.

And carnage. 

Blood seeped into Dane's boots from his legs, though at least they were still attached and he could feel his toes. His buddy Anderson to the left was seriously damaged, and it sounded like he was screaming for someone to shoot him. The good guys or the bad guys – maybe both? His legs were gone, a hell of a way to consider living. 

None of this should have happened. This was supposed to be a safe area. Two years in Afghanistan and while he had seen plenty of bloodshed, Dane hadn't seen anything like this agony. How many were dead, how many missing limbs, how many otherwise scarred for life, sometimes in ways that weren't obvious? More of the injured were now crying out as they became aware of the extent of their wounds. 

Slowly, Dane crawled under fire to an open doorway and welcoming darkness, clutching the gear that had instinctively stayed in his hands as the truck rolled from the explosion. The men in the best shape were dragging any wounded they could reach into hiding. The radioman was screaming their position back to headquarters and the static reply sounded like '...at least two hours'. 

Two hours until help arrived?

Dane felt his vision fade and fought not to pass out, though that would have been a blessing. The combination of pain, disbelief, and noise made him feel disconnected from the scene. Time passed, he wasn't sure how long. His bleeding seemed to slow, and someone passed him field dressings to cover the worst of his wounds. He wasn't sure if he was one of the lucky ones or if it was just a matter of time.

Out in the street, three soldiers remained, two either dead or unconscious, and the one legless guy, Anderson, still screaming for someone to shoot him. Enemy blasts kept anyone from venturing out too far, and his squad was returning fire and trying to protect him. His voice rose and fell, and right now, he was yelling at the top of his lungs. "Just shoot me!"

Dane saw it all in slow motion. He wiped the wet from his eyes and readjusted his helmet. He crept to an opening blasted in the exterior wall. His hands, slick from his own blood, fumbled for a minute. He didn't ask himself what he was doing, going on instinct and training. He lifted his gear, sighted, adjusted for the distance, and squinted into the light. 

And he shot him.


Chapter 1

 

 

"I honestly don't know how I'll keep the programs open since the county and the state are cutting funding again. It was bad enough last time, and all of our usual donors are tapped dry. This economy isn't helping. More people need us and fewer people can lend a hand. Recovery isn't coming fast enough to relieve the strain for organizations like ours."

Serena Williamson paced the width of the shop, back and forth until the flowers looked like they were waving in a light breeze. Tess Willowspring continued her arranging, the third of twelve centerpieces for a wedding this weekend. Buds and Blooms in the foothills town of Flynn's Crossing was the recommended events florist for many of the major resorts and restaurants in the area, and this was going to be another busy weekend. But Serena knew that Tess could multitask with nothing coming out worse for the distraction, and she needed her best friend as a sounding board right now.

"What do you plan to do?"

"I don't know. The art therapy program for grieving kids still has enough grant money to last through another year. Some of my therapists and counselors are willing to keep working pro bono if they have paying clients in their own practices. Thank god the rent is low or we'd be in the street, just like some of the people we help."

Serena didn't stop pacing, causing Tess to tsk-tsk in sympathy as her friend continued. "Balance has been able to help so many with their crisis issues, their personal tragedies or chronic mental health. We've had a lot of success in keeping members of our community out of institutions here in Flynn's Crossing and across the county since we opened six years ago. But economic times were better then. Now the people we used to ask for donations are the ones on our doorstep, crushed over the loss of a home or a job or even their families."

Serena stopped at the broad front window of the old Victorian that served as both shop and home for Tess. Situated at the end of Main Street where the town's original old residences rose at the beginning of the hills, the place had a unique view of the bell tower, the courthouse, and the old brick buildings that had been saved from probable ruin only a decade ago. After years of decay, the locals decided to make themselves a destination stop for visitors on the way to Lake Tahoe and the many other enjoyments of the region. Now scores of people each day took the convenient exit off the state highway to putter in the unique shops, eat at the restaurants, visit the nearby wineries, and stay at the bed and breakfasts. 

Serena was always grateful to live in such a peaceful and friendly place where almost everyone was accepting and accepted. People had each other's backs and did the best they could to maintain the small town supportive atmosphere, despite the big city of Sacramento an hour away. Flynn's Crossing was unique, and Balance was one of the reasons it could take care of its own.

"Almost every nonprofit in the region is suffering financially, and those that aren't are the ones lucky enough to have a big grant or two left to cover their operations. Our situation isn't any different, but that doesn't make it easier to handle." Turning abruptly, Serena's pacing resumed, hard to do in the small space between the many displays that lined the walls and crossed the floor of what had once been a genteel parlor.

Serena took in the colorful displays, inhaling the scents of dozens of different kinds of flowers. She usually felt a lift when she came into the shop. Native American flute music played softly in the background. The flowers made it a happy place, positive and uplifting and beautiful. Today it wasn't lifting her spirits though, and it had nothing to do with the place but everything to do with the tough decisions she was going to have to make.

She took another deep breath. "The board met last night, an emergency meeting. If we can't find a major donor within the next month, we'll have to cut some programs. The ones that we operate under grants are protected for now. But the state and county mental health departments covered a sizable chunk of our veterans' services, and what the feds give us doesn't add up to enough to keep those open."

Tess looked up sharply. Their little community and the whole region had sent countless of their own to serve in the military. The types of ambush fighting common in the last two international battlegrounds of Afghanistan and Iraq and the nature of the injuries so many had survived meant that there was a substantial need for the counseling services Serena's agency provided. Losing that would mean that many of their retired military and active duty neighbors would fight their battles all over again, except they'd be fighting them without support, alone and unable to move past the worst horrors anyone could imagine.

"Maybe it's time to visit the county board of supervisors, or maybe the governor. Surely someone realizes what it means to cut these programs," Tess suggested.

"I think everyone knows what it means, but if they have to cut basic health care and education and services to the disabled, where do we fall in that mix? Our supporters have been very vocal to their elected officials. I've written letters, visited the capitol and talked to the legislators from our district. I even talked to an aide to the governor. They all have the same thing to say, that they understand how important these programs are, but the funding line gets drawn someplace, and unfortunately for our clients, it was drawn right through their support."

Both fell silent. Penelope, the golden tabby who ruled the shop, rubbed against Serena's leg and she absently bent down to scratch her. Tigger, the new addition who thought he was king of the hill, raced over, knocking a plant stand onto one leg in his hurry for his share. With a practiced hand, Tess, grabbed the stand and set it back on all four feet as she gave the kitten a stern look.

"How long will it be until you grow up and learn how to behave like a gentleman?" she scolded. Tigger stared back from his place under Serena's other hand and purred and he didn't look the least bit sorry.

"What I need is a donor, a new donor, a major new donor, a benefactor," said Serena, a faraway calculating look in her eye. She was running the numbers in her head, looking for some place else in the budget to cut, thinking about angles and options.

"I thought you said all of the usual donors are dry."

"I know I did, but I'm thinking I need to head down into the city and see if I can raise some new money there. The people in these mountains have been terrific, but with all of the other needs around here, we're competing with fundraisers for firefighting and school programs and emergency medical care. Many of our neighbors moved up here to escape city woes, but some of the neediest end up back down in the valley. I'm sure that someone would be willing to help us out, neighbor to neighbor."

Tess looked at her friend doubtfully. "Your optimism is refreshing and inspiring, but don't get your hopes up on this. Everyone's hurting, and unless someone has a good reason to help, they'll probably keep the money in their own backyard, if you know what I mean." She set the centerpiece aside and turned back to Serena. "Besides, who do you know that isn't already being asked by every nonprofit in the area?"

"Not sure yet, but there has to be someone in Sacramento. Look at all of the new development, a lot of it coming from new money and new blood. Maybe they haven't been asked yet, at least not enough to be tired of giving." 

Serena turned on her heel so fast that the cats scattered and Tess nearly dropped the vase she was holding. "Time for some computer research. There has to be someone I can appeal to in Sac to donate enough to keep us going." With her hand on the door, she turned and gave Tess a big bright smile. "It's Balance's turn now!"

Tess sighed. Serena was always so upbeat, but she was also sometimes unrealistic about the good intentions of the rest of the world. Tess shook her head and picked up a stem of lilies. "I hope your Aunt Serena doesn't find a huge disappointment out there," she said to the cats. 

Serena giggled. "You're talking to your cats, you know!"

Tess turned back to Serena and gave a wave to move her out the door. "I know, but sometimes they make more sense than the humans of the world. Go on, sweetie. I hope you find that magical donor with deep pockets to save the day."


Chapter 2

 

 

Dane sat at the edge of the canyon's rim, his legs mere inches from the steep drop-off. The buzzards were riding the updrafts in lazy circles, sudden dives marking a scent of rot that they needed to investigate. He wondered if that was how someone might find him someday, from the sick odor of flesh long dead or the circle of hungry birds above.

It did him little good to think about the future. There wasn't any future for a man like him. What he'd done marked him forever as outside of polite society. His family didn't want to think so, but it was true.

His family, yet again, wouldn't leave him alone. His brother Powers had ridden into the city on his proverbial white horse, ready to save Dane from himself. The signs were already there. But Dane wanted to be left alone.

Why couldn't Powers see that he wasn't brooding? This wasn't some phase of the moon and Dane would come to his senses once he'd been alone for a little while. In fact, he deserved to be alone. He was a pariah, an exile, not a recluse by choice. It was better that he keep his secrets and his past to himself. No one needed to know anything about him around here.

The canyon was vast, the ridges separating the forks of the river that roared down into the Sacramento valley obvious in the late afternoon light. In July, the foothills were hot, dusty, and golden, with shots of blue from the unfailing sunny skies and the sparkling ribbons of the rivers running through it. At this hour, the breeze was a constant blessing, fighting off the heat of the afternoon. 

Dane thought of his brother, probably standing right now in the window on the top floor of some posh office building in Sacramento, looking out over the construction empire he would undoubtedly conquer in the coming months and years. Or maybe he was in the sleek living room of his high-rise condo, examining his prospects in the valley. Was he thinking about family then, or about control and conquests? 

It didn't matter to Dane, as long as Powers left him alone. Somehow, he doubted that would happen. His older brother always felt compelled to fix things, even things that couldn't be changed. He didn't realize that Dane was much better off this way, building his fortress to block out the rest of the world.


Chapter 3

 

 

The web searches were taking longer than Serena liked. She had almost exhausted every database, trying to find someone, a foundation or a person, who hadn't been asked for a donation by nearly every nonprofit organization in the region. That list was getting shorter by the minute. And her treasured morning cup of specialty brewed coffee was almost gone too.

She considered taking a break to walk up the street to the Brew Bank Bakery for a second large cup of high octane. She had started her day like every other day, stopping in at the local coffee haven for her morning caffeine fix and a side of local gossip. Stuart and Sarge, the owners and life partners, always had their fingers on the pulse of everything going on. Sarge was the gabby one, and he could go on for hours about events in the county. He could fill you in on the latest stories about who was opening a new shop or restaurant on Main, or who had to close down and the reasons why. Stuart, quieter in so many ways, knew more about the people, and his insights, while not shared as readily, helped you learn more about the rest of the personal story.

Balance's office, set in a block of similar health and social services organizations a short walk from Brew Bank, held large and small conference rooms, cubicles for counselors and other staff to use when they weren't in sessions, and communal break and public areas. The space itself was nondescript, housing the files and forms that were required in any counseling practice. What made it unique, though, were the committed people who worked there.

Serena considered herself lucky in finding a community that could benefit from her mental health counseling organization, one that included the dedicated people to help make it happen. Between them, they'd served the needs of hundreds since the doors opened in 2005. Her worry was that soon, too soon, Balance wouldn't have any resources available to continue the care their clients required.

The ringing phone on her desk diverted her, and she picked it up even as she checked the caller id. Adult Protective Services.

"This is Serena."

"Hi Serena, it's Nancy at APS. Seems the full moon must be out forever right now." The word forever came out as so many drawn out syllables. Nancy's chocolaty voice was a sharp contrast to the personality she showed the world. She was brusque and abrupt most of the time, unlikely to show the soft heart she hid inside. But when her smile cracked wide, her teeth were white in that dark face of hers and her eyes sparked with mischief and good will. Today, though, no evidence of a smile came through the phone.

"What's up, Nancy?"

Nancy sighed. "We got this call from yet another source that there is a guy living in a cabin up near Emigrant Valley and they think he's a problem. They say his cabin is a shack, he's a weirdo, and the land looks like white trash lives there, if you know what I mean. He's chasing off anyone and everyone. Why just the other day, he screamed at a little girl trying to raise money for the school band program. Now who would do a mean thing like that?" She huffed in outrage. 

Now it was Serena's turn to sigh. Most people lived in these foothill and mountain towns because they wanted space and the rural lifestyle. They appreciated the close proximity of Sacramento and its jobs and city pleasures. But what they really loved were the wide vistas and protective canyons, the pine trees and rocky crags and outdoor activities, the agriculture and wineries and eateries, and even the ebb and flow of tourism that brought much-needed revenue to the foothills.

There were others, though, who were here because they could fly under the radar. They didn't take kindly to anyone sticking a nose in their business. A few were running from the law. Some were running from bad memories or bad choices. And some were trying to run away from the darkness inside their own hearts and heads. They wanted to be left alone.

"Who would let a girl wander around to these remote houses anyway?"

"Well it wasn't to the cabin, exactly. The girl and her friends were at the grocery store and when he walked up, they asked him. And he yelled at them! The mom recognized him – seems he walks up the road pretty often. He lives at the end of the gravel near the store, about a mile beyond the family. The mom says he's scary, and this caller said the same thing. And they both said they hear screams at night coming from his place. Mostly, though, they think he's strange." 

Sometimes the narrow-mindedness of people surprised her, and other times, not so much. But this was one of the times when she could easily lose patience. A few folks simply fell on hard times and others thought poorly of them as a result. 

Nancy continued, "The neighbors say that he keeps to himself, and he wears desert fatigues when he walks to the store. I've heard about him before – comes into town occasionally. Never raises a fuss but makes everyone uncomfortable. Kind of like he has a reputation, if you know what I mean. Just stares at 'em and they say his eyes are dark, like there's no emotion behind 'em." Serena could almost hear Nancy shudder on the other end of the line, despite everything the woman had seen in all of her public service years.

"Is he dangerous?"

"We don't think so, but we'd like you to check on him. If he's a vet, maybe you can get him some help."

Serena sucked in a deep breath, thinking about the numbers of vets who were going to be lacking any services shortly if she couldn't find more financial support.

"Will do. Just send me the referral." She paused before making her pitch. "You know our funding is probably going to get cut, right? If you could point out cases like this when we go to the Board of Sups..."

"Y'know I can't talk about specific cases, Serena. But you help us out all the time and I'll do what I can. By the way, how's your search for some new donors coming?"

Serena cringed. The blessing and the curse of living in a small community – everybody seemed to know everything about your business.

"Not so well. I'm checking the databases, but it's hard to find anyone who hasn't committed their limited available funds already. I'm looking for someone – something – new."

Serena could hear Nancy's door closing over the phone line. Then she dropped her voice to almost a whisper. "There's a new foundation – Vision Quest – that came to Sac. I hear they're looking for nonprofits that help vets and active duty military. Whoever started the foundation wants to remain anonymous, but they seem to be legit. I heard about them from a friend of mine in the city. Maybe they could help, and since they're new, not everyone has rushed at them yet." Nancy's voice returned to its usual level. "Thanks for helping us out, Serena. I'm sure this guy just needs someone to talk to."

Serena grinned. "I'm sure that with the proper new support – emphasis on the new – we'll be able to get him whatever he needs!"


Chapter 4

 

 

The dust, the heat, the blood, the shame. That's what he remembered.

Each day, every day, he followed his ritual. He cleaned his gear. The routine calmed him, made him feel he was in control. Heat made the pounding in his head worse, but after a while, it was all a continuous daze in his mind. Everything carefully ready for service, he put it away in a case he kept hidden under the bed and cleaned up the evidence. He wasn't promising any new causes that he would fight for them, but he also wasn't going to get sloppy just because those battles weren't for him anymore.

It was a store day. He hated it, but he needed supplies. The boots pinched now, but he still wore them. They were part of the ritual, like the shirt, no matter the weather. The camis helped his control. He could blend into the landscape, the golden brown of the foothills in early July. 

Dane hoisted a backpack to his shoulder and headed out. The gravel would crunch underfoot, so he kept to the edge of road, stealth in the rural quiet. The steady cadence of his boots on the ground reminded him of things he would rather not remember, but that too was part of the ritual. He would follow the plan and get his necessities, and then he'd retreat to the safety of his cliff-side perch. Retreat could be honorable in some situations.

The dry heat might feel like he was in-country, but the scents were all wrong. That kept him centered and in the present. The smell of spice and sage underfoot could be intoxicating if you let it. The flowers were blue, a unique kind of glowing purple blue that he remembered his brother saying reminded him of their mother's eyes, a likeness he shared but he'd rather not remember. The flowers' oil stayed on his boots and lasted for hours, and sometimes when he slept the smell got confused with his memories of his mom and her eyes, before the horrors his own eyes had seen obliterated all good dreams.

Distance passed easily – that was another thing he had learned. It you followed the cadence and emptied your mind, the miles could go by blindly. But you wouldn't know what you're seeing, and that was hard for him. He needed to see what was happening, no way around it. It made him feel safe, and it was what he did, what he'd always done, what he was trained to do.

Dane's mom had said that about him early and often – he always seemed to be watching things carefully to see what was happening. He'd angle his head and analyze the situation, forever observant. His eyes mirrored hers. Hers had laughed, and so had his, though he wasn't aware of it at the time. He giggled, and so did she. When her light went out, he felt lost, and that made him all the more watchful of the world around him.

The miles passed quickly when he was deep inside himself, as he was most days. Soon he no longer noticed the crush of the sage under his boots and the way the heat baked the ground on the hot afternoon. The swell of breeze coming up the canyon was lost on him. There was traffic, and some might have slowed at the sight of him, but he tried not to notice, blending into the forest and meadows as best he could.

Roxy's loomed in front of Dane. The gourmet grocery store was a local landmark. It didn't matter what hour you were there – if they were open, they were busy. He'd tried coming early in the morning, but then the long distance commuters where competing for their house roasted coffee and freshly baked pastries, provisions for the start of their long days. Later the parents coming to and from school drop-offs were cramming the registers. Then the locals were going in for groceries. Lunch usually meant construction crews and agricultural workers and neighbors seeking a gourmet treat. And the folks coming from dinner at Roxy's restaurant next door checked in for some version of the chef's specials to take home in the evening.

But he had found that the early afternoons, before the kids-home-from-school rush started, it was a little bit quieter. Of course, it was also the hottest part of the day. Earlier in the year he could smell the sap rising in the pine trees. Right now, it smelled like spicy herbs and dust and heat. And that brought him full circle.

As always, he braced himself as he entered the brightly lit store. It was cheerful, with fresh vegetables and fruit stacked to mimic a farm stand display and long aisles filled with organic products in every category. You could find grass fed beef and wild salmon at the custom meats counter in the back. The staff was a cross between aging hippies and young grungers who all seemed to get along with their perpetual smiles greeting every customer.

Except him. He'd seen their smiles falter when he came in. He knew he looked different. It had been months since he'd bothered to trim his hair or beard, and his clothes were getting threadbare. The little shack he was living in didn't exactly have a lot of conveniences, so he made do or did without. And his voice was rusty from lack of use. There weren't many reasons for him to talk.

"Afternoon sir! Getting hot again out there! Anything I can help you find?" The young clerk with red hair and a sea of freckles pasted the smile back on his face and looked at Dane hesitantly.

"I'm, ah, I'm fine. I know where everything is." Dane's voice felt raspy and his throat was raw. It pained him to talk to people.

"We have some new items just in. Can I tell you about them?"

"I'm FINE!" Dane realized his voice was loud and rude but he only wanted to get his stuff and get out. 

Before the claustrophobia of being inside crushed him.

Before the panic set in and he did something stupid.

"Okay man, okay. Just let us know if we can help."

Dane grimaced to himself. He didn't like being rude, didn't like who he had become, what the war had made him into. The kid was only trying to do his job. He tried to summon up a smile, though he thought it probably looked more like mean slash across his face. Or a maniacal twist – he'd seen that himself once or twice when he looked in an unexpected window's reflection.

"Sorry man, it's the heat, you know?" Dane tried again.

The young man looked at him a bit uncertainly but pulled out his best customer service training. "No problem. Cold bottled water's on Aisle 3 if you want some."

Dane hurried past and headed for the back. It was wild salmon season up north, and whenever he came to the store, he bought some fresh. It reminded him of his childhood home, of Portland and the grill going in the backyard, his dad starting a plank and adding half a fish even after his mom had died. The ritual had helped heal the family to the degree that anything could. 

They were all about rituals, he mused.

"And how can I help you today, sir?" Today's perky butcher was all of five feet tall and about as wide, a brawny old guy that looked like he'd been around since fish first swam in the oceans. From the bright Roxy's nameplate on his bib apron, Dane had learned that his name was Peter, though the staff and regulars called him Salty Dog. At one time, he'd have been curious about the nickname and its origins, and he'd have found a story in the background and built something from that. 

But not anymore. The stories were all dried up.

"Wild salmon, about a pound." Dane heard his voice croak and sound bitter, even to him. "Please," he remembered to add.

Salty Dog eyed him up and down. In the past, he'd given Dane the price per pound. Maybe he thought that someone who dressed in worn out fatigues and Army boots, even in the middle of summer, didn't have the cash to pay for it. But he'd wrapped brown paper around a cut or two for Dane often enough now that the butcher knew he wouldn't try to shove it into the backpack without paying. 

It was depressing for Dane to consider what people assumed they knew about him.

Mumbling his thanks at the proffered package, Dane rounded a corner to select random vegetables, a few pieces of fruit and some yogurt, and headed for the front of the store. Business was starting to pick up. It made him anxious, all of these people wandering around. They were too close, and they were eying him with suspicion and disgust.

He saw the woman who owned the place, the famous Roxy herself, talking with another woman dressed in the ironed business casual that passed for executive attire in the foothills. They were standing between him and freedom. Ms. Executive had her back to him, but Roxy looked past her shoulder and said something, nodding his way. Ms. Executive turned, and her eyes caught his. 

There was a flash, a jolt of recognition that stopped Dane for an instant. Sound ceased and time stood still. The woman opened her mouth in an 'oh' of surprise and seemed to be turning to step towards him. As the noises around him came pouring back in, Dane ducked behind a display of melons. The image of her lingered in his mind's eye, and he filed it away for later contemplation. Still, he had to get out of there.

Nearly sideswiping a mom with a toddler on her hip, he took another route to the checkout counter. The red haired kid was still there. Dane's nervousness must have communicated itself because he made fast work of scanning and bagging the purchases with no idle friendly chatter. 

The feeling that he had to get out of there, outside where he could escape the confines of these walls, grew inside him. His heart was thumping more quickly in his chest and his breathing amped up to soft pants. Dane had his cash out before the last item hit plastic and made for the door like a man possessed, leaving the kid trying to hand his change in coins to empty air. He shoved the paper bag of purchases into his backpack while he trotted for the door.

A loud bang sounded from a nearby aisle. The sharp metallic ricochet cracked like a bullet inside the store. A couple of people shrieked and someone called out in shocked surprise.

Just that fast, he was back in the dust and the heat and the blood. And just that fast he hit the floor, crabbing backwards until the display of charcoal was at his back. He crept sideways, checking around corners for a clear line of sight. The door was fifteen feet away, then ten, then five. 

And just that fast, he bolted and ran for his life. The demons were back and they were after him.

*****

"He's here a couple of times a week," Roxy LaFollette said. While she might spend most of her time in her restaurant next door, she knew everything that was going on in her store too. What she didn't see for herself, her staff felt free to tell her about. They liked working here, having a boss who appreciated them and a community that loved the goods they carried. As the only organic store in the area, it filled a special place in many local lives. It was the area's meeting place and social center too.

Roxy made a success of everything she touched. Serena was always appreciative of this stellar member of their girl tribe. Yes, she herself could boil water or fry an egg or grill a steak, but her food was never as stunning and inventive as Roxy could prepare. Those delights were the kind that people ate and raved about, then ate more of until they were groaning in bliss. Flynn's Crossing moved up a considerable number of notches as a foodie destination when Roxy came to town.

"Shawn said he came in a little while ago. He probably hasn't had time to get what he needs yet. Pete says he buys meat or fish regularly, expensive stuff, and he always seems to have the cash to pay for it. Bank bills in twenties, the clean kind you get from an ATM. Otherwise I'd be thinking he's raising a cash crop out there!"

Serena had to smile. Her friend Roxy was a tad bit irreverent with a sometimes-rough exterior, except when it came to her passions – pleasing people with food through her store and her restaurant. She could butcher a deer or toss a delicately dressed salad of microgreens with aplomb and authority. Ask her about the delivery schedule for products in the store and she knew it all to the minute. She was all business and knew what things cost down to the penny. 

Still, her heart of gold was a soft touch when it came to people she cared about. Her membership in the girl tribe blew a refreshing wind of reality checks and balances into their discussions, and she was always ready to support her friends, whatever they needed. 

"Let's hope it's just bank money and legitimate gains at that!" Serena responded. "Nancy at APS said that he's spooking the neighbors and yelled at some little girls in front of the store here. She thinks he's a vet and she wants me to check on him. I know where he lives, but I was hoping to kind of bump into him some place public to make it less, I don't know, formal. Less like I was spying on him and more casual, I guess."

"I heard about the cuts in funding. You can always put jars on the checkout counters, you know. And I'd be happy to cater a fundraiser for you if you want. How's the search for donors coming?"

"Nothing yet, but I have some feelers out. You know how it goes with any business in times like this – it's two steps forward and one step back. I just seem to be linking all of those single steps together into some kind of hideous dance right now."

Roxy rubbed her arm in sympathy. "I know what you mean! But you'll find a way. What you do is so important. And speaking of that, let's go find your next client. Wait, here's your chance. There he is by the melons. He's kind of hard to miss." Roxy nodded past Serena's shoulder and Serena turned, taking in a blur of dark hair and camouflage clothes.

The descriptions of him had been accurate. His black hair was long and pulled into a ponytail, and his thick beard was shot through with gray. The fatigues were loose but clean. His agitation was obvious.

But it was his eyes that surprised her most. They were a vivid dark blue, wide and shocked on hers. His expression was a mixture of grief and surprise, and then almost as quickly, he shuttered the look and all expression vanished. A window into his soul slammed shut so quickly that Serena gasped in a fast breath and turned to follow to ask him what had happened. He was out of sight before she could take her first step. 

She inhaled and exhaled deeply to get a handle on her suddenly jangling nerves.

"It's almost like he saw us and knew we were talking about him!" She didn't turn back to Roxy to see if she was watching the exchange. A shiver moved over her skin.

"Shawn said he's skittish like that, doesn't like any attention, doesn't even like to be greeted at the door. He moves fast, says little, and he's gone before you know it."

A mother and toddler came around the corner. Mother had a weary expression on her face and set the little girl on her less than sturdy feet. The toddler, being a toddler, was toddling at the end of a tether in great tooth-free delight down the canned goods aisle. Giving mom a big smile, she grabbed the nearest can and threw it to the floor with a loud crack.

Mom looked at Roxy in horror, but Roxy laughed and headed over to pick up the can of peas, assuring her that no harm was done. 

And Serena turned once again to look in the direction of the mystery man. At the front of the store she caught sight of a blur near the floor, moving sideways quickly to the open entrance, Shawn standing at the register with his hand out in confusion. She was missing her random opportunity to meet the man. Even as she raced out the door, she knew she was too late to catch Mr. Mystery Vet. Before she had time to dig the keys out of her pocket, he was gone.


Chapter 5

 

 

He wanted – no, needed – to have his peace and silence back. Everywhere Dane turned, someone seemed to be pointing him out, seeking him out, trying to find him. His ten acres might not be big enough to keep them all away. Much as he hated it, they kept trying to reach him. And everywhere, there were reminders of his past.

He turned on the cell phone about every other day, though since he never planned to return any of the messages, he wasn't sure why he still did it. He thought back to the voicemail he received a week ago. His nephew Chris, a vet student at UC Davis, wanted to beat the torrid heat of the valley for a day and come up for a visit to his Uncle Dane. 

Dane hadn't called back, expecting that the lack of an invitation would be enough to dissuade any visitor. True, directions to find him were sketchy. There was an address, but neither GPS nor online mapping software could pinpoint it. 

Besides, the road that served as a driveway was bumpy, old gravel with lots of potholes and almost hidden by the trees and shrubs on either side. There was no sign, not even a street number. Just a lot of No Trespassing notices and a barbed wire fence marked the roadside and perimeter through the thick woods. Only people with a strong sense of adventure would want to know what was at the other end of the path.

A crunch of gravel startled him, and Dane took cover in the trees to see who had bothered to make the forbidding journey. A small truck appeared after a slow drive of a few minutes. Trees had been downed to create a space of about half an acre, and the driver stopped at the edge of it.

He looked around at the small rundown shack, taking in the tent next to the shack. There wasn't anything else in view, and Dane hoped that the guy would realize he had the wrong place and leave after a minute or two. There was no one here he could be looking for.

Instead, the tall youth stepped out of the cab and spun around, a big grin on his face. He walked over to the cabin and knocked on the door, and when there was no response, he turned to look around the clearing until he was facing Dane's direction.

Great, just great, Dane grimaced. Here was Chris, with the optimism of youth and as determined as his father, pulling in less than a week after his cell phone message had resulted in no response. He should have known better, as the boy was clearly not going to take no response as an acceptable answer.

The young man sat down on a log near the fire pit and continued to scan the area, obviously delighted with his surroundings. There was no point in hiding, because he knew Chris would only outwait him. He was
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