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        TO JOE

        “Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church…” Ephesians 5:25

        Thank you for continuing to be the example of this kind of love in my life.
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        Who knows, perhaps you have come to your royal position for such a time as this.

      

      

      
        
        Esther 5:14

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      There is more than one way to bury a person.

      The smell of damp earth and the funeral sprays made of freshly cut flowers drifted to the parking area as a wintery wind tussled the white daisies and yellow roses surrounding the soon-to-be occupied hole in the ground. Unseasonably cold air chilled her. The words rattling like bones in Shayne Wright’s head chilled her more.

      Her legs—bare beneath the tailored dress she wore—refused to move her away from the vehicle she’d exited. She stared at the crowd of mourners—men and women wearing starched denim jeans and polished boots mingling with suited business executives and the ragtag rabble of the down-and-out or barely-getting-by. They came together as one in the small country cemetery, each here to pay their last respects to Peg Moreland.

      She didn’t often find such diversity gathered in unity of purpose in the facelessness of the city she now called home.

      That was the beauty of Peg’s life and the blessing of community.

      Or so she had once believed.

      But coming here was a mistake. Why had she?

      The wind carried Reverend Mack Stapleton’s voice across the cemetery, bringing bits and pieces of the eulogy to where she stood.

      News of Peg’s passing had come to her the same day Nick Turner had asked her to marry him. The same day the word yes had refused to attach itself to his proposal.

      And the day before she awoke from the nightmare, tangled in sweat dampened sheets and fighting to fill her lungs. In her troubled subconscious, she’d stood at the edge of a grave watching herself being buried alive. The gritty sensation of the dirt covering her skin as she suffocated beneath the weight of an encroaching darkness—although only a dream—clung to her long after she’d risen.

      That’s why she’d come.

      But it was a mistake.

      The afternoon sun shone through the bare limbs of the massive oak trees surrounding the cemetery, its light casting skeleton-like shadows that came for her.

      She swung the driver’s side door open and ducked back into the safety of the Ford Escape.

      Turning the key in the ignition, she relaxed in the soothing comfort of the engine’s vibration.

      Out of habit, she reached for her cell phone. Nick would have an answer. He always did. He knew how to help her see what was real. Not the bucolic life of a rural West Texas town. The incorruptibility she’d believed in growing up here was a lie. Wickedness was a disease without boundaries.

      She pressed the speed dial and waited for him to answer. Instead, it went to voice mail. Hey there. This is Nick. If you’ve reached my voice mail, it’s because I am busy doing kingdom work. But your call matters to me, so please leave a message, and I’ll get back to you as soon as the Lord allows.

      At the sound of the beep, her thoughts failed. He had been against her coming. His expression when she’d left this morning to make the four-hour drive told her they were both startled by her determination. For three years, she’d trusted every decision he’d made. Until his marriage proposal had paralyzed her with an inability to answer. Soon after came their first real disagreement over a funeral she didn’t have to attend, suggesting something to her subconscious she didn’t want to explore.

      Sometimes he worried too much, but that was what love did. Right?

      The image of the clean-cut Nick Turner standing at her door on their first date, holding three white roses, swept into her thoughts. He’d looked so … innocuous. Nothing more, nothing less. He hadn’t taken her breath away or made her weak in the knees. But the roses reached into her chest, touching a long-forgotten place in her heart.

      When a dozen long stem white roses arrived on her doorstep the next day, she’d opened herself to the possibility her life might be normal. Red roses wouldn’t have done it, but the white ones awakened within her the hope that with Nick Turner, the up-and-coming young pastor, perhaps she’d be redeemable. Most importantly, she’d be sheltered. Or was the truth more that she’d be hidden?

      Had she fallen in love with the roses instead of the man? She sighed, expelling the troublesome thought. Say yes, her brain advised. But still the word stuck in her throat.

      “Just calling to hear your voice and let you know I’m okay. I’ll try again later.” The words came out sounding awkward and uncertain.

      She wasn’t okay, and Nick’s recorded voice hadn’t brought the assurance she’d hoped for. Ending the call, she stared at the phone as though it were the portal between two worlds.

      Between two worlds—the revelation rang true. She existed in a place belonging to neither, yet holding on to both. She had to let go of one.

      That was why she’d come, wasn’t it?

      The thin slice of space in between too closely resembled a stifling, lifeless tomb, when what she craved was a breath of fresh air.

      I came that you might have life and have it more abundantly. The old familiar words bubbled up from a well of hidden truth deep within her, drenching a soul she hadn’t recognized thirsted.

      She dropped the phone back in her purse, then drove away from the rows of weathered gravestones, a reminder the day would come when she joined their ranks.

      That day didn’t bother her. What troubled her was the pressing question concerning the days in between. She needed a better answer than waiting out what life was left like a potted plant.

      She left the cemetery behind, but a melancholy mood clung to her thoughts with the tenacity of a spider’s web. Entangled in the threads of indecision, she spent the next hour driving in circles on the backroads of Turnaround, Texas, getting no further from her past and no closer to her future.

      There is more than one way to bury a person. The words persisted in her thoughts.

      The realm outside her windshield blurred. Her eyes cut to the speedometer. The orange needle pointed to a number that sucked the wind from her lungs, snatching her back to reality.

      She was driving too fast, but even worse, she was driving scared. Her heart raced in rhythm with the hum of her tires skimming across the asphalt.

      She jerked her foot from the accelerator, not ready to take her place among tombstones just yet.

      The vehicle slowed. Her gaze flickered from the gray strip of pavement that sliced through the terrain in front of her. The open field of dried grass the color of aged parchment and the rocky, juniper and oak-covered slope of the limestone hill came into focus. The view provided a touchstone for her heart, drawing her back to her roots.

      Drawing her back to truth.

      Her attention shifted to the diamond engagement ring encircling her finger. The ring didn’t sparkle beneath the thick gray blanket of clouds now hiding the sun in advance of the predicted storm. Freezing rain was forecasted to fall during the night. The increasingly sullen sky gave Shayne no reason to hope otherwise.

      Perhaps the sparkle was missing because the ring was a lie. It wasn’t Nick’s fault the word yes had hung in her throat like a bur, refusing to be spoken. She’d been faithfully by his side for the past three years. Of course, Nick expected her to say yes. She’d expected it too.

      But that wasn’t the way it happened. Instead, she’d asked for time to think. She’d been too unsure of herself to resist when he suggested she wear the ring until she had her answer. An answer he clearly believed would be yes.

      Peg’s funeral had lifted a veil on Shayne’s life. She wasn’t sure she liked what she saw. A sense of loss for more than the life of a friend pressed against her.

      The rigorously constructed armor she lived in felt no thicker than an eggshell, fragile and ready to crack with the slightest pressure.

      Maybe that’s what she wanted.

      The asphalt stretched out straight for another quarter mile before taking a sharp left. She stared up at the cloud covered sky, closing the door on thoughts of a future she didn’t want to contemplate today.

      A decision solidified in her head. She’d stay at the farm tonight. One night for a final goodbye. She’d collect a few sentimental items and leave as soon as everything cleared in the morning. The sooner she got back to Austin, the sooner she could slip back into the life she’d chosen.

      Wrapped in a threadbare sense of peace, she glanced at the ring again.

      A motorcycle swung around the bend in the road ahead. Taking the curve too fast, it swerved farther into her lane. The driver leaned hard. The machine wobbled before the rider regained control.

      Shayne jerked the wheel to the right as the motorcycle careened straight toward her, missing her SUV with only inches to spare.

      Her tires bounced off the jagged edge of pavement, causing the seatbelt to yank her hard against the seat. She clutched the steering wheel, wrestling the car to a stop. Her heart thrummed in her ears while the voice of Johnny Cash crooned from her radio about the dangers of falling into a burning ring of fire. Pinned in place, she fumbled to release the nylon strap holding her tight.

      Did this person know how close they’d just come to death? Understanding she could have hurt someone hollowed her out—even if the fault wasn’t hers.

      Despite the plunging temperature and angry wind outside, the air inside the SUV pressed against her, warm and clingy, turning her skin clammy. The claustrophobic sensation pulled her back into that black moment when everything she believed about herself ripped away. In her mind, she was alone in the dark again. Only she hadn’t been truly alone. The memory of each touch still burned her flesh.

      Tearing at the cashmere scarf she wore, she unwound it from her neck. Air brushed against her damp skin, bringing a small measure of relief.

      She adjusted the car’s temperature control and waited for an unheated blast of air. She needed the air to move, to blow against her skin and remind her she wasn’t trapped in the stagnant vapor of that old stone building.

      The feeble, tepid puff that met her fell short of the bracing touch for which she hungered.

      Lowering the window, she welcomed the winter storm in as she watched rust-colored leaves being tossed and driven by the gale. The same wind swept the haunting memories away with the hurrying leaves. Several minutes ticked by before she rolled the window up and maneuvered the car back onto the road.

      The trees on the hillside thrashed in the brutal wind, sending more leaves scattering in front of her. The premature cold front bore down on a landscape unready to let go of fall. The darkening lip of sky on the western horizon announced the brunt of the winter squall was almost here.

      She switched on the wipers as a fine mist blew against the windshield, blurring her sight. She could still beat the storm out, forget the sentimentality, and be safe back in the city tonight. But if that’s what she wanted, she should leave now.

      If that’s what she wanted …

      There were a hundred reasons she should leave this town and return to her life in Austin.

      Yes, a hundred reasons to go, but it only took one to make her stay.

      She checked her watch. Enough time to pick up something to eat in Turnaround before the roads turned dangerous. If there was anything open. The entire town had attended Peg’s funeral, and with the threat of icy roads overnight, most people would be making sure the hay was out, the pipes wrapped, the wood stacked, and the livestock tended before hunkering down somewhere warm and safe themselves.

      Safe. Nick was her security. Yet sometimes his protection gave her the smothering sense of too little air to breathe.

      Like being buried alive. Her grip tightened, her knuckles turning white as she squeezed the steering wheel.

      But the morbid thought persisted.

      Then fight.

      Fight? She could barely catch her breath. Her entire world teetered on the brink of something she couldn’t yet see, but terrified her just the same. But the idea of fighting came at her like the release on a pressure cooker. She didn’t just want to hit something, she wanted to destroy something. The absurdity of the thought was laughable. Unexpectedly, the idea also carried a cleansing sensation that appealed to her.

      But fighting wasn’t in her. Not anymore. There was only the rigid need for self-control, keeping the facade from falling away and exposing the truth. Her truth. Her shameful secret.

      But one night away—a single night to slip into the past and remember the time before. She could do that. She needed to do that.

      Reaching into her purse, she rehearsed what she should say to Nick.

      Her fingers never found the phone.
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      Ethan McGregor slung his duffel bag onto the back seat of his truck and turned to retrieve a box of blueprints from the porch of the McGregor and Sons Construction office building. Not that he was looking forward to crunching numbers during his time away, but the work provided a focus for his thoughts when his mind refused to let go of the memories.

      “You sure you want to do this?” Cameron leaned against a porch post in front of the office.

      Ethan gave his brother a sharp glance and continued loading boxes into his back seat. “Yep.”

      “Going to be a pretty lonely gig out there.”

      “You worried I won’t get the job done?”

      “Not at all.” Cameron took a long sip from the coffee cup in his hand. “No one reads blueprints and manages a job site like you, man. I swear you were born with construction in your blood.”

      Ethan faced his brother, pinching the shamrock green hoodie to pull the fabric tight, drawing attention to the McGregor and Sons logo printed across his chest. “Still wearing the family name. Although why you couldn’t keep your wife from choosing this awful color makes me question your manhood a little. I look like an overgrown leprechaun.”

      Cameron chuckled and shook his head, looking away. “Yeah, well, Krissy can be persistent, and you know what they say. A happy wife is a happy life.”

      Ethan failed to stop the muscles in his jaw from clenching.

      “Aww dang it, Ethan, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to say that.” Cameron looked at him with a regret Ethan knew was sincere. He despised it.

      “No big deal. The past is the past.” He shifted his back to his brother as he shuffled the boxes under the pretense of making room for more. “Besides, I know Krissy’s the one behind this brotherly bonding moment you’re trying to have.” He angled so Cameron could see his smile. He loved his brother more than he loved himself, but Cameron didn’t need to know that.

      “She’s a worrier. But hey, man, I’m worried about you too. I mean, what’re you going to do out there in the middle of nowhere?”

      Ethan studied the ground for a minute. Here, he was surrounded by family and a few good friends, and he’d never felt lonelier in his life. Not at boot camp, not in a sniper’s nest in the middle of some god-forsaken desert, not even when he lay for a week in a state of semi consciousness after the IED that blew up their Hummer nearly took his life.

      “It’s only for a few weeks. I’ll be fine.” He picked up the last box and shoved it in the back seat. “Besides, you got it all wrong. It might just be the middle of everywhere.”

      “Ty’s going to miss his Uncle Ethan. Who’ll take him fishing with you gone?”

      Ethan gave his brother a look that said he knew what he was trying to pull. He’d miss his nephew more than he wanted to contemplate. But looking into the child’s innocent eyes gutted him. Ty didn’t yet know the truth about his Uncle Ethan. Only four years old, he wouldn’t understand. But one day he would.

      Ethan didn’t want to be here to see the light of adoration replaced by fear when he did.

      He clamped his eyes closed, turning his back to his brother, as something hot and corrosive churned through his veins. “I doubt Krissy’s going to let me take him fishing in the middle of winter. I’ll be back by the time it warms up again.”

      “It wasn’t your fault, you know. That Alexa left. She never was right for you.”

      Ethan opened his eyes to watch cars speeding past the construction yard on the adjacent highway. His hands gripped the bed of his truck as he worked to cover the gaping wound in his heart that refused to heal. “It is what it is. I’m over it.”

      He suspected that was one of the biggest lies he’d ever told himself. Not that he wasn’t over her. She’d burned that bridge when she slept with his best friend. But everything that had gone into creating that disaster still haunted him. The question of his own guilt, how maybe he’d driven her to it because he couldn’t handle the memories—the ones that still raked across his conscience, keeping the wounds open and chafed. The bleeding may have stopped, but his soul still oozed out, revealing his lack of humanity. Something Alexa had discovered only after she’d married him.

      Cameron came to stand behind him. His voice was husky as he gripped Ethan’s shoulder. “Don’t do this to yourself, man.”

      Ethan moved away from his touch, turning to face him. “I’m good. Really. Looking forward to a little fresh air and time away from the city.” He retrieved his rifle case from the porch and slid it behind the back seat. “Besides, time to do a little hunting and fishing won’t hurt either.”

      Nope. That was the biggest lie he’d ever told himself. The very thought of looking through a scope at an unsuspecting target, deciding when to pull the trigger, when to take a life or grant a life, left him so cold it felt as though his bones might shatter. He schooled his face into the emotionless blank he’d perfected. It wouldn’t help for Cameron to suspect the real reason he was taking his gun—one he wouldn’t need the scope for.

      This trip wasn’t about needing time away to do some hunting and fishing in between working on quotes for construction projects. It was a mission to find redemption.

      Or die trying.
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      Levi Hollingsworth beat his fist on the dashboard, more in frustration than expectation of change. He’d meant to get the gas gauge fixed weeks ago, but like everything else in his life, it had taken a back seat to the good times.

      Good times. Even that was a joke. He punched the dashboard one last time as the truck coughed its way into the ditch lining the narrow country road.

      The indicator crept to the left of the gauge, confirming what he already knew. The red E that stared at him stood for more than just an empty gas tank right now. He uttered a string of words that would’ve had his grandmother washing his mouth out with soap.

      He’d left his cell phone behind when he’d slipped away. He didn’t really understand how that tracking stuff worked, but he’d watched enough cop shows to know better than to risk it.

      The stiff wind shook the old Ford, snaking wintery air in around his feet. He let loose one more word that would have called down the wrath of Grandma Hazel.

      Five miles. That’s how much farther he had to go. Farther than he wanted to endure in this freak winter storm.

      Think. He closed his eyes and drummed his fist against the steering wheel. If memory served him correctly, it was less than a mile to the old Tackmore Ranch. The Tackmores leaned toward the category of visionaries known as preppers. He had no doubt he could find something useful, like a can of gas. If not, it would still be a warmer place to spend the night than his pickup.

      Anger burned through his veins, heating him up from the inside. He couldn’t get it right even when he tried.

      Resigned to the miserable state of his current circumstances, he climbed out, zipped up his coat, and began the cold walk over the ridge. Now, if only what he expected to find hadn’t changed in the past ten years.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      An hour later, he had his answer. A lot had changed in ten years, not the least of which was that the Tackmore ranch was under new ownership.

      New owners doing dirty business.

      He couldn’t stop the shivering that wracked his soaked body as he dragged himself out of the deep river channel and into the rocky shallows. How many times had he thrown himself off the same bluff for the pure enjoyment of it after a hot summer day in the hay field?

      Never once had he contemplated using it in the winter as a means to escape being shot.

      The wet shale was slippery and sharp, digging into his fingers so frozen and stiff they were almost useless. The only place on his body that registered anything besides numbness was the gash in his side where his blood flowed in a warmth that didn’t last.

      The image burned into his eyes inflicted more pain than the cut on his side, though.

      He lifted his head, gauging the distance to the cover of brush growing up from the riverbank. Would they come looking for him? The current hadn’t carried him far enough downriver to be safe. If he could believe any place would be safe now.

      What had he really seen? Stuff like that existed in the movies, but not here. Not in his quiet hometown of Turnaround. Things like that didn’t—correction—shouldn’t ever happen here.

      He tucked his head and gritted his chattering teeth. He’d find help. She—whoever she was—needed him.

      Correction again. She didn’t need him. Nobody had ever needed him. He’d lived his life in such a way as to make sure of that. But someone had to know she was out there and in danger.

      She was in danger, right?

      Maybe she wasn’t. Maybe this was her choice, a willing participant. Some women were, right?

      He ground his teeth together. Not a chance. There was no way he’d ever believe any woman would consent to be treated like that.

      Besides, if that were the case, why would the Rocky Balboa wannabe try to kill him?

      His fingers sank into the sand lining the river above the outcropping of shale. Not that he could feel the wet earth. He only knew that whatever his hands grabbed for now gave way beneath them as he continued to work himself away from the water.

      Once out, he rolled onto his back, the dead, brittle grass jabbing into his flesh. Curling onto his side, he drew himself into a tight knot to conserve what warmth he had left, ignoring the searing pain that shot through him. He’d take that over the numbing cold deadening his body.

      You always wanted to be famous. Well congratulations, buddy, you’re going to be the first person ever to freeze to death in Turnaround, Texas. The irony would have made him laugh if he’d had the energy to spare. Not a single person would know about it because no one knew to look for him.

      The gray sky overhead held the promise of a winter storm, convincing him he’d better find the energy to keep moving.

      “Hey, Country Boy!” the voice echoed down the riverbanks. It was the same voice attached to the fists that had sought to beat him senseless before taking potshots at him as he ran. Levi pictured the man standing on top of the bluff he’d jumped from in his escape. “Or maybe we should say Country Music Boy. The famous Levi Hollingsworth. You think you’re a tough man? A hero? You’re getting in over your head here. But don’t worry, you will not get far.”

      Great. The one fan he had was a psychotic killer. The tall grass and dim light might hide him for now, but this guy—whoever he was—would be coming for him.

      “I know you can hear me! It’s not over. You can’t interfere and think you get to walk away. And just so we have an understanding, if you tell anyone what you saw here I will cut her up into tiny pieces and send them to you one by one.”

      The shivering in his body stopped. Nothing like cold, honest terror to heat a man up. A few more minutes and the dark would give him enough cover to get into the trees. And then what? The forecast predicted temperatures below freezing tonight.

      The walk back to his truck was too far, and he couldn’t be sure this maniac wouldn’t be there waiting to cut him up into tiny pieces too. Going there wouldn’t be an option. It would be a death wish—especially since the vehicle wasn’t about to magically fill with gas or sprout wings.

      He needed to find shelter and lie low for the night. A fire was out of the question, especially since he got kicked out of the Boy Scouts before they’d gotten to the part where you learned how to rub two sticks together to start one. Some form of protection from the vicious cold sweeping in from the north would be a necessity, though.

      There was only one place he could go. He’d been headed there anyway. It’d be a long walk, but properly motivated—which he most certainly was—he could probably make it to the old farmhouse before he froze to death.

      He pressed his hand to his side. The thick, sticky patch of blood mingled with the wetness of his clothes. He must have gashed himself on the glass when he jumped out the window. His icy fingers found the warmth of the blood strangely comforting.

      Crawling into the trees was a slow process, but he wouldn’t risk standing and being seen. If he could make it to the top of the riverbank, he’d find an open field on the other side of the trees or something similar that would help restore his bearings.

      It’d been a few years since he’d walked these woods, but he hadn’t forgotten.

      The wind picked up, bringing with it a cold that bit into his bones. It wasn’t going to be a good night for him, but a measure of empathy unfamiliar of late assured him his would still be better than that of the girl he’d just seen.

      There had been a time when his heart had been soft. Life had done a bit of work hardening it up, but it would never be so hard that what he’d just seen wouldn’t appall him.

      Please, Lord, keep her safe until I can find help. It was a prayer he wasn’t sure God would bother listening to. Broad was the gate and wide the way that led to destruction. That was the path he’d chosen.

      Childhood memories crowded into his thoughts. Better days before he’d let the world put its mark on him. For the millionth time, he thought of Shayne and wondered what had happened that night. He’d tried for years to recall something, anything.

      She’d always run from his every effort to reach out to her, giving him the darkest idea he didn’t really want to know.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      A scarlet swath of blood smeared across the asphalt in the wake of a tangled mass of flesh, entrails, and cowhide.

      Shayne swerved to the right, missing the bulk of the unfortunate beast, but not its entirety. The bump of her tire rolling over an extended hindquarter caused her teeth to grind.

      She’d already come to one jarring stop just minutes before. This time she eased the SUV into the grass bordering the pavement, working to recall the correct procedure for reporting a dead cow in the road. Should she call nine-one-one, the Sheriff’s Office, or County Services?

      Skid marks interrupted her thoughts, directing her attention to an open field.

      Thirty yards to her right, a truck rested upside down in the yellow grass. A perforated line of freshly turned soil told her the vehicle had rolled more than once on its way to where it now resided.

      Great arcing loops of barbed wire, like a knitting project gone awry, curled amid bent and twisted metal posts where the out-of-control vehicle had broken through the fence.

      Shoving the gear into park, she bolted out of the vehicle before her mind fully processed the scene. The chilling wind snapped her to attention, clearing her head and stilling her.

      There was little chance anyone might have survived. But what if …

      She took a step toward the wreckage, then stopped again. Her brain reasoned with her saying, Don’t go. There’s nothing you can do. You shouldn’t see this.

      Her heart thumped against her sternum as indecision hammered conflicting emotions within. Miracles still happen. To remain standing at a distance would be to say she doubted that truth.

      Like the needle on a compass, Shayne’s true north was pain. The suffering of others—whether friend or stranger—was something she was compelled to pour herself into. She couldn’t turn away from it, even when she couldn’t take it away.

      Unless it was her own.

      That pain she’d learn to bury. Right along with yourself.

      With one hand gripping the open car door while the other clutched at hair whipped wildly by the wind, she stood frozen in place. What if she only made it worse?

      But miracles…

      The person on the motorcycle had looked the other way.

      That wouldn’t be her. Ever.

      She killed the engine. With a newfound sense of urgency, she retrieved her phone. Her fingers tapped in the passcode as she hurried down the slope. Unsteady steps over the rough ground covered in falling mist forced her to slow.

      A heel of her black leather pumps snagged by a hidden piece of mangled fence made her stumble. The phone flew from her grip as she fought to keep from falling amid the tangled barbed wire. She paused her prayers to chastise her vanity again for wearing these shoes on a day like today. Or ever. She hated these shoes. Only it wasn’t vanity that made her wear them. They were all a part of the hiding.

      Jerking her leg free, she winced as the barbs dug into her flesh. Blood trickled in a thin trail along her calf as she stooped to pick up the phone.

      The wind moaned over the ridge and down through the river bottom, but that wasn’t the sound that made her scalp prickle. A distinctly human sound resonated over the growl of the gale. In the tall grass several yards from the truck, someone was alive, although the guttural cry emanating from their broken body said they must wish otherwise.

      Searching, she found a young man lying face up, a patch of red growing on his torn t-shirt as his limbs stretched, bent in too many places.

      She turned away. His suffering wasn’t something she wanted to look upon, knowing his pain would flow through some unconscious connection into her soul. The suffocating grip of inadequacy had already begun squeezing against her chest.

      But fear must not win. She wouldn’t let it. Squaring her shoulders with more readiness than she felt, she forced her attention back to his crushed body.

      His eyes opened, his features twisting in agony as he mumbled words she knew were Spanish.

      “I don’t understand,” Shayne said as she knelt beside him. Serpent tattoos circled his neck. She recoiled.

      Don’t look away. Focus on his face. As she did, she found her gaze met by the pain-filled, frightened expression of a man who believed he was dying.

      Eyes rimmed in suffering told a different story than that of the fierce and wicked images inked on his face and body. Compassion flooded her heart. This wasn’t a condition she would wish on anyone—with maybe the exception of a handful of monsters from that horrific night. Monsters without faces or names.

      His lips moved, and she leaned closer to hear words whispered in as much fear as pain. “Help me.”

      The words rasped out as though wrenched from somewhere deep within his broken body, gripping her heart.

      “I’m calling nine-one-one.” Hands shaking, she lifted the phone. His bloody fingers pressed against her forearm, stopping her.

      “No. No bueno.” He licked his lips, smearing blood across them.

      “What’s your name?” Shayne fought the urge to flinch away from his touch, or vomit. She could only guess what kind of person he might have been minutes ago, before gravity had thrown him from the truck, then ground him beneath its weight. But right now he was a mother’s son, someone’s brother or friend. A once innocent child who had somehow turned down a path that led to tattoos shaped like serpents and teardrops.

      “No. It’s … el escorpi …” A moan escaped, turning into a cough that sent a trickle of blood trailing from his mouth down his cheek. “Escorpion … he has her … the money. Take the money.” He stilled, eyes closed. Shayne waited, pressing her palm across her mouth to stifle a sob.

      Heavy lids lifted slowly. He stared at her through the haze of death. His bloodied fingers now reached toward her face, latching on a stray lock of hair that blew against her cheek.

      “Por favor, save her.”

      “Please don’t give up. We’ll get help.” The forgotten phone dropped from her fingers as she reached for the icy hand that slid weakly from her hair, squeezing it in her own as though by doing so she could impart life.

      His gaze held hers as he pled one last time, his eyes draining of life but his voice desperate. “Tell them it’s El Scorpion. Por favor, promise me you’ll help them find her.”

      Shayne held tight to his hand, but his hold on life seemed to recede with the light of day as the dark clouds swept over them. His words made no sense, but the torment in his eyes left her convicted of a need to say something that might offer him comfort. “I’ll try. I promise.”

      A sharp crack ripped through the howling wind. Something sliced across the flesh of her right shoulder, tearing her grip from his hand and sending her reeling against the ground. Fire raced down her arm.

      A second object exploded the dirt near her head. Bits of cold earth struck her cheek as truth ricocheted in her thoughts. Someone had shot her.

      And apparently they weren’t through.

      Survival instinct more than thought process propelled her response. She rolled to her side as another blast struck the ground where she’d been. She grabbed her phone from where she’d dropped it, then half crouching, half running, she headed for the wrecked vehicle, keenly aware it offered the only cover in the open field.

      It wouldn’t be enough if the shooter came looking.  Another round screeched through the metal somewhere farther back on the truck.

      Then nothing. No more shots. No approaching footsteps.

      The silence terrified her more than the whine of the bullets. Where had the shooter gone, and what were they doing?

      This wasn’t the day she wanted to die. And it certainly wasn’t the way.

      The burning discomfort in her shoulder dimmed as the rush of adrenaline heightened her other senses. She reached to touch the open wound, only then remembering the phone she held. It slid from her fingers as she looked down at the growing blotch of red. The shot had ripped open her sleeve to expose her now bloody arm.

      Breathe in, hold, breathe out. Think. Be able to state your location.

      She picked up the phone, repeating the words as her trembling fingers pushed the keys. Her gaze landed on the face of a second man—the driver—still trapped in the vehicle, his dead eyes staring at her from a head no longer properly attached to his body.

      “Nine-one-one. What’s your emergency?” The voice of the operator cut through her panic.

      “I …” Shayne doubled over and retched.

      “Caller, can you hear me? Please state your emergency.”

      Shayne swallowed against the knot of emotion swelling inside her. “Someone’s trying to kill me.”
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      That someone was using her for target practice made the pain in her arm pale compared to the rage burning through Shayne. Anger held her together, pushing back the shock that hovered one shallow breath away. The bullet had only grazed her shoulder, but its impact sent a throbbing, aching wave down her arm and through her upper body.

      The world around her spun like a kaleidoscope of vivid and distinct sensations.

      The smell of the still warm engine—hot oil and diesel fumes—hung heavy in the moist air, mixing with the musty, sweet scent of the freshly turned soil clinging to the bumper. The sharp stubble of dead grass stabbed at her bare knees while the smooth, solid curve of metal pressed against her side. The blood seeping from her shoulder left a thick warmth that soon morphed into an icy wetness that numbed her skin.

      As though it meant to pull the world apart, the wind raged across the landscape. Its steady roar silenced every sound except the thunderous pounding of her heart.

      She might have marveled at the amount of detail the mind registered under such horrific circumstances if fear of dying hadn’t been her most urgent concern.

      Drawing herself into a tight ball, she knelt in front of the only thing between her and a potentially fatal bullet. She could ponder the mysteries of the human brain later.

      If there was a later.

      At last, the wail of sirens rose through the growling storm.

      Only then did she let herself shiver, the moments-ago sharpness of her surroundings dimming into a haze of gray. Once the shaking started, she couldn’t stop. The surrounding scene smudged as though it were a watercolor painting touched by too much moisture. The world spiraled into a long, dark tunnel threatening to pull her into its depth. She clung to the edge with a tenacious determination, refusing to fall into the black abyss of a panic attack.

      Other sounds became distinct, each one existing in its own separate vacuum, registering in her consciousness with exquisite clarity—the squeak of a truck chassis bouncing over rough ground, slamming doors, urgent voices.

      The metallic zing of zippers.

      She couldn’t move, couldn’t speak. The line between reality and nightmare was eggshell thin, and maybe if she didn’t so much as twitch, it wouldn’t crack.

      A swirl of unfamiliar faces surrounded her. Latex gloves, tiny lights, fingers pressed against her wrist—touching her. Voices asking questions.

      She wanted to answer, but her mouth refused. She nodded, trying not to flinch beneath their touch.

      For whatever reason, the shooter hadn’t wanted her dead enough to finish the job. She was safe now, right?

      Strangers ushered her to the shelter of the waiting ambulance. She recoiled under lights that were too bright. A fresh jolt of alarm shot through her. They planned to examine her. Her fingers went to her right hand, where she twisted the silver ring—a simple band with the outline of a compass stamped in it. The smooth way it rotated on her finger soothed her, reminding her to breathe.

      They were asking about her injuries, their gloved fingers already clipping away the torn fabric over her wound.

      “Just my shoulder.” The words came out tight and defensive.

      Lord, please help me be okay. She held back the sob that rose in her chest.

      Her fears ebbed as they cut away the sleeve of her dress where her blood saturated the expensive black fabric. Surrounded by people doing their best to protect her, she let herself calm. Their compassion helped pull her away from that thin line between reality and hysteria. The shivering stopped.

      Two EMTs moved around her with trained efficiency. The atmosphere inside the ambulance soothed her raw nerves. No wind, no bullets, no dead faces staring at her through cracked windshields. Rational thinking returned in slow, steady waves. Physical pain she could withstand. It was emotional pain that was her greatest nemesis.

      A deputy joined her. Tipping his tan Stetson hat, he introduced himself as Deputy Harmon and asked if she might be able to answer a few questions. Shayne nodded, knowing there wasn’t much she could tell. She hadn’t understood most of what the injured man said, and she hadn’t seen the shooter.

      After several rounds of disappointing “I don’t know” answers, the deputy must have decided to give up.

      “Well … thank you.” He closed his notepad and slid his pen back into his uniform pocket in defeat. “You’ll probably hear from an investigator soon, but I’ll let you know if I have any more questions.” The resignation in his voice said he figured asking them would be just as pointless as asking the previous ones.

      She couldn’t tell him what she didn’t know.

      The EMT finished his assessment and left her as the next round of questioning walked over wrapped in the rugged, crusty form of Sheriff Rock Griger. He was the same mixture of intimidation and begrudging compassion she’d always known him to be. Someone you wanted in an emergency, but not a social gathering.

      “Miss Wright,” he lifted his hat, but quickly jammed it back onto his head in the biting wind. “They taking good care of you?”

      “Yes, sir.” Surprised that he recognized her after all this time—and all she’d done to remake herself—Shayne avoided eye contact, focusing on the plain brown boots he wore instead. Though they shone as if subjected to a rigorous polishing, numerous scuff marks told a story of hard use.

      Sheriff Griger had always been serious about taking care of the people in his county—apparently even when they ran as fast and far as they were able to leave said county.

      “Exactly the answer I expected from one of Frank and Hazel Hickory’s offspring. My deputy briefed me on what you were able to tell him. Not exactly an abundance of information to go on, but I reckon that’s understandable, considering. You think of anything else you’d like to add? Any reason why someone might have taken a potshot at you?”

      Shayne bristled, trying not to let her offense show. No one had taken a potshot at her. They’d tried to kill her. There was a significant difference.

      “Deputy Harmon said you mentioned some money. Any indication where or how much?”

      “No. I couldn’t make sense of what he was saying.” Shayne’s gaze focused on the upper right corner of the ambulance interior as she struggled to recall any other details. “He said something about a girl, but none of it made sense.”

      “Well, there’s no money or girl in the vehicle. And the only other person we’ve found so far is the driver, and he won’t be talking.” His eyes darted to her as though he realized the callousness of his comment, but wouldn’t point it out unless her reaction told him it was necessary. “A bit surprised to find you on this side of the county. Taking the long way home, I suppose.” He stared at her. “The road to your grandparents’ place is on the other side of town. And the road out of town … well, you’re familiar with that too, aren’t ya?”

      She hesitated to believe his jab was intentional, but it hinted at a truth that made her tuck her hands beneath her legs, looking down like a scolded child. “Reminiscing, I guess. There’s something about driving down the old roads that reminds you who you are.” Or were, anyway. She wished that wasn’t how she’d answered. Her words revealed too much of her heart, but there was no way to take them back.

      A short, wiry man rushed toward them, clipboard pressed against his chest as the wind tugged his bushy hair in wayward directions. “Sheriff, is it true? Tell me it’s not. You aren’t seriously asking me to do an autopsy on a cow.”

      Sheriff Griger rolled his jaw as though his answer had to be kneaded a bit to soften it. “Nice to see you too, Hughie. First of all, it’s a steer, not a cow. And yes, that’s exactly what I’m asking.”

      “I …” the man shook his head with a look of both disbelief and displeasure. His mouth hung open, but apparently he had nothing more he was willing to say to the sheriff.

      “Just want to confirm how it died.”

      Hughie snorted then said, “Kind of obvious, don’t ya think?”

      “I want to know if someone shot it, too,” Sheriff Griger responded. Hughie might have been oblivious to the impatience in the sheriff’s voice, but Shayne was not. Under other circumstances, she might have found it humorous. “Just asking you to take a look at what’s left of Buster, and tell me what you find. You can do that, can’t you?”

      Hughie’s expression said he could do a lot of things, but preferred to stick to those he deemed more important than the death of a steer. His answer squeezed out between lips pressed into a thin line. “Yes, sir.”

      Sheriff Griger stared after Hughie as the man stomped away, then he turned back to study Shayne.

      News the dead animal was Buster the Longhorn steer, the unofficial town mascot, somehow made the scene around her even more unbelievable. A bizarre dream she might wake up from at any moment.

      The sheriff’s request unsettled her. The possibility someone shot her at random wasn’t nearly as distressing as the possibility there was a lunatic out to kill everything he could. Someone still roaming freely among the people she loved in the place that had been her home, and maybe still was.

      “The men in the truck … were they shot too?” she asked.

      “No signs that they were, but we’ll see what Hughie can find.” He looked at the scene playing out across the field. Men scattered through the grass, the beams of their flashlights moving methodically over the ground in the fading light. Another deputy walked along the road, apparently assessing the angle from which the shooter might have positioned himself, searching for something Shayne hoped he found.

      A sleek black and white SUV pulled to a stop on the opposite side of the road, the distinctive Texas State Trooper emblem unmistakable on its side. A Trooper in the equally distinct tan uniform, blue stripes bordered in red piping down the pants leg, stepped out, securing his Stetson on his head as he stood. An aura of competency and legacy came with him.

      Deputy Harmon moved up beside the sheriff. “DPS is here. What do you want me to tell them?”

      “With Miss Wright being shot, we’ll need to work the scene as an aggravated assault first, so we’ll take the lead. Unless we tie the wreck and the assault together as part of the same event, he can have the wreck as soon as we’re done. Tell Trooper Hernandez I’ll be right over. Until then, give him whatever he needs.”

      Griger looked at Shayne. “We’ll find out who did this and why. For now, I’m gonna release you under one condition.”

      “And that is?” She would agree to just about anything if it got her away from here.

      “You let the ambulance take you to get properly checked out at the hospital. I’ll send a deputy behind with your car. And after that I don’t want you out on the roads by yourself tonight.” He scratched his chin with rough, thick fingers. “You came alone to the funeral. You got someone you can stay with tonight?”

      Shayne didn’t point out that those were two conditions, not one. “I’ll stay at the farm. You know they keep it ready for when Grandpa comes home.”

      He lowered his eyes, and Shayne looked away. They could let the lie hang between them if they didn’t make eye contact, acknowledging what they both understood. Her grandpa wasn’t coming home. The circle of life on the Hickory family farm had already been broken.

      Sheriff Griger cleared his throat. “That’s not what I asked.”

      She rolled her bottom lip between her teeth and kept her gaze directed at her feet. “I’ll reach out to a friend.”

      His eyes narrowed as though he didn’t trust her answer.

      “I haven’t forgotten the muleheaded streak in your family. Given the circumstances, I don’t think they meant this to be an attack specifically on you. You were probably just in the wrong place at the wrong time. But until we know something for sure, we aren’t going to take any chances. If I find out you do something reckless by being too stubborn to ask for help, you’ll answer to me.”

      In the wrong place at the wrong time. Again.

      “Understood.” Which was true whether she chose to comply or not.

      “All right then.” Sheriff Griger nodded to the ambulance personnel, then reached out to stay the closing door. “And Shayne, glad you made it back for Peg’s funeral. It’s good to see you back in Turnaround.”

      The ambulance doors closed, sealing her off from one nightmare as she drifted into the grips of another—that of memories she couldn’t stop.
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      Being shot had first of all terrified her, then it had really ticked her off. Shayne tugged at the flimsy hospital gown, stretching it over her bare knees as though it were armor to protect her against the onslaught of unwanted thoughts.

      All it had taken was one word. She’d sensed its presence behind the concerned looks and cautious utterances.

      Victim.

      She hated the word. A victim is one who is injured, mistreated, or tricked—or most crushing of all … one who is sacrificed.

      The truth burned like a glowing ember in her soul. She hated that label because it fit her.

      And it was the label the EMT had used as he handed her off to the emergency room staff.

      Closing her eyes, she inhaled, held, exhaled just as she’d learned to do when her control slipped toward the edge of hysteria.

      But this time, the circumstances were different. She couldn’t have foreseen the possibility someone might shoot her when she stopped for the wreck. No rational person would have considered what had happened to her a reasonable concern. And no one with an ounce of compassion would have driven on without stopping.

      So where did that leave her?

      The slow, steady cadence of footsteps coming from the tile hallway made her clutch the side of the bed, breath held, until they passed.

      The eggshell thin armor had cracked.

      Too much excitement and trauma to her body, coupled with fatigue and a growing hunger, made her edgy.

      She should call Nick even though she’d only gotten his voicemail earlier. And by now he’d be at the Annual Shelter House Volunteer Appreciation Dinner and wouldn’t answer his phone.

      Nick had been the first man she’d allowed to catch her eye after she came out of that season of suffocating despair.

      The clean-cut, mild-mannered Nick Taylor had inserted himself into her life before she had a chance to object. There was nothing threatening about him, nothing risky. Filled with life and fueled by ambitious plans for the future, he cast a wide shadow where she was content to hide.

      The son of a pastor who had founded a growing, although not quite mega, church, Nick was determined and optimistic. She might occasionally wonder if his aspirations drove him more than his desire to serve the Lord did, but mild-mannered Nick could also be intensely determined when there was something he wanted. Maybe they were meant to balance each other out.

      Whatever God’s purpose in bringing them together, with Nick’s single-minded focus on his dreams of planting and pastoring a church, he was exactly what she needed.

      He made no demands on her physically. In fact, their relationship might qualify as platonic if it weren’t for the random kiss on the cheek or squeeze of her shoulder. He told her he wanted to keep their relationship pure. Sometimes he’d hold her hand or put his palm on her back when they were in front of a crowd, a gesture that felt territorial to Shayne, but also gave her the sense of being protected.

      And he didn’t mind being the one making decisions, requiring little input or vulnerability on her part. Life with Nick would be quiet. It would be safe. It would be shaped like the perfect cookie cutter family behind the white picket fence.

      She’d never find another man like him who would be willing to spend his life with her. Nick was her chance at living life as a normal family—where ugly secrets stayed locked in closets no one cared to enter.

      So why hadn’t she said yes to his proposal?

      Twisting the silver ring on her right hand, she refused to contemplate the blood covered diamond on her left. Her gaze went to the cell phone lying in the chair beside her purse.

      Touching her bare feet to the cold tile floor, Shayne retrieved her phone, and reseated herself on the end of the hospital bed, tucking the gown snug around her body. The phone felt heavy in her hand as she stared at the screen, still smudged with blood. Her blood or the dying man’s—she didn’t know. Besides, what did it matter?

      She drew another deep breath meant to somehow render confidence. It didn’t. She felt like a balloon blown up too many times, its rubber too thin and old to pop, left instead to succumb to the slow
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