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      A second chance at love sparks a fight for redemption.

      Dylan “Delta” Hunt thought he left his past behind when he returned from war. Haunted by all he’s seen, he’s built walls around his heart, convinced that peace and love are beyond his reach.

      Emma has never stopped loving Dylan, even after the man she knew came back a broken stranger. She’s spent years trying to reach him but has failed every time. Now, an unexpected revelation about her estranged family pulls her into a dangerous mystery, and Dylan might be the only one who can help.

      When Emma vanishes without a trace, Dylan is forced to confront the feelings he buried long ago. But the real question is: Does he have enough light inside to bring them both home? Or will rescuing her cost him what little peace he clings to?

      Dive into a gripping story of lost love, redemption, and courage in this Christian Romantic Suspense.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      “But even if you soar as high as eagles and build your nest among the stars, I will bring you crashing down,” says the Lord. (Obadiah 1:4).

      There are moments in all of our lives when it feels as though we are up against an immovable mountain. When the enemy has convinced us that there is no way out. Where the flaming arrows just keep getting hotter as they hit closer and closer.

      Whether it’s an addiction wreaking havoc in our lives.

      Chronic illness.

      Pain that just won’t ease.

      Grief that feels never-ending.

      Or maybe you’re facing down someone who seems determined to see you fail.

      In moments like that, when you feel overwhelmed and outgunned, you need to remember that there is nothing our God can’t do.

      David didn’t face Goliath alone. See, everyone else saw a giant, but David saw someone who was betraying God. He knew that God would fight with him and that he would not be facing Goliath alone.

      There will always be mountains in our lives.

      Moments where we feel like we’re facing insurmountable odds.

      But nothing we face is impossible with God.

      He is always there. Even in the dark moments when we feel all alone, when we’re crying in a closet, our car, the kitchen, long after everyone else has gone to sleep…we are seen.

      Loved.

      Cherished.

      We are children of The KING.

      His love for us as His children is never-ending. It’s unceasing. And even in the darkness, His light is there.

      I know that the world feels dark these days. That the trouble in the news feels unceasing, but just know that there is light, too. That, even amidst the tragedies, there is hope because, one day soon, Jesus will return.

      He will wipe all the tears from our eyes, and there will be no more pain.

      No more suffering.

      Because God never gives up on His children.

      He loves us.

      And that mountain you’re facing? That immovable wall? It’s NOTHING compared to Him.

      Our God can do anything.

      So, give your worries to Him, and watch as He works in your life.

      

      -Jessica

    

  


  
    
      To those who smile in the face of the storm.

      Because we know, God’s got this.

      Mark 4:39-41

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            DYLAN

          

          TEN YEARS AGO

        

      

    

    
      The steady drip, drip, drip is slowly driving me mad.

      Or maybe it’s the fact that I haven’t eaten in—I don’t know how long.

      Or the dehydration.

      Or the putrid stench of the dead bodies decomposing on the floor of my prison. Even now, it sears my throat and lungs, burning me up from the inside. At least, I can’t see them or stare into their dead eyes. This pitch-black hole we were thrown into ensures that.

      No, I can’t see them.

      But I can feel them.

      Death surrounds me.

      They used to moan in agony. Used to plead with God for mercy.

      Until, one by one, they fell silent. Leaving only the drip, drip, drip.

      How long until I join them too? Why haven’t I already?

      I’ve begged for my life to be taken. Pleaded.

      Yet, here I remain. Wrists chained in front of me, trapped in a cell of death, ready for whatever nightmare they have planned for me next. The upside to all the pain? Anything new they do is just background noise.

      As they torment me, I let my mind drift back to home.

      Back to her.

      Blonde hair. Sun-kissed, freckled face. Eyes so blue that they make me want to swim in them forever.

      My love.

      My Emma.

      Would she even recognize me if she saw me now? Would she see past the animal I’ve become to the man I used to be?

      I’ve been bound so long that I don’t even know what it feels like to be unchained. I’m a creature in a cage. A shackled monster. That’s what they’ve made me.

      Light assaults me when the lid covering my prison is opened. It burns my eyes, so I have to close them tightly, listening only to the yelling above in a language I can’t understand.

      Slowly, I try to open my eyes, but the moment I do, tears fill them. The light is so beautiful. Is this it? Am I dead?

      Even before those thoughts can fully form in my mind, the light is momentarily blocked by two bodies rushing down the stairs toward me.

      I grip the hilt of the blade I found when I was feeling around the cell for something to fight with. I’d pulled it off of one of the dead—then promised to use it to get justice for us all.

      Even if it’s the last thing I do.

      “Get up,” a man orders in a thick accent. I don’t know his name, but I know he loves to play with fire. I have the burns to prove it.

      I don’t listen. Get closer.

      “I said get up!” He raises a rifle at me. Does he not know that I don’t fear death? It would be sweet relief for me to leave this world. Doesn’t he realize just how dangerous that makes me? After all, a man with nothing to lose is hardly a man at all.

      The buttstock of his rifle slams into my cheek. I barely feel the pain—though I taste the blood. Instead of letting him intimidate me, I tilt my face up.

      And smile.

      His dark eyes narrow on me. “You do not hold the power here, American,” he growls. “Or have you forgotten?”

      “We don’t have time for this.” The second man—one I don’t recognize—rushes over and grips my arm to rip me up to my feet. With all the weight I’ve lost, it’s not a struggle for him to do.

      Together, they drag me out of the hole, my legs slamming into creaky wooden stairs as I go completely limp.

      Once we reach the top, they throw me to the ground.

      All around, chaos reigns. Alarms are screeching, and armed men are running around, shouting orders.

      Drip. Drip. Drip.

      I can still hear it.

      Why can I still hear it?

      “Let’s go,” the second man orders as he tugs me the rest of the way out of the hole.

      “No!” With a feral roar, I slice out with the blade.

      The man yells when it catches his arm.

      “Idiot!” The butt of a rifle is slammed into my gut, and I fall forward, gasping for breath, but I don’t remain down long.

      Someone yells, but my gaze is focused only on killing the man in front of me.

      On killing him, just as he killed my friends.

      On killing them all.

      The man raises his rifle and fires.

      Two bullets.

      One.

      Two.

      They tear through me, and I fall backward—down, down, down—into the hole. The knife stabs into my side, but as soon as I catch my breath, I roll to the side and tug it free, the pain nothing more than a pinch compared to everything else my body has been through.

      I can’t feel much of anything anymore…except this thirst for vengeance. This desire to watch my enemies burn. Not even bullets can stop me now. Not after what they’ve done to me.

      Two men descend into the hole again, shadows that momentarily block out the sunlight once more.

      I can’t see their faces, but it doesn’t matter because they’re all the same. Monsters masquerading as men. Threats that need to be eliminated. The world will be safer without them here. Isn’t that why I went through all of this? Why my men were cut down? Because we were sent here to stop these monsters from committing genocide.

      I remain still, waiting for my chance as one moves to my cuffs. Bad move, enemy. They think I’m dead. They probably want the cuffs for another member of the living. But they won’t get that chance. I won’t let them do to someone else what they did to me.

      The cuffs fall off my wrists, clattering to the ground. Summoning what little strength I have left, I lunge to my feet and slash out with the rusted blade.

      “Dylan!” someone yells, but I don’t recognize the voice. “Stop!”

      I can’t stop. Don’t they see that? They’ve turned me into exactly what I was always afraid of becoming—a killer. I slash out again, and large hands grip my arms. I’m slammed to the ground, face-first, a knee between my shoulder blades.

      “Let me go!” I spit. “I’m going to kill all of you!” I thrash beneath them, but within seconds, all the energy leaves my body, and I fall still. Breathing is a struggle; it has been since well before this moment.

      Honestly, I’ve been struggling to draw breath since I left home.

      Since I left her.

      “We need to get him out of here,” a man says.

      “I’ll cover you,” another replies.

      Their tones are strained, tense. But they don’t have the accents my abductors have. Does that make them different? Or are they merely here to take away what’s left of me?

      I’m flipped onto my back, then lifted and draped over a shoulder. The man carries me toward the steps, and I don’t fight it. Instead, I close my eyes and let my thoughts drift back to the small shred of humanity left in me.

      Golden hair.

      Soft brown eyes.

      Freckle-dusted skin.

      Maybe this will finally be the end for me. Maybe I’ll finally find peace—if that even exists. I’m beginning to believe it was all a lie. But as I drift away, letting myself come to terms with what will likely be my last moments, I picture her face.

      And in my imagination, I get the chance to say goodbye.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            EMMA

          

          PRESENT DAY

        

      

    

    
      The fall sun kisses my face as I make my way down Main Street. A light breeze toys with the strands of hair that escaped from the braid I put it in this morning, and overhead, birds soar through the cloudless sky.

      Man, it’s so beautiful outside today. Such an absolutely lovely day to be alive. Reaching up, I gently touch the cross around my neck. Thank You, Lord, for this day. It truly is a gift.

      Smiling, I let my hand drop as I head up the walk toward the diner. Lunch is calling me. Has been for hours—since I skipped breakfast. But I had a goal—and now that goal is met. My reward? Food.

      Delicious food.

      The door is propped open, and I can smell fresh apple pie before I’ve even fully entered. I don’t know that I’ve ever been more grateful that I already got my run in this morning. Because that means two slices of Talia’s delicious pie for me today. One for after lunch, the other for dinner.

      “Good morning, Emma,” Talia greets as I step inside. Her slightly graying hair is pulled back in a high ponytail, just as it always is whenever she’s working. “I’ll be right with you.”

      “No rush at all.” I beam at her, then take a seat on one of the orange barstools at the counter before pulling out my list and marking off the last errand I finished. Check on bounce houses. Check! It’s only just now lunchtime, and I’ve already made an impressive dent in today’s to-do list.

      It’s been a great day.

      “What can I get for you today, lovely?” Talia asks as she sets some wrapped silverware in front of me.

      “Chai tea and a grilled chicken salad, please, ma’am. And two slices of apple pie to-go.”

      “You got it. We still on for your thirty-sixth birthday dinner tomorrow night?”

      I wince. “You just had to remind me.”

      She laughs. “Thirty-six is the new twenty.”

      I laugh, though inside, my heart aches. I wanted to be married with kids by the time I was thirty. And now—who knows if that will ever happen. “I’ll be there,” I reply, forcing a smile. “My mouth is already watering.”

      “Good.” With a smile, Talia heads into the kitchen, leaving me to glance around the diner to see who else is currently grabbing lunch. Sheriff Gibson is in a booth with his mother, both of them laughing happily as they enjoy their lunch. I offer him a wave when he glances in my direction.

      Then there’s Kennedy Hunt’s parents, who both offer me kind smiles as they make their way up to the counter to pay their tab, alongside Alice Hunt’s parents. They’re relatively new to town, their daughters having married two of the five Hunt brothers. According to Lani, they bonded shortly after Alice’s parents relocated here last year.

      I’ve lived in Pine Creek my entire life—well, almost my entire life. I was born in Massachusetts but was placed up for adoption when I was only a baby, and the couple who adopted me moved back here, where they both grew up.

      I was nine months old when we came to Pine Creek. For all intents and purposes, this place has been my home my entire life. I know everyone, and they know me. We all support each other, which I was certainly grateful for after my parents’ accident thirteen years ago. I was barely eighteen when I lost them. But I had a town to rally around me. An entire family of people who made sure I didn’t lose myself too.

      That familiar knot of grief wells up inside of me, and I have to actively fight it back down. It was a season of grief and pain. One thing after another for three years after I lost them. God is the only reason I survived, and I believe wholeheartedly He guided the town to close in around me so I didn’t feel so alone.

      “Here you go, honey.” Talia sets a mug down in front of me, the hot water already turning a pale brown, thanks to the bag of fresh spices steeping inside. “Food will be up in a moment.”

      “Great. Thanks.” As she steps away, I slide my list back into my purse, then withdraw my latest read—a swoony romance about two people who survive a plane crash and end up marooned on an island. Rivals to romance—my favorite.

      There’s just something about that moment when they finally realize that everything they’ve been fighting against is everything they need.

      If only things worked like that in real life. An all-too-familiar face swims into the front of my memory, but I bat it back down.

      No. There’s no time for shattered dreams and broken hearts right now.

      This has been a good day, and it will continue to be a good day.

      As I focus on the words printed across the pages, I completely tune out the world around me, letting myself be fully engulfed in the story, the characters, the everything. Here, I can block out all of my own problems and watch as the characters solve theirs. Here, things are easy. A safe formula I can count on.

      Girl meets boy.

      Chaos ensues.

      Boy chooses girl over everything.

      There is no life after the happily-ever-after, where things can still fall apart.

      No broken promises.

      “Hey there, bookworm.”

      I jolt a bit, then turn and smile at Riley Hunt as he slides onto the stool beside me. The third oldest, Riley has always been a bit more laid-back than the rest of his brothers. Not that they’re overly serious…well, Tucker’s not.

      His dark hair is a mess as though he’s been running his hands through it all day, and he’s wearing his ranch clothes, which means he’s been out working rather than running errands. Not surprising—the Hunts are hard workers and the first to lend a hand if things go sideways.

      “Hey yourself, Mr. Hunt. No Romeo?” I ask, noting that his service dog, an adorable German shepherd named Romeo, is nowhere to be seen.

      “Nah, he’s with Jules today. She’s meeting with one of her charges, and the girl loves dogs. She’s hoping he’ll help her open up a bit, and I know he’ll keep my wife safe. Win-win all the way around.”

      After suffering trauma no one should have to go through, Jules turned her pain into strength and now spends quite a bit of time in Dallas at the center for Find Me, a company that rescues trafficking victims from all over the world.

      Frank Loyotta, who runs Find Me, occasionally calls in outside help for particularly hard cases. All five of the Hunt brothers have been called in on more than one occasion to aid in rescue missions since they run their own search and rescue company. And now, Jules is the one who helps these victims transition back into whatever normalcy they can find. Because she’s been through it too.

      “It’s so great that she’s doing that.”

      “She loves it.” His pride shines all over his face.

      “I’m glad.” I beam at him, then look at the book he set on the counter in front of him. “What did you bring today?”

      “A thriller. You?”

      “Romance.” I hold mine up. “You know me.”

      He laughs. “That, I do.”

      I practically grew up alongside the Hunt family. First, it started out with me being friends with the youngest of the Hunts—Lani. We bonded over both being adopted and became friends despite the one-year age gap between us.

      Then I met Dylan. And my entire world shifted. If only it would shift back.

      “Riley. What can I get for you?” Talia asks, her friendly smile always warm and inviting.

      “A burger and fries for me, a club sandwich with extra crispy bacon and a bag of potato chips for my dad, and another burger with no mayo and a side of onion rings, to-go, please.” He doesn’t add in who the last burger is for, and he doesn’t have to. I know that Dylan prefers onion rings to fries, and he hates mayonnaise. The Independence Day parade picnic cemented that when the potato salad got left out too long and he got sick to his stomach.

      “You got it.” After making a note on her pad, she heads back into the kitchen.

      “How are things going out at the ranch?” I ask, hoping he doesn’t know what I’m really asking. How’s Dylan? Has he decided he misses me as much as I miss him yet?

      “Not too bad. Dad’s truck is on the fritz, and since Elliot is out of town for a mission, I’m on mechanic duty until he gets back.”

      “I’m assuming Dylan is helping?” When he doesn’t answer right away, I dramatically roll my eyes. “His name isn’t a bad word, Riley. Since I happen to know he’s the only one of you who can’t stomach mayonnaise, I know he’s helping you.”

      Riley shrugs. “Sorry, not sure where you stand.”

      “Nowhere,” I reply. “We don’t stand anywhere, and that’s just fine by me.”

      He gives me a side-eye, not sure he believes my words. “Yeah, he’s helping. If by helping, you mean humming every time he thinks I’m doing something wrong.”

      Humming. Dylan has an excellent voice. One of the best out of all the brothers. There was a time when we thought he was going to go into music. Then he’d chosen the military, and everything went sideways.

      “Well, he does like to make you crazy.”

      “Yeah. We get blips where he’s himself, and even as annoyed as I used to get, I’m just glad to see a bit of his old self shine through.”

      My heart aches. What I’d give to see that side of him again too. “Good. I’m glad to hear it.”

      Because I genuinely can’t discuss Dylan anymore without completely losing it, I go back to reading, or at least pretending to read, and a few seconds later, Riley opens his book too.

      Even as Lani and I have been friends for forever, and books are something Riley and I bonded over a long time ago, my real connection to the family lies with Dylan—the youngest of the brothers.

      A man I’ve loved for as long as I can remember.

      Pain blossoms in my heart, grief that just won’t go away, no matter how many years pass. No matter how many times he treats me like I mean nothing, I can’t let go of what we were.

      I suppose that’s my burden to carry.

      I pray constantly for God to take it away…to remove my feelings for Dylan, but so far, that particular prayer has not been answered. Someday, maybe, but not today.

      “Here you go.” Talia slides the chicken salad in front of me, so I close my book and set it aside.

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. Shout if you need anything else.”

      “Will do.” I bow my head. “Lord, I ask that you bless this food. Let it nourish my body. Thank You for the wondrous blessings you bestow upon me. I pray this in Jesus’ name. Amen.”

      “Amen,” Riley says beside me.

      I pour the dressing over the top of my salad and mix it in, then take my first bite. It’s the first time I’ve eaten today since my breakfast consisted of a protein shake after my run, then a mad dash out the front door so I wouldn’t be late to the Saturday staff meeting at the school where I teach kindergarten.

      “Any big plans today?” Riley asks.

      I finish chewing and swallowing my current bite. “Just preparations for the school’s fall festival. Then I’m headed over to Charlene’s place for a bit.”

      “How is she doing?”

      “Not great,” I reply sadly. Charlene Thomas lost her husband of nearly sixty years last month. She’s been struggling with depression, on top of the Alzheimer’s that’s been slowly pulling her further and further away from us. Most of the time, she forgets to do basic tasks, so even though she has a full-time nurse, I still head over at least once a day to sit with her and help wherever I can.

      “I’m so sorry to hear that. Is there anything I can do?”

      “Actually, if you have time, her back porch has a couple of loose railings. She likes to take tea out there every afternoon, and I’m honestly worried that she’s going to fall through one of these days.”

      “Consider it done.” He smiles.

      “Thanks so much.” I open my notepad and check off the line that says ‘Get Charlene’s Porch Fixed.’ Because if one of the Hunts says they’ll do something, it’s as good as done.

      “You had that on your to-do list?” he asks, amused.

      “I did. It’s been on there for the last couple of days. I’ve fallen a bit behind. It’s actually happenstance I ran into you because I was going to call Bradyn this afternoon.”

      “You and those lists,” he says with a laugh.

      “Don’t mock. They keep me organized.”

      “I bet you still add ‘make a list’ to your lists.”

      I glare at him, though a smile turns up the corners of my lips. “That happened one time. Dylan never let me live it down.” His name used to roll so easily off my lips. Now, it’s like a boulder falling on my toe. My happiness dies just a bit, so I turn my attention back to my salad.

      “You okay?” Riley questions.

      “Fine.” I say it a bit sharper than I mean to, so I offer him a smile. “I’m completely okay,” I add.

      “Alright. Well, you know that I’m here if you need me. We all are.”

      “Thanks, Riley.” Even though Dylan is their brother, they all supported me during the months when Dylan was in rehab. During that whole year, after the initial hospital visit ended horribly, I’d waited for the day Dylan would call and want to see me again, but it’s a call that never came.

      “No problem.” He offers me a smile, then returns to his book, so I finish eating in silence, all while my mind constantly replays the moments I had with Dylan before everything fell apart.
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        * * *

      

      “Well, well, Ma, what are you working on?” I playfully hold up a small pair of crocheted socks.

      “I don’t want to forget,” Charlene replies, a sheepish smile on her aging face. The floral couch she’s sitting on is one I’ve spent more than a few nights on since her husband’s passing. It also happens to be nearly the same pale pink as the dress she’s currently wearing.

      “Forget what? How to crochet?”

      “No, about the baby.”

      “What baby?”

      Charlene’s expression turns frustrated. Which means that she’s grasping at something I’m not comprehending and doesn’t understand why I don’t understand.

      “Hey, it’s okay,” I say quickly. “Sorry, the baby, of course. Tell me about the baby.”

      She laughs and rolls her eyes. “You know all about the baby, Emmaline. It is yours, after all.”

      Mine. “Oh?” I glance back at Ursula, her nurse, who simply smiles sadly.

      “Yes. Yours and that Hunt boy—Dylan. How could I forget his name?” She snaps her fingers. “That kid was running around after you from the time he could walk.”

      My chest tightens. How many times did I dream about being married to Dylan? About carrying his child and being the one he turned to when things got hard? Instead, during his darkest moments, he pushed me away.

      “Ma, Dylan and Emma aren’t together anymore,” her nurse says carefully. “Remember?”

      Charlene looks at me, confusion in her blue gaze. “Not together anymore. Since when?”

      “Quite a few years, Ma,” Ursula says, once again using Charlene’s pet name. She was an elementary school teacher up until she retired, and everyone has always called her Ma. Even the students called her Ma Thomas instead of Mrs. Thomas. “They haven’t been together in a long time.”

      “But that doesn’t make any sense. You were going to be married, remember? Baby’s breath and lilacs.”

      It’s a good thing I’m sitting down, because if I’d been standing, I imagine I would have fallen over, thanks to the weakness in my legs. Embarrassment, sadness, it all hits me as I look at her broken expression.

      “Those were just plans,” I tell her, trying to keep a friendly smile on my face even as my bottom lip quivers just slightly. Walking her through this is like reliving it all over again. And the pain is just as fresh today as it was then. “Sometimes, plans don’t work out.”

      “No. You two were more than plans. You were fated. Just like me and my love. I saw it. I saw it.” She shakes her head, then lifts her crochet project again. As she begins working the hook through the yarn, she smiles and mutters happily to herself, lost in whatever daydream she’s currently walking in. Maybe in her version of reality, Dylan and I are still together. Maybe we’re having a child.

      Would the young one have his hazel eyes? Crooked smile?

      Because just thinking about it has me in desperate need of air, I push up from the chair and head into the kitchen to place my glass of tea in the sink. Outside, I can hear Riley working on the porch. The occasional nail being shot into place has taken up a good portion of the time I’ve been here. I keep meaning to pop out and thank him for being so quick to get over here, but I haven’t had the chance yet.

      “You okay, honey?” Ursula questions. She was close friends with my mom, having also grown up here in Pine Creek.

      “Yeah. I’m okay.”

      “She’s only thinking about Dylan since she saw him earlier.”

      “When did she see him?” Since Charlene doesn’t tend to get out, it would be unusual for her to see Dylan, who rarely leaves the ranch, aside from Sunday mornings or missions for Hunt Brothers Search and Rescue.

      Ursula looks at me, confused. “He’s outside.” She points to the porch. “I thought you knew.”

      “I—” And then it hits me—Riley. Mischievous troublemaker. Ugh. Despite not wanting to speak his brother’s name around me, he’s always trying to put Dylan in my path. Likely because he hopes that, one day, what’s broken will be repaired. What he doesn’t realize, though, is that, even if Dylan offered to give me the time of day, I don’t know that I would be interested.

      He broke too much of me to put back together.

      She arches a brow. “Didn’t you ask him to fix the porch?”

      “I asked Riley. I’ll be right back.” Forcing a smile onto my face, I open the back door and step out onto the porch.

      As I do, my mouth dries.

      Dylan’s back is to me, his white tank top drenched with sweat. Scars snake out of the edges of the shirt, climbing onto his shoulder blades. It’s the first I’ve seen of the physical damage done to him all those years ago.

      And my eyes fill at the sight of it.

      The muscles of his back contract as he works with a piece of lumber that’s straddling two sawhorses. He slips a pencil behind his ear, then turns to face me, stopping abruptly when he sees me standing there.

      Hazel eyes so piercing they steal the very air around me level on mine.

      He’s always had this power over me. The ability to make everything and everyone else around me disappear—similar to how I feel when I read a book. Maybe that’s why I loved him so much. His ability to block out the noise and ground me in the present.

      “I asked Riley to fix this,” I blurt.

      “Riley’s busy.” He lifts the piece of lumber and carries it up to the porch, then lays it in place and uses a nail gun to fix it in place.

      “I didn’t mean for you to do it.”

      Dylan doesn’t verbally respond, just nods.

      “You don’t have to do it.”

      “I don’t mind.”

      It’s hard to believe we used to talk for hours when he can barely utter three words to me in a single sentence these days.

      “Fine.” Hating myself for letting it get under my skin even after all this time, I turn on my heel and head back into the house. Ursula is getting Charlene to her feet.

      “Emmaline! Dearest girl, when did you get here?”

      Tears filling my eyes and emotions searing my throat, I force a smile. “Not too long ago, Ma. Are you off to take your afternoon nap?”

      Her expression turns regretful. “I was, but you just got here. Why don’t we have some tea?”

      “You know? I actually just got a call and need to head out. Can I take a rain check?”

      “Of course, honey. You go do what needs to be done. You’re such a good girl. Give your parents my love, okay?”

      “Okay,” I choke out, still doing everything I can to keep the smile on my face and tears out of my eyes while Ursula guides her down the hallway and to her bedroom.

      I grab my purse and head out front, walking right past the Hunt Family Ranch truck parked in front of my car. As I climb inside, I close my eyes and bow my head. “Lord, please grant me the strength. Please take this pain. I don’t know how I can keep carrying it. I feel crazy. Please, God. In Jesus’ name I pray. Amen.”

      After wiping the tears that I couldn’t quite blink away, I pull away from the curb in front of Charlene’s house and head back toward mine. Back to my carefully crafted world where everything makes sense and I’ve hidden away all traces of Dylan Hunt.
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      The heavy bag swings, the chain creaking as I drive my fist into the side of it.

      Again.

      Again.

      Every muscle in my body is warmed up, my skin slick with sweat, but I’m nowhere near tired, despite being out here for nearly four hours. It’s not unusual though. Sleep eludes me more often than not.

      I step back, then spin and kick, slamming my foot into the bag and sending it swinging wildly. The ache in my chest isn’t unfamiliar either. Honestly, I’d be worried if I woke up one day and it was gone, but that doesn’t mean it’s easy to deal with. And ever since I saw Emma standing in the sunlight on Charlene’s porch, her pretty dress flowing softly in the early fall breeze, it’s felt like there’s an anvil on my chest.

      If only it would crush me already and get it over with. This slow, torturous pain is killing me anyway.

      “I thought I saw a light on.” Tucker, my twin brother, steps through the open door of the gym. His dog, Tango, rushes to greet my dog, Delta, and the two of them almost immediately start wrestling.

      “Wanted a quick workout in before bed.”

      “Didn’t you work out earlier today too?” Tucker questions, leaning back against the refrigerator holding all of our cold pre- and post-workout drinks.

      “Yeah. So?”

      “So, is everything okay?”

      “It’s fine.” I slam my fist into the bag, wishing this conversation was already over. But Tucker being Tucker, he only pries more.

      “You haven’t been coming around as often, so I want to make sure you’re good.”

      “You just got married a few months ago,” I remind him. “So no, I haven’t been around a whole lot. Seems to me you’d want some time to be alone with your wife.” I undo the cap of my water, not bothering to remove the wraps from my hands because I’m nowhere near numb enough for sleep yet.

      “Fair enough, but you know we like having you around.” He crosses his arms.

      I hate that he still feels like he has to take care of me.

      And I hate it even more that I really do miss my brothers. All of them. Even if I am happy for all of them and the families they’re starting, love just isn’t in the cards for me. Not now. Not ever again. Which means this is the new normal, and I’d better start getting used to it.

      They’ll be starting families and living their happily ever afters while I grow old alone, waiting for the day I no longer have to live with the cement of my past caked around my ankles.

      I set my water down and turn toward him. “Look, I did some work over at Ma Thomas’ place earlier, and now I’m trying to get one final workout in today since I have to be up early to stain her new porch railing and likely won’t get one in tomorrow morning, okay?”

      Tucker doesn’t look at all like he believes me. “You saw Emma over there, didn’t you?”

      I drop my head into my hands and let out a frustrated breath. “She’s an off-limits topic, and you know that.”

      “Do I?” Tucker crosses his arms. “Did she say something that upset you?”

      “Emma?” I ask. “Of course not. She never says anything mean to anyone ever.” She’s pure light. Always has been. Which is why I can’t be anywhere close to her. The darkness in me will devour her light.

      And this world needs her light.

      It already has enough darkness.

      “Tomorrow’s her birthday.”

      “I’m aware,” I growl.

      “Just making sure.” Tucker uncrosses his arms and pushes off the refrigerator. “Want me to hold the bag? Might be easier to beat it up if it’s not going anywhere.”

      “No thanks.” I unwrap my hands. “It’s late, I’ll probably just call it a night now.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah.” I hang my wraps up, then grab my bottle of water on my way out the door. “Hier, Delta,” I call my dog, using the German commands they were all trained with as puppies. Easier to control your dog when few others can interfere.

      He hops up from where he was lying and trots over toward me, ears perked, tail wagging.

      Tucker whistles for Tango, who also joins us as we step out into the evening air. It’s nearly eleven at night, and the moon is high overhead, casting a silver glow over the ranch that’s been my home for my entire life.

      If only it still felt that way.

      Truth is…I haven’t felt at home anywhere in a long, long time.

      I doubt I ever will again.

      “You sure your good? I can come hang for a bit. Alice is wrapping up some work stuff.”

      “Nah, I’m good. Thanks though.”

      Tucker offers me a nod before he turns away.

      “Hey, Tuck?”

      He turns back toward me. “Yeah?”

      “I’m really happy for you and Alice, I hope you know that.”

      Tucker smiles. “I know, bro. Love you.”

      “You too.”

      Delta and I climb into the utility vehicle I drove over here earlier, then wait until Tucker has pulled his truck out of the way so we can head home. As soon as he’s out of the way, I make the five-minute drive over toward the acre of land my parents gave me to build my house on.

      We each have an acre—including our youngest sister, Lani, though she’s still living in an apartment in town and hasn’t started building anything on her land just yet. Personally, I think she’s waiting until she finds her happily ever after, though she will never admit as much. Because that would mean having to admit to the torch she carries for our town’s sheriff, Gibson Lawson.

      My home comes into view, a quaint single-story three-bedroom cabin that’s been my home since I built it a couple of years after returning to Pine Creek from my last deployment. It’s a good house. Sturdy. But that’s all it is to me—a structure built to protect me from the elements.

      I thought time would make it feel more like home, but the truth is, no matter how many days pass—it’s still just a house. And I’m still a man—barely alive.

      Used to the routine, I don’t have to call Delta as I climb out. He simply falls into a walk beside me while we climb the porch steps. I unlock the door, and he trots inside, so I follow, hanging the UTV keys up near the door and retrieving my truck keys and wallet from the counter.

      With them in hand, I grab the glass vase I’d picked up earlier, add some water, then head out and lock up behind me. The wildflowers I planted in front of my house are the only part of this place that brings me any spark of joy.

      Because they remind me of her.

      Colorful, chaotic yet organized, beautiful—they’re Emma.

      It’s a sweet kind of torture to look at them and see her, but it’s the closest I can get without dimming the light burning bright within her soul. So I take what I can, though it’s never enough to satisfy the starvation I’ve suffered since losing her.
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        * * *

      

      Tucker knocks on the doorjamb but doesn’t pause before coming into the hospital room. I can’t bring myself to look at him. Even though we’re not identical, my twin is a painful reminder of who I was before hell descended upon me.

      “Hey, brother. Look who’s here.”

      I don’t even have to look to know it’s her. I can sense her like an animal can sense a storm headed their way. That’s what she is to me—a storm sent to sweep me away and carry me into a past that no longer exists and a future that will never come to pass.

      “Hey, Dylan.” Emma’s gorgeous face comes into view as she steps in front of me. Her golden hair is swept out of her face and braided down over her shoulder. The light dusting of freckles on her cheeks is apparent even in the dim hospital light.

      I don’t respond. What can I say? I’m not who she’s looking for. Not anymore. He died a horrible death in that cave when he was ripped out of me, leaving only a shadow.

      She steps up beside the bed and reaches down to touch my hand. The moment her skin touches mine, I jolt away. My breathing turns ragged, and I clench both hands into fists as I close my eyes tightly.

      I’m not in danger.

      I’m not in danger.

      But no matter how many times I repeat the mantra, over and over again, I’m still unable to put a leash around the panic clawing through me.

      Fight. I need to fight. They’ll kill me if I don’t.

      I’m not in danger.

      They’re going to take what little is left of me.

      I’m not in danger.

      “Brother, breathe.”

      “Get away from me!” I roar, shooting up off the bed. Everything around me is gone, and all I see is red. My hand closes around skin, and I hold on.

      A woman screams.

      Hands grip my shoulders and shove me back down. But I will not be kept down. Not again. Never again.

      “Stay down!” a man yells.

      He’d like that. They all would. But I won’t give up without a fight.

      “Dylan, it’s me!” That woman screams again. Her voice is familiar, but they’d want it to be, right? A trick to keep me from fighting.

      “You’re hurting her, Dylan!”

      “Dylan, you’re safe.” That woman whispers to me.

      The red begins to dissipate, and my surroundings return. I’m not in the pit—I’m in a hospital room.

      I’m not alone…I’m with— Oh, no. I release the hold I have on Emma’s arm, giving Riley the ability to rip her away from me. Tucker releases me, and he steps back too.

      They’re all staring at me like the monster that I am.

      “Get her out of here!” I yell. “Now!”

      “Dylan, it’s—” Emma starts.

      Hot tears sting my eyes. “Get out! I don’t want to see you!”

      Breathing is nearly impossible with the vise around my lungs, but I do what I can to draw in ragged breath after ragged breath while Riley ushers Emma out. Tucker remains where he is, but I barely see him as I curl onto my side, one hand gripping the hospital railing with such force my knuckles turn white.

      I could have killed her.

      I could have killed her.

      I would have killed her.

      Why couldn’t they have killed me first?
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      “Happy birthday to you, our dearest Emmaline!” Mom leans into the camera lens and smiles. Her green eyes are so full of life, so bright and happy. Who would have known that, less than two months later, they would be forever closed?

      “We love you so much, baby!” Dad calls out from behind the camera. He turns it on himself and waves; then the video ends. I’ve seen it so much that I know it’s coming, yet when the camera cuts out, the loss hits me just as hard as it did that first year.

      “Love you guys, thank you.” Tears stream down my cheeks, but I let them fall, soaking up the grief from losing them as well as the happiness they gave me for the first eighteen years of my life.

      Every year on my birthday, I watch that video right after waking. That way, I can spend my morning with them and get all my crying done before I head out into the world. Since church is this morning too, I imagine I’ll get a whole mountain full of happy birthdays, and I want to embrace them with a smile rather than with the gnawing grief that sinks in when I remember that I won’t get to eat my mom’s chocolate cake with peanut butter frosting or enjoy the steak dinner Dad always made every year.

      I stand and unplug the USB connecting the camcorder to my television, then place it gently in the cabinet where it will wait until next year to be used again. Then, I head into the kitchen for the tea I left steeping.

      As I make my way toward the counter, my gray tabby, Ash, comes trotting out of my bedroom, his fluffy, squirrel-like tail swishing behind him. “Oh, hey there, bud. Finally decide it was time to wake up?” I ask as I squat down to run my hand over his back. He arches beneath me, already purring. “I know what you want. Breakfast, right?”

      At the mention of food, he shifts his bright blue gaze up to me for a moment, then heads for the laundry room where I keep his food.

      Chuckling, I top his bowl off, then return to my tea while he eats.

      After adding some honey and a splash of milk, I carry my mug out onto the back porch to officially greet the day. The sun is just beginning to climb over the horizon, sending rays of gold, purple, and orange out over the world.

      My backyard is a beautiful array of colors, thanks to the Knock Out Roses I planted at the beginning of the season. With a smile on my face and my feet bare, I step out onto the soft grass. The breeze toys with my hair, and I close my eyes, taking a deep breath.

      “Thank You, oh Lord, for this day,” I say aloud. “Thank You.”

      I remain where I am for a few moments, letting serenity surround me. “It’s going to be another great day,” I whisper, then turn to head back in so I can get dressed for church. As I do, a vase overflowing with colorful wildflowers catches my eye.
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